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This study analyses how the agricultural biogas sector in Germany was shaped at regional 
levels between 1980 and 2008. It focuses on reasons for future-oriented action and 
the underlying role of uncertainties and institutional change. Informed by institutional 
economics and entrepreneurship theories, the analytical framework captures reasons for 
regional-level transactions among diverse actors and facilitates explanation of the changes 
and effects of institutions governing the biogas sector. The framework guides a case study, 
using data from qualitative interviews with actors, such as farmers and planning authorities, 
who are involved in biogas transactions in two settings, in the west and east of Germany. 
The interview analysis uses time-sensitive coding schemes interlinked with quantitative 
time series to capture change. Some changes at regional levels are endogenous, while 
others are exogenous – influenced by higher-level events such as electricity feed-in tariffs 
and changing agricultural prices. In the early stages of biogas sector development, actors 
faced great uncertainties that they partly mitigated in shared arrangements. The later stages 
are marked by specialisation of expertise that helps regional actors to navigate through 
increased regulatory complexity and adaptive technological, regulatory and financial 
fine-tuning. Standardisation of approaches and technologies, regionally dominant experts, 
internal economies of scale and regional diseconomies of scale imply path dependencies. 
Sectoral governance and regional actors’ strategies are generally contingent on both 
regional-level and higher-level dynamics. To be effective, the actors need to creatively 
project and critically evaluate these dynamic contingencies in joint efforts.
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Aim and Scope of the Series

„Nothing endures but change“. Heraclitus the Ephesian (ca. 535–475 BC) 

Institutions, defined as “the rules of the game”, are a key factor to the sustaina-
ble development of societies. They structure not only the multitude of human-
human interactions of modern societies, but also most of the human-nature in-
teractions. Poverty, famine, civil war, degradation of natural resources and even 
the collapse of ecosystems and societies often have institutional causes, likewise 
social and economic prosperity, sustainable use of resources and the resilience 
of socio-ecological systems. Agriculture, forestry and fisheries are those human 
activities where the interdependencies between human-human and human-nature 
interactions are perhaps most pronounced, and diverse institutions have been 
developed in history to govern them. 

Social and ecological conditions are, however, ever changing, which continu-
ously challenge the existing institutional structure at a given point in time. Those 
changes may be long-term, like population growth or climate change, medium-
term, such as new technologies or changing price relations, or short-term, like 
floods or bankruptcies, but all of them pose the question whether the rules of the 
game need to be adapted. Failures to adapt timely and effectively may come at a 
high social cost. Institutional change, however, face a principal dilemma: on the 
one hand, institutions need to be stable to structure expectations and effectively 
influence human behaviors; on the other hand, they need to be adaptive to re-
spond to the ever changing circumstance mentioned above. Understanding sta-
bility and change as well as developing adaptive institutions and effective, effi-
cient and fair mechanisms of change are, therefore, of central importance for 
societies and an ongoing research challenge for social scientists.  

If we want to improve the effectiveness, efficiency and adaptability of institu-
tions, it stands to reason that we have to develop a good understanding of the 
causes, effects, processes and mechanism of stability and change. This is the aim 
of the series “Institutional Change in Agriculture and Natural Resources,” which 
attempts to answer the questions "How do processes and mechanism of institu-
tional change actually work? What and who are the main determinants and ac-
tors driving, governing and influencing these processes? What are the economic, 
political, social and ecological consequences? How can adaptive institutions be 
designed and developed, and what governance structures are required to make 
them effective?” These are the questions at the heart of the series. The works 
published in this series seek to provide answers to these questions in different 
economic, social, political and historical contexts.

Volker Beckmann and Konrad Hagedorn 
Ernst-Moritz-Arndt-Universität Greifswald und Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 
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