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1. Introduction 

Political processes occurring in the international system and related to the opportunities 

and threats to the development of states become determinants of foreign policy, which includes 

the interaction between the entity adapting to change and the external environment in which it 

occurs. Activities related to the implementation of foreign policy in all its dimensions can be 

considered as adaptive behavior. Such a research approach requires building the analytical 

framework of the problem, explaining the theory, and verifying hypotheses using specified 

Abstract: The European Union has been gradually transforming in the process of progressive integration. An 
example of the serious implications of these changes were multiple crises that called the European order into 
question, thus posing a challenge to keep the essential structures of the EU within acceptable limits. The crises 
have forced EU decision-makers and Member State governments to adopt appropriate adaptive behavior by 
implementing correct response mechanisms. Adaptation to change has become the foundation of the European 
policies of the Member States. The author uses the theory of political adaptation to analyze German European 
policy. Initially, its main determinants were presented in the context of shaping adaptive behavior. Then, based 
on them, the model of adaptation to changes in the EU preferred by the German authorities was formulated. 
Using the comparative method and case study, the adaptation model in the situation of minimal changes in 
Germany and the EU compared with the form of adaptive behavior in it might be rapid changes caused by the 
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approach from ‘habitual’ to ‘deliberative’ or ‘convulsive’ which resulted in strengthening the role of the leader. 
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methods. The adaptive perspective in the present article has been reduced to exploring a part of 

political reality related to Germany’s European policy and the role of this country in the EU in a 

situation of rapid changes. In the author’s assumption, there is a clear gap in scientific discourse 

concerning treating political adaptation as a research approach and using it for practical analysis 

of processes and phenomena occurring in international relations. The article provides an attempt 

to transfer the adaptation perspective to the level of German European policy as one of the key 

dimensions of foreign policy. In contrast, government actions in relation to attempts to solve crises, 

according to the adopted assumption, are treated as the effect and the main manifestation of 

political adaptation. 

Following the accepted methodological framework of research, the purpose of the article 

is to define the main determinants of German European policy in the context of adaptive behavior 

and to create on its basis a model of adaptation to changes occurring in the EU. The use of the 

theory of political adaptation required clarifying the general priorities of German European policy 

after reunification. However, the most important aspect of the analysed adaptive behavior was the 

government’s response to rapid external changes caused by the Eurozone crisis and the refugee 

crisis. In this aspect, it was essential to clarify to what extent Germany’s European leadership, 

especially in the periods of crises being analysed, can be described as the result of the political 

adaptation process. The author formulated several hypotheses. First of all, the German adaptation 

model is understood as the type/mode of adaptive behavior changes depending on the analysed 

political phenomena. Secondly, Germany can be seen as the political ‘homeostat’ of the EU system 

maintaining its internal balance. Finally, last but not least, political adaptation to the role of leader 

was effective in the Eurozone crisis, while in the case of the refugee crisis, implemented adaptation 

solutions led to internal changes, which hinders the positive assessment of this process. 

Comparison of adaptive models in slight and significant changes required the use of the 

comparative method. In turn, the case-study approach complemented comparative research and 

allowed to determine Germany’s adaptability in various contexts. 

The article was organised into three parts. The first describes the theory of political 

adaptation and explains the possibilities of using this model as a research approach in political 

science. The second part explains the main postulates recognizing European policy as a platform 

for adaptive behavior. On this basis, the main parameters of German European policy were defined 

to determine the adaptive behavior model. In the last part, attention has been focused on explaining 
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the phenomenon of German leadership in the EU as an implication of adaptation to changes caused 

by crises, taking into account individual adaptation models. Finally, a comparative analysis of the 

strategy of German’s political adaptation in the EU during the Eurozone crisis and the refugee 

crisis was presented. According to the central claim of the research, these phenomena contributed 

to the change in the adaptive environment, in which Germany played the leading role, adapting to 

the role of leader.  

 

2. Adaptation as a political process  

Adaptation as an interdisciplinary concept has become an object of analysis in both natural 

and social sciences. It can be a valuable category for explaining phenomena and processes from 

various cognitive perspectives. Therefore, when trying to embed the concept of adaptation in the 

appropriate definition framework, it is important to rely on examples specific to a given discipline 

and transfer the theoretical model to the problems analyzed there. Although some research 

approaches center the debate on adaptation as the consequences of environmental changes, it 

should be seen not as a result or state but primarily as a process - more or less dynamic (Mayr, 

1982, p. 483). Its essence is to adapt the organism to new conditions. The effectiveness of 

adaptation can only be tested in the long-term perspective, by observing the response of the 

environment and internal structures (Simonet, 2010, p. 4; Bates 2005).  

In socio-psychological analyses, adaptation is understood as a process of unremitting 

interaction between the individual and the dynamically changing world in which it operates. On 

the one hand, this complex dynamics refers to the change in the behavior of the adaptive entity, 

and on the other - to processes that determine the emergence of transformation perspectives 

(Jakubowicz, 2002, pp. 247-250). The change in the entity’s operating strategy results from 

processing information from the environment, allowing it to decide to adapt to new conditions. 

The subject’s effectiveness in responding to new situations depends on the ability to modify 

behavior or its structure (Taché, 2003, p. 362; Simonet, 2010, pp. 4-6). 

The concept of adaptation can also analyze political processes, especially in shaping 

specific foreign policy strategies by decision-making centers. J. N. Rosenau, who initiated research 

on adaptive behavior in this dimension, defined adaptation as an action aiming at preserving and 

protecting social structures and attributes of the state constituting its essence (Rosenau, 1981, pp. 

3-5). The direct determinants of adaptation processes are the behavior of decision-makers and the 
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nature of decisions regarding individual dimensions of foreign policy. Political adaptation is 

initiated internationally when there are mechanisms of mutual influence between states, 

accompanied by constant changes in the internal and external environment. Their scale, intensity, 

and pace are different. The entity, adapting to specific conditions, operates with different 

strategies, to adapt to changes and adaptability. 

According to the theory of political adaptation understood as a dynamic process, decisions 

in the sphere of foreign policy can be seen as adaptive behavior if they are an adequate response 

to changes in the external environment of the state and support the maintenance of its essential 

structures within acceptable limits, which in turn are determined by decision-makers and society 

(Rosenau, 1970, p. 367). If the changes occurring in the internal and external environment are 

minimal, then also the government’s actions are oriented towards the minimum degree of 

adaptation by using the available tools of current policy. Another situation occurs when the internal 

or/and external environment is subject to rapid changes that may pose a potential threat to essential 

social, economic, and political structures. Existing procedures of current policy may transpire 

unreliable and inadequate to the changes. Their continuation could mean passivity in practice. The 

adaptation strategy must, therefore, take account of decided ad hoc behavior.  

To sum up, political adaptation to the environment in a regional or international dimension 

depends on the state’s needs and capabilities as well as conditions and absorption capacity of the 

environment. In turn, changes in the external environment force a change in adaptive behavior by 

adopting a different strategy for conducting foreign policy or making ad hoc decisions that are to 

be an adequate response to changes. Often, the adaptive behavior of the state is the result of the 

expectations of the external environment to assume greater responsibility for situations in 

surroundings. Especially when the state plays a key role in the regional (regional power) or global 

system (global power). The main issue to be resolved is the degree of the state’s influence on 

shaping the external environment and strengthening the balance by stimulating occurred their 

changes, as well as the degree of the impact of the environment on intra-state transformations. 

 

3. European Policy as an Adaptive Behavior  

3.1. Changes and models of adaptation 

According to the theory of J. N. Rosenau, the environment in which the organism functions 

is constantly changing, which in turn hinders its development and even threatens its survival 
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(Rosenau, 1970, p. 365). The natural consequence of changes is an attempt to adapt to new 

conditions by implementing an appropriate adaptation strategy. The state that functions in a 

dynamically changing international environment, which can be understood as the physical 

limitations of the activities of the political units that make up the international system, is subject 

to the same processes (Waltz, 1976, pp. 40-41). According to the assumptions of the adaptation 

perspective, the state does not have to adapt to all changes that take place outside its borders. It 

must adapt to those (within the international system) that are relevant to its essential structures. In 

this way, his significant adaptation environment is marked (Rosenau, 1970, pp. 371-372). The 

survival of the state depends on its adaptability as well as the influence of other entities and the 

absorption capacity of the system in which it participates. Considering the existence of interactions 

between the environment and the state and its internal attributes, two dimensions of the functioning 

of the state should be taken into account: the environment of its activity and the possibility of 

adaptation to a dynamically changing environment (Rosenau, 1970, pp. 366). Political adaptation 

involves not only activities aimed at maintaining social structures and key elements of statehood 

but also using the potential of the environment by influencing its shape. It is a process that 

strengthens and develops the state’s capacity for political influence on the regional and global 

scale. 

The absorption possibilities of the environment, which creates a multidimensional system 

of connections and interrelationships between states and other international relations subjects, are 

expressed through the ability to recognize the value of knowledge derived from external sources, 

its assimilation, and application (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990). In the case of the European Union, 

these capabilities relate primarily to the policy of expanding structures by the new Member States 

joining (Emerson, Aydin, Clerck-Sachsse and Noutcheva, 2006) and the adaptation to EU policies 

in specific areas (e.g., adaptation to climate change; adaptation health and social policy). However, 

following the definition of Cohen and Levinthal, should also be added the ability to recognize the 

preferences of entities adapting to the role of Member States, as well as fully-fledged members, 

which each time – as a result of changes in the EU (also in the sequel absorption of new entities) 

– redefine the priorities of theirs activity. Preferences as derivatives of state interests are contained 

in foreign policy strategies and (in the EU environment) – European policy strategy as one of its 

dimensions. However, the effectiveness of adaptation depends on the realisation of goals. 
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The category that helps explain the adaptation process and the relationship between the 

state and its significant environment is the concept of change, which, according to R. Gilpin, can 

occur at three levels of the system and applies primarily to states. The first level provides an overall 

change in a coherent system by changing the elements determining its integrity. The second level 

is the systemic change within the control or management of the political system. In the third 

approach, changes occur in the interaction of entities maintaining relationships in the international 

system. (Gilpin, 1984, pp. 39-44). Gilpin also analysed the relationship between state action 

focused on introducing these changes and the stability of the environment in which they operate. 

According to his concept, countries make efforts to transform the international system if the 

benefits outweigh the costs resulting from rational calculation. Furthermore, Dopson and Neumann 

perceived change as an evil necessary to survive in a situation of uncertainty (Dopson and 

Neumann 1998, pp. 53-70; Alas and Gao 2012, p. 74). 

The category of change was also the subject of Rosenau’s research, which made the type 

of foreign policy and adaptation dependent on transformations taking place in the external and 

internal environment of the adaptive state. To internal changes, which do not affect an express 

change in the adaptive behavior of the state, he included such personal changes in state leadership 

positions that do not undermine the political continuity of the established principles. However, 

internal changes, which break with the current social, economic, and political order (e.g., change 

of political regime, the electoral victory of a new party), he considered changes important for 

adaptive behavior. The same principle applies to the external environment. The impulse to initiate 

the adaptation process is political and socio-economic changes in the significant environment of 

the state (Rosenau, 1970, pp. 372-377).  

Due to the degree of intensity of external and internal changes, he distinguished four 

models: habitual, deliberative, spirited, and convulsive (Rosenau, 1970, pp. 378-380). 

Implementing a habitual adaptation model is possible when in both internal and external 

environments, slight changes that do not force political decision-makers to urgency redefine 

activities. The state can function in an international environment following the chosen strategy of 

its activity and established procedures corresponding to current policy. The deliberative policy 

model is preferred when there are rapid changes in the external environment and minimal (or no 

changes) in the internal system. In the absence of domestic demands, the state may focus on 

developing tools that are a prudent response to changes in the international environment because 
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the current procedures in a situation of rapid external changes will not be sufficient. However, the 

spirited adaptation model occurs when there are significant changes in the internal environment, 

while the external one is relatively stable. The fourth model - convulsive policy as an adaptation 

strategy is determined by high changes in both environments (Rosenau, 1970, pp. 378-380). Then, 

the national decision-making centers must not only take action in response to internal pressures 

and social demands but also meet the expectations of a rapidly changing external environment. 

Expectations and pressure exerted from outside may depend on the position of a country in regional 

or global structures. Current strategies lose credibility in the face of internal and external changes, 

which force the need to take new, decisive actions. Effective recognition of changes and their 

management by creating appropriate adaptation strategies can contribute to crisis prevention. 

Changes in the environment can also help strengthen the country, which should be considered the 

highest adaptation level. 

Rosenau also took into account the country’s potential and adaptability in shaping foreign 

policy strategies. On this basis, he created a second division and distinguished four types of 

political adaptation: (1) preservative oriented to maintain the balance between the internal and 

external environment; (2) acquiescent, which implies changes in internal structures due to external 

pressures; (3) intransigent, consisting in ignoring the influence of the international environment 

on national politics; (4) promotive, which is expressed by strengthening cooperation with the 

external environment (Rosenau, 1987). This division fulfils only a complementary function due to 

treating the changes as a focal point of research.  

 

3.2. The German European policy in the significant environment of adaptation 

The theory of adaptation may apply to the analysis of European policy as one of the 

dimensions of foreign policy. However, before analysing the main parameters of German 

European policy (Europapolitik) in the context of the adaptive behavior model, the specificity of 

the EU environment should be clarified, taking into account the changes that resulted in the 

improvement or deterioration of the state of internal equilibrium. Firstly, what should be 

emphasized, two adaptation processes occur in the EU due to the type of entity that is being 

adapted. The first refers to candidate countries (or potential candidates) for membership. 

According to Article 49 of TEU, any European country can join the Union if it respects common 

values and undertakes to support them. Enlargement policy is one of the most effective tools to 
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support political, social, and economic reforms in countries that need to adapt to the EU model by 

requiring specific criteria to be met. The consequence of this is the gradual Europeanisation of 

national political systems. The second type of adaptation refers to the Member States which, 

operating within the EU structures, must adapt to changes taking place within the Community. 

Changes caused by internal or external factors have an impact on the role and position of Member 

States, the need to develop a new approach to foreign policy, and even internal policy if they force 

changes to the previously preferred procedures. The European Union, treated as a significant 

external environment of a country adapting to intergovernmental and supranational organizational 

structures, affects its internal potential and international position. Due to the scope of research, the 

adaptation model of the Member State was analysed, which at the same time became a founder 

member of the Community structures, and therefore played an essential role in shaping integration 

processes. 

The EU political system is marked by a specificity that cannot be attributed to any other 

political unit. It forces the Member States to operate in intergovernmental and supranational 

structural conditions. However, the goal of each system is to survive by maintaining a balance 

between the internal state and the state of the environment. This phenomenon was defined by W. 

B. Cannon as the idea of homeostasis, which according to his theory ‘does not mean something 

fixed and immovable, stagnation. It means a condition that may vary but is relatively constant 

(Cannon 1932, pp. 177-201). To reduce the vulnerability of the system to interference, it is 

necessary to have a specific homeostat, i.e., the element responsible for maintaining this balance. 

In the theory of political realism, great powers play the role of the controlling subsystems in the 

international system. They create complex relationships depending on the distribution of power 

between them (Waltz 1969, 343). 

The fount of power in the EU is both top-down Community decisions and solutions adopted 

as a result of intergovernmental agreements, which means that final decisions are influenced 

primarily by EU countries and institutions that use the powers delegated to them by state decision-

making centers. The implementation of Community tasks depends largely on national political will 

(Giddens, 2009, p. 202). Similarly, the EU has an impact on the political system of the Member 

States (their institutions, legal system, administration, etc.). The environment of interactions 

between the components of the EU system results from the clash of different integration concepts 

and conflicting national interests. 
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Throughout the political evolution of EU structures, Germany was one of the main driving 

forces of the united Europe project. Its membership in the EU not only strengthens its ability to act 

on a global scale. A manifestation of Germany’s political adaptation within the EU is the use of 

its position to shape the environment and policies of the EU. The issue to be resolved is to what 

extent this country can be seen as the political homeostat of the EU system. 

Although many decisions taken by the governments of Member States seem to be ad hoc 

actions regarding current transformations, those are an expression of a broader strategy that is the 

main carrier of adaptive behavior of Member States. Therefore, to explain this process, firstly 

should be discussed the main (in the author’s opinion - the most important from the perspective of 

the adopted theory) determinants of German European policy, which is defined as the policy 

conducted towards the EU (Rittershofer, 2007, p. 230) to influence the direction and scope of 

European integration (Schmidt, 1995, p. 286), and this is the main tool of political adaptation. The 

realiszation of the research purpose does not require an analyzis of the priorities of the integration 

doctrine before the reunification of Germany, because until 1990 - East Germany being under the 

influence of the USSR, did not participate in the formation and implementation of the concept of 

unification of Western Europe (Wüstenhagen, 2004, p. 495-509). The process of German 

emancipation in foreign policy began after gaining full sovereignty in the international arena. 

Germany’s new approach to European integration based on the priorities of expanding structures 

with new countries, deepening cooperation, and successive reforms of the European Community 

and later the EU has also been shaped. Germany’s European policy is characterized by the 

conceptional continuity of the ruling party and relatively constant priorities. Even significant 

internal changes on the German political scene in 1998, which initiated the rule of Chancellor G. 

Schröder (who run for office on behalf of the Social Democratic Party of Germany - SPD), did not 

break with the vision of European integration of H. Kohl and the concept of European policy.  

Similarly to the governments of the Christian Democratic Union of Germany (CDU), 

Christian Social Union in Bavaria (CSU), and Free Democratic Party (FDP) – the coalition of SPD 

and the Alliance 90/The Greens has recognized issues such as: further deepening of cooperation 

between Member States; EU enlargement to include Central and Eastern European countries; 

development of political union; strengthening the European Parliament; further development of 

the CFSP – as European policy priorities (Koalitionsvereinbarung, 1998, pp. 38-45). The change 

in the ruling coalition, which seems to be a significant internal change, did not affect the radical 
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change in adaptive behavior. After the assumption of the Chancellor post by A. Merkel in 2005, 

the tradition of strengthening European integration was maintained, and Germany assumed even 

greater responsibility for European affairs. 

After the reunification of Germany in 1990, the focus was on unifying the continent 

through European integration, which has firmly anchored in the value system of Germany. Process 

of integration required reconciliation with Poland, and the development of economic cooperation 

with Central and Eastern Europe after the Dissolution of the USSR. The reconciliation policy 

through integration, Europeanisation of the unification policy, and adaptation to the civilian force 

model have become the leading ideas of German European policy (Böttger and Jopp 2017, p. 5). 

Germany was primarily focused on deepening economic integration by shaping the single market 

and the Economic and Monetary Union in line with the principles of ordoliberalism. Impact on the 

development of the monetary policy in the euro area in line with the German financial model; 

political pressure on the independence of the European Central Bank (in imitation of Deutsche 

Bundesbank) and equipping it with the competence to maintain price stability and control the 

responsibility of Member States have become one of the elements of the German model of political 

adaptation in the EU. It can be said that the goal of European ‘supranationality’ and the vision of 

structuring Europe according to federal principles and respecting the principles of subsidiarity 

were present in the German vision of integration during the reunification, but also later, as 

evidenced by the postulates of the German government relating to adoption the Constitutional 

Treaty, and then of the Treaty of Lisbon (Böttger and Jopp 2017, pp. 5-6). 

Another determinant of Germany’s European policy was the Europeanisation of the 

national interest, which means identifying it with the European interest. Germany’s activities are 

rooted in the EU in many policy areas (Wessels, 1997, pp. 267-299). Adaptation to the changes 

caused by the introduction of new treaties was characterized by a strong bond between German 

and European policies. An example of this is the EU competition policy, which forced Germany 

to adapt its solutions to the principles introduced by the European Commission, or asylum and 

migration policy, which became Germany’s political priority, especially in the era of the refugee 

crisis (Böttger and Jopp, 2017). 

Apart from Europeanisation, an equally important element of German adaptation by 

European policy is the process of shaping its regional environment. The structure, single market 

rules, and competition system were examples of transferring German interests to the EU level. 
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German preferences for the democratization of the European law-making process were used to 

strengthen the legislative powers of the European Parliament by introducing the codecision 

procedure in line with the Maastricht Treaty and then the ordinary legislative procedure established 

by the Treaty of Lisbon. Besides, as has already been mentioned, the architecture of the monetary 

union and the structure of the European Central Bank also correspond to German preferences. 

Adaptation to the EU by influencing the shape of its political system is also observable in the 

CFSP. Germany was involved in the process of strengthening political integration by unifying this 

policy area. The combination of the position of the EU High Representative for CFSP with the 

function of the Vice-President of the European Commission was in line with German preferences 

(Gaedtke, 2009, pp. 31-41). 

The German political discourse regarding the vision of European integration and the 

attitude towards the CFSP was dominated by the federalist concept, according to which it is 

necessary to create supranational community mechanisms. In implementing this approach, the 

German government, despite serious reservations by the supporters of the EU’s intergovernmental 

nature, pushed for accession to work on the Lisbon Treaty based on the previously rejected 

Constitutional Treaty. It should be noted, however, that an important strategy for Germany’s 

actions in the aspect of shaping the EU’s political system and the vision for the development of 

the CFSP is multilateralism, according to which a more preferred way of initiating specific 

undertakings is cooperation, especially with France, as Germany’s main partner within the EU. 

After reunification, the ‘hard core’ concept was also developed, presented in 1994 by W. Schäuble, 

K. A. Lamers, and T. Waigel. It would include the strongest EU countries capable of reforming it 

and deepening integration. In turn, peripheral countries were to adapt to these assumptions 

(Koenig, 2014, p. 1). In recent years, this concept has been attributed to French foreign policy, as 

evidenced by the overtone of the French President’s Manifesto to Europeans, in which he presented 

his vision of Europe (Macron, 2019). As a result of the deepening political split, Germany 

maintains its position of strengthening EU cohesion and balance, opposing French demands for 

greater centralization (Kramp-Karrenbauer, 2019). However, the alliance with France remains a 

key determinant of European policy-making, as confirmed in 2018 in the Meseberg Declaration 

and the Aachen Treaty of 2019. 

The German strategy of European policy is inspired by values widely recognized as 

European values. Initially, the key aspect of integration was reconciliation, an attempt to rebuild 



 

117 
 

ONLINE JOURNAL MODELLING THE NEW EUROPE 
NO. 36 / 2021 

the trust of European partners. With time, the promotion of democracy and stability in Europe was 

also added to this, which was an expression of Germany’s European responsibility. Hence the 

manifestation of the adaptation model to changes in the EU was support for Enlargement policy in 

Southern and then in Eastern Dimension to strengthen democracy in these countries (Becker, 

2011). Support for Enlargement policy was confirmed by the speech of Chancellor A. Merkel 

before the establishment of the Lisbon Treaty: ‘Strong Germany is not an end in itself. Germany’s 

goal is to be a reliable partner for its friends in Europe and the world. We want to be actively 

involved in promoting peace, sustainable development, prosperity and justice in the world (...) We 

see ourselves as a mediator in Europe, and we are particularly interested in supporting and 

promoting the interests of smaller Member States’ (Merkel, 2006).  

In addition, the argument that European integration is rooted in the German value system 

is their attachment to the common currency. This approach was demonstrated by the government 

of Chancellor A. Merkel in response to the Eurozone crisis. According to the head of the federal 

government, the collapse of the euro would cause the collapse of Europe (Merkel, 2010). It was a 

continuation of H. Kohl’s vision of a common currency to guarantee stability and peace in Europe 

(Keßler, 2010, pp. 119-171). Germany’s efforts to strengthen the rule of law in the EU, initiated 

jointly with France to guarantee tools (early warning mechanisms) in the event of a breach by one 

of the Member States of the fundamental values laid down in the original acquis Communautaire, 

are also important (COM/2014/158 final).  

By adjusting the adaptive behavior model to the European policy pursued, external changes 

should be considered the most important determinants of this process in Germany. The internal 

environment in determining European policy priorities and goals after reunification was relatively 

stable. The above arguments and analysis of adaptive behavior concerning activities related to the 

deepening of European integration require the formulation of preliminary conclusions: political 

adaptation was adjusted primarily to external changes and fluctuated between a habitual and 

deliberative model (assuming minimal changes in the internal environment), depending on from 

the stage of European integration, and more or less dynamic changes in the EU. The second part 

of the analysis has been shown what model of adaptation in crises German decision-makers chose 

and what consequences it had for Germany’s position and maintaining a stable situation in the EU.  
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4. Adaptation to the role of leader as an implication of the crisis  

An entity, by adapting to a relevant environment, is influenced by it. The consequence of 

this may be a change in its position in the international system. Trying to meet the environment’s 

expectations, assumes greater responsibility for solving problems important for the whole 

environment. Depending on the situation, adopting a specific role may be an initiative of the state 

or imposed from outside. The key problem that is the starting point for analysing the role of an 

entity in a given system of interdependence is whether it is able to obtain certain benefits as a result 

of this process and to what extent it must be responsible for subsequent changes occurring in a 

relevant system. Therefore, leadership can be seen as a political process in which a given entity 

tries to direct the activities of a group of entities and influence decisions, by ‘providing solutions 

to problems, offering ideas to achieve common goals’ (Keohane, 2012, p. 19). The concept of 

leadership is not the same as the concept of power (Aggestam and Hyde-Price, 2019, p. 4). The 

state can be a leader when the power, resources, and abilities are used with maximum effect on the 

international scene (Stoessinger, 1991, p. 34). Their use, in turn, depends on adaptability and 

effective response to changes in a significant environment. 

The shape of Germany’s policy towards the European Union was significantly influenced 

by crises and their implications. The Eurozone crisis mentioned above, the refugee crisis, but also 

the crisis of European integration, which was manifested in the implementation of Great Britain's 

decision to withdraw from the EU structures, irreversibly changed the environment of Member 

States functioning and forced adaptation to new socio-cultural, economic and political conditions. 

In such a situation, a leader is needed whose potential and adaptation abilities can guarantee re-

stabilization. 

The phenomenon of crisis as a process of a sudden collapse of existing rules can be defined 

by three key factors: threat, uncertainty, and urgency (Boin and ‘t Hart, 2006, p. 43). The 

occurrence of the situation characterized by these elements causes the anxiety of society and their 

decision-makers. There is a need to search for a specific strategic behavior model and rapid 

response (Boin and ‘t Hart, 2006, p. 43). There is a growing expectation of long-term, coordinated 

actions that will allow to adapt to the new situation and regain control over the system - restore its 

balance. This expectation is most often directed to the entity with the financial resources, political 

and military potential. Therefore, it can act as a controlling subsystem (homeostat). Germany is 

one of the most economically developed countries in the world. According to World Bank data, 
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they are in fourth place in terms of GDP (World Bank, 2019, p. 1). They are also one of the largest 

countries in Europe. They can mobilise other Member States to achieve specific goals or to direct 

changes in the EU in the desired direction. 

The issue of Germany’s informal leadership in the EU has become the subject of many 

scientific studies. In one of them, T. G. Ash emphasized that after reunification Germany became 

a leader in a politically and economically divided Europe, regardless of whether it was in line with 

their priorities or not (Ash, 1993, p. 521). Attempts were made to define the type of German 

leadership in the EU, to distinguish this issue from the problem of hegemony, and to define policy 

areas in which Germany can be seen as a leader (Aggestam and Hyde-Price, 2019). In this work, 

in turn, an attempt was made to analyze Germany’s leadership role in the EU, which is considered 

a result of political adaptation associated with the need to adapt to new conditions caused by crises. 

   

4.1. Eurozone crisis  

The crisis is a concept that is difficult to describe in a specific caesura because its effects 

can be felt for many years in different structures and different dimensions. In the event of the 

Eurozone crisis, the most important German initiatives affecting the shaping of the adaptation 

model at the stage of financial assistance for Greece and the stage of stabilisation of the euro area 

by postulating the establishment of legal regulations and strengthening financial discipline were 

analysed. They can be defined as the reaction and stabilisation stages in 2009-2011. Adaptive 

behavior is understood here as Germany’s reaction to the crisis and an attempt to overcome it by 

initiating a specific solution while strengthening the role and position of this country - as a result 

of the complex adaptation process. The purpose of the analysis is not to comprehensively explain 

the causes that led to the crisis because it goes beyond the substantive framework of the research 

and is not necessary to verify the initial assumptions.  

The global economic crisis, which was manifested in the gradual collapse of the financial 

system, was initiated in the US by the collapse of the high-risk mortgage market. Part of it was the 

Eurozone debt crisis, which should be considered one of the biggest challenges for maintaining 

the cohesion and proper functioning of the EU. The presidency of the EU Council in the second 

half of 2008 was held by France, which is why President N. Sarkozy took the initiative in crisis 

management and supported the Dutch proposals to launch a special ‘protective umbrella’ (aid fund 

of EUR 300 billion) for EU countries threatened with bankruptcy. Such solutions were opposed 
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by Germany, which due to its position, would have to cover a large part of the shares. It was part 

of a deliberative approach to change in the international environment. The German side has 

developed its solutions that can be considered significant in terms of shaping the first stage of 

adaptation (reaction stage), the aim of which was an adequate response to external changes while 

maintaining internal structures within acceptable limits. Despite French pressure to take 

international coordinated action, Germany has proposed state intervention as a last resort - when a 

real crisis in the Eurozone arises. Assistance would then be directed in specific cases, assuming 

that the goal of external action is to strengthen budgetary discipline, austerity policy, and reduce 

internal debt (Mistral and Unterwedde, 2010, p. 31; Deubner 2011; Kauffmann and Unterwedde, 

2010, pp. 13-14). 

In April 2009, the International Monetary Fund confirmed that the crisis could spread to 

euro area countries, lead to an economic recession and increase unemployment on an 

unprecedented scale (Schmidt, 2009, pp. 388-397; Enderlein, 2010, pp. 7-12). Rapid changes in 

the markets of the weaker Member States could destabilize the structures of the entire euro area 

and thus affect the internal structures of other states. Counteracting these phenomena required the 

adoption of adequate adaptation solutions in the significant environment of the EMU area. 

Chancellor A. Merkel initially opposed the provision of financial support to debt-laden Greece in 

the form of coordinated loans from other euro areas Member States. After the European Council 

summit in March 2010, it was decided that to quickly get out of the crisis, an assistance package 

for Greece would be launched. However, according to Germany’s demands, it was necessary to 

develop effective measures to increase budgetary discipline and involve the International 

Monetary Fund in joint activities. The condition for granting coordinated loans from euro area 

countries was a rigorous austerity introduced by the Greek government (Kauffmann and 

Unterwedde, 2010, pp. 13-18). The EUR 110 billion rescue package has been agreed by the finance 

ministers of the single currency for three years and was conditional on the adoption of austerity 

laws in Greece. Germany’s contribution to the aid was to amount to EUR 22.4 billion (loan 

guarantees and loans).   

As indicated in the analysis of European policy determinants, Germany has always taken 

action within the EU in close cooperation with France as its main ally. In the event of a financial 

crisis, there were divergences in the attitudes of both countries. French postulates regarding the 

stabilisation of the euro area took into account the need to create an ‘economic government’ for 
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the countries of the common currency, which could have extensive coordination competencies. A. 

Merkel, who advocated close coordination and cooperation of all EU countries, initially refused 

this solution. The economic government postulated by France might divide the Community into 

two groups - euro area countries and countries outside its structures, which could have contributed 

to strengthening the political split. In addition, his competences could damage the independence 

of the ECB (Koszel, 2013). The change in the German government’s strategy took place only in 

2011 when subsequent collapse of the banking systems occurred in Ireland and Portugal, and the 

help of governments did not bring the expected results. Chancellor Merkel decided that anti-crisis 

meetings should be held first among representatives of the countries of the single currency. Ireland 

and Portugal received immediate assistance in the form of a rescue package from EU stabilisation 

mechanisms (Alexander and Hildebrand, 2011). 

Germany’s subsequent actions in the field of political adaptation to rapid external (socio-

economic) changes caused by the financial crisis included the development of preventive measures 

that were to prevent further breakdowns on European markets. It was about introducing new anti-

crisis mechanisms, strengthening the budgetary surveillance procedure, and introducing broader 

sanctions in the preventive and corrective part of the Stability and Growth Pact. The approach of 

the federal government and its decisive actions that have become the basis of the EU recovery plan 

illustrates the phenomenon of the formation of Germany’s informal leadership in the EU. During 

the meeting of representatives of the French and German governments in October 2010 in 

Deauville, Germany called for treaty changes to be put in place as a framework for the orderly 

management of future crises. It was established that countries that do not meet the required 

financial criteria might lose their voting rights in key EU matters. (Franco-German Declaration, 

2010). 

Germany was also in favor of improving governance in the euro area. To this end, they 

have developed a draft Competitiveness Pact in cooperation with France. Foresaw Eurozone 

reforms related to adjusting public pay levels to the level of labor productivity; elimination of 

indexation of pensions and wages; the introduction of an ‘automatic budget brake’ to rationalize 

public finance management; adjusting the retirement age to the demographic conditions of a given 

country; establishing national crisis management regimes for the banking system (national crisis 

management regime for banks); providing the constitutional law prudential thresholds limiting the 

possibility of European debt (European Competitiveness Pact). Although the Pact was not adopted 
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in the form proposed by the German and French governments due to the opposition of both 

Member States and supranational institutions, started work on its new version, which was largely 

based on Germany’s postulates (e.g., maintaining the postulated ‘budget brake’ and adjusting the 

retirement age to demographic changes). The pact was to establish stronger economic policy 

coordination for competitiveness and convergence. Its provisions can be considered a success of 

the federal government (Conclusions 11. March 2011).  

According to the theoretical basis indicated earlier - the effectiveness of adaptation can 

only be tested in the long term by observing the response of the environment and internal structures 

(Simonet, 2010, p. 4). The effects of the financial crisis are still being felt, and it cannot be said 

that it has been resolved. However, due to the application of specific solutions and forcing its 

demands, the German government should be considered a key stabilizer and, despite many 

objections - the main steering element in a significant environment. Germany has used its 

economic potential to strengthen the economic governance system in the euro area. By applying 

specific adaptation procedures, they have gradually stabilized the situation. In this context, they 

played the role of a political homeostat. 

The model of Germany’s adaptation in case of a financial crisis should be analysed 

primarily from the perspective of rapid and severe external changes and a relatively stable internal 

situation. It does not mean, however, that the crisis has not affected the German economy. The 

most serious internal change was the increase in the budget deficit from 11.8 in 2008 to 49.0 in 

2009 and EUR 80.2 billion in 2010. Despite these negative consequences, real GDP increased by 

3.6 in 2010 percent and another 3 percent in 2011. International trade was maintained at a high 

level, and participation in international cooperation structures strengthened Germany’s position in 

times of crisis. In 2011, Germany was also the EU’s largest net payer (Statistisches Jahrbuch, 2011, 

pp. 324-325). In the context of the dynamically changing situation in Greece and other countries 

that have been most affected by the crisis, the implications of the crisis for the German economy 

should be considered as within acceptable limits for maintaining basic structures and overcoming 

the threat of recession. Therefore, the adaptation model can be defined as deliberative or (taking 

into account the second of the analysed divisions) preservative and promotive.  
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4.2. Refugee crisis  

Although at first EU asylum and visa policy was not an important determinant of German 

European policy, after 2015, it became Germany’s political priority, primarily in terms of creating 

the pan-European solution to the crisis. The German response to the crisis went beyond purely 

economic profit and loss calculations. ‘It was a symbol of European policy based on values’ 

(Böttger and Jopp, 2017, 9-10). By adopting not only European but also international responsibility 

for helping refugees, Germany played the role of a state involved in European processes, especially 

those related to crises. The most important from the perspective of political adaptation, government 

actions related to the response to the intensification of migration flows from 2015 were analysed. 

Analysis of adaptation behavior, it is important to factor significant external changes in the German 

environment as well as increasing internal changes that affected social, economic, and political.  

Neither the financial crisis nor the response to the Ukraine crisis has mobilized German 

public opinion as much as the 2015 refugee crisis (Janning and Möller, 2016, 4). The success of 

the populist Alternative for Germany (AfD) testifies to this. It is a party which was founded based 

on opposition to Germany’s help for Greece, but it gained high support only in 2017, when in its 

election program it opposed the government’s migration policy, by using negative social moods 

that grew along with subsequent proposals of the solution of the refugee crisis. Until 2015, A. 

Merkel’s government had far greater public legitimacy. 

The Chancellor based her strategy on helping migrants on a supranational level and the 

need to develop joint procedures. Its direct focus on community activities and the need to adopt a 

Europe-wide solution corresponded to the principles adopted in the Treaty. According to the 

provisions of the TFEU, migration policy and its implementation ‘is subject to the principle of 

solidarity and fair sharing of responsibility between the Member States’. The EU shares 

competence with Member States in shaping migration policy, including the distribution of the 

number of migrants legally arriving in Europe (TFEU Article 79). 

After the intensification of migration flows in 2015, Germany has become the main 

destination for refugees coming to Europe from Middle East countries engulfed in a civil war. 

Only in 2015, almost 1.1 million applicants for international protection came to Germany (Engler, 

2016, p. 1). The reasons for this should be sought both in the internal structural conditions of 

Germany (high level of prosperity; developed social policy; the presence of immigrant 

communities in Germany) and in the actions of the government of A. Merkel, who in August 2015 
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in the face of the deepening crisis expressed the readiness to open borders for applicants for 

international protection. Willkommenskultur policy as a reaction to violent external changes 

became the essence of political adaptation at that time. However, Germany’s adaptability in this 

crisis proved to be ineffective. Several factors contributed to this: (1) the EU’s system of managing 

migratory flows was not effective enough, which aggravated the crisis; (2) Germany’s actions were 

contrary to the interests of other Member States, which reinforced the political split in the EU; (3) 

the possibilities of absorbing such a large number of immigrants were limited, which led to an 

increase in anti-immigrant sentiment and an increase in support for the AfD party, which in 2017 

became the third political force in the country; (4) integration policy proved ineffective, requiring 

a multiannual funding framework and developing programs to adapt refugees to the labour market. 

A. Merkel, based on the abovementioned pan-European solution, pushed for the relocation 

program on the assumption of fixed amounts of refugees accepted by each Member State. 

Germany’s actions, however, met with great criticism. Both from conservative parties and from 

countries that did not agree to the suggested numbers of refugees taking into account the security 

of their citizens. 

Another crucial issue in the aspect of actions aimed at maintaining internal socio-economic 

structures within acceptable limits was the improvement of asylum and integration policy. These 

actions can be considered as the next stage of political adaptation to the changes resulting from the 

crisis. In 2015-2016 two asylum packages were launched. The first was to implement instruments 

accelerating the asylum procedure and integrate (at an early stage) refugees who were to remain 

in Germany. The second asylum package, which came into force in mid-March 2016, was intended 

to secure the German asylum system against potential abuses and facilitate deportation procedures. 

Their goal was to permanently reduce the number of immigrants, especially from countries 

considered safe (Engler, 2016, pp. 5-6). The process of modernizing asylum policy in Germany 

has not been completed. In June 2019, new decisions about improving deportation arrest and limit 

the benefits for asylum seekers were made. 

The solutions adopted by A. Merkel’s government in subsequent stages of the refugee crisis 

resulted from adopting the model of ‘convulsive’ policy as an adaptation strategy, which was 

determined by major changes in both environments. National decision-making centers had not 

only to meet the expectations of a rapidly changing external environment but also to take action in 

response to internal pressures and social demands. Therefore, the Open-door strategy was initially 
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adopted, but in the face of internal pressures, asylum packages were established to tighten 

migration rights and increase the rate of deportations under orderly return. The strategy of political 

adaptation during the height of the migration crisis was not effective. Basic internal structures were 

not kept within acceptable limits. Adaptive behavior influenced the structure of German society, 

led to changes in the German political scene, divided the Member States, and undermined the 

position of A. Merkel’s government. Also, they weakened Germany’s image as a Community 

leader and upset the balance in a significant environment. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Political adaptation of states in a regional or international dimension depends on the state’s 

priorities and capabilities as well as conditions and absorption capacity of the external 

environment. Changes in this environment force a change in adaptive behavior. This process 

manifests itself by adopting a different strategy for conducting foreign policy or making ad hoc 

decisions as adequate responses to changes. The type of adaptive behavior specified in the 

adaptation model depends on the intensity and type of changes. However, the state does not have 

to adapt to all external changes. Instead, it must adopt a model of adaptation to those changes that 

are important to its basic structures. By identifying them it is possible to designate a significant 

environment of the adaptation process. 

Adoption by Germany of a specific model of political adaptation depended on the stage of 

integration, changes taking place in the Community/EU, as well as in Germany itself. European 

integration has been firmly anchored in the values system of united Germany, and European policy 

should be considered one of the most important dimensions of foreign policy. In the context of 

previously described adaptive behavior models, highlighted due to internal and external changes, 

Germany’s approach can be defined as relatively habitual or deliberative. The choice of one 

behavioral model is not possible because the EU had to face many crises, which in the context of 

Germany’s adaptation should be considered as rapid external changes. Those forced German 

decision-makers to abandon current European policy solutions (abandon the habitual model) and 

adopt a deliberative approach by developing new change management tools. 

During the Eurozone crisis Germany used its economic potential to strengthen the 

economic governance in this area. The decisions of the German government included the 

implementation of corrective measures and anti-crisis supervision and control procedures 
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described in the text. Germany implemented the deliberative or (taking into account the second of 

the analyzed divisions) conservative-promotional model of adaptation and played the role of a 

political homeostat. A problematic issue is the refugee crisis, which caused major changes in the 

EU environment and relatively high internal changes in the German state, which was defined as 

the adoption of a ‘convulsive’ strategy. Equally justified is defined the adaptation model as 

preservative and promotive, which is oriented at maintaining a balance between the internal and 

external environment and strengthening cooperation with the external environment, and even 

exerting influence on the environment. Implementation of this model is possible due to Germany’s 

economic potential, financial resources, and a key position in EU structures. 

The adaptation process is not completed. It is a phenomenon that depends on changes, and 

these constantly occur in the EU, affecting the behavior and position of countries. The specificity 

of political adaptation during crises corresponded strongly to the parameters of German European 

policy discussed earlier, which means that the hypothesis about firmly embedding adaptive 

behavior in the concept of European policy is true. In the case of the financial crisis, the German 

environment was primarily exposed to rapid external changes, so the adaptation model was 

adapted to the external environment and changes taking place in other countries. The migration 

crisis has affected Germany’s internal environment, and the effectiveness of adaptation was lower 

than the effectiveness of adaptation in case of financial crisis. Germany’s role as a stabilizer of the 

EU, developed during the financial crisis, was undermined, as the solutions postulated by Germany 

this time led to a deepening of the political division within the EU. 
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