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∓, ⊗Johannes-Gutenberg University
⋉Deutsche Bundesbank

February 13, 2025

Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic presented governments with unprecedented challenges, requiring deci-
sions that balanced public health measures against substantial social and economic impacts. This
study examines the strategic and opportunistic behaviors of regional officials in Germany during
the pandemic. Using a comprehensive empirical analysis based on hundreds of statements from
state incumbents, we shed light on the dynamics of state level political behavior.
Our findings reveal that German regional leaders emphasized their autonomy when performance

metrics were favorable but strategically shifted responsibility when outcomes were less favorable.
This behavior underscores the dual potential of federal systems as both laboratories of democracy
and breeding grounds for responsibility-avoiding (opportunistic) behavior.

1. Introduction

The responsibilities borne by governments dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic were arguably the
greatest in decades. Their decisions carried far-
reaching consequences. The health—and lives—of
thousands were at risk if governments failed to
implement necessary measures to protect against
the virus. Conversely, restrictions on assembly
and freedom of movement had severe repercus-
sions, like economic hardship and children unable
to attend school. Each decision risked triggering
social and economic disruptions, and clear ‘right’
or ‘wrong’ answers to critical questions were often
absent.

In such circumstances, government’s ability to
learn from one another becomes crucial. Federal
systems are often seen as particularly strong in

this regard. Regional governments make decisions
that may perform better or worse, enabling oth-
ers to learn and adapt, fostering a competition
of ideas within the federal framework. Justice D.
Brandeis famously described states as laboratories
of democracy, conducting political experiments1.

Whether this vision of federalism holds true
or remains a romanticized ‘campfire tale’ (Tyler
and Gerken, 2022) is debated. Critics question
whether political competition truly fosters inde-
pendent decision-making, policy innovation, and
progress (Rose-Ackerman, 1980; Weaver, 1986;
Strumpf, 2002). While competition may encour-
age bold experimentation, it is risky for weak or
low-performing state incumbents. However, other
scholars take a more optimistic view, arguing that
federal competition can be a driver of innovation.
They suggest that state politicians, particularly

∗The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the official
policy or position of the Deutsche Bundesbank. Any analysis, conclusions, or recommendations are solely those of
the author(s) and should not be construed as reflecting the opinion or assessments of the Deutsche Bundesbank.

1Brandeis noted in 1932 in the New State Ice Co v. Liebman case (285 US. 262, 311) that “a single courageous State
may serve as a laboratory; and try novel social and economic experiments without risk to the rest of the country.”
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those with aspirations at the federal level, have
strong incentives to implement successful policies,
as doing so enhances voters’ perceptions of their
competence (Kotsogiannis and Schwager, 2006).

James Madison grappled with these questions,
asserting that federal systems succeed when both
central and state governments accept divided au-
thority and exercise independent power. How-
ever, opportunistic behavior poses a significant
challenge, as Madison noted in his Vices of the
Political System of the United States (Madison,
[1787]1975). Depending on whether outcomes are
favorable or adverse, the leaders of regional gov-
ernments can utilize the federal structure to either
claim responsibility or to avoid being perceived as
decision-makers and instead attribute responsibil-
ity to the federal level.

Whether federal systems are used by regional
politicians as convenient features that allow them
to claim or shift away responsibility opportunisti-
cally, is challenging to investigate (Agrawal et al.,
2022). For example, one needs to be able to ob-
serve how the same or similar politicians behave
when outcomes in their polity are more vs less
favorable. This, moreover, requires more or less
objective measures of policy success that are at
the same time very salient to the general public.
Moreover, there should be some degree of random-
ness in terms of these outcomes.

The COVID-19 pandemic provides a unique op-
portunity to examine state incumbents’ strate-
gic and opportunistic behavior. The global
shock captured extraordinary public interest, en-
sured comparable challenges across regions, and,
in Germany–the country we study, highlighted
the tension between autonomous state decision-
making and federal oversight.

While voter interest in policy decisions was
high, at the same time, statistics on regional in-
cidence rates were readily available in Germany
and were closely watched by the general pub-
lic. This made governments highly accountable
(Neundorf and Pardos-Prado, 2021; Algara et al.,
2022; Singer, 2022; Kennedy et al., 2022). If in-
cidence rates in one state increased considerably
compared to the average of all other states, then
the public would be inclined to regard this as
a poor performance of the regional government’s
handling of the pandemic. Conveniently for our
setup, it was, however, often unclear whether
changes in incidence rates were due to these re-
gional governments or not. This is firstly because
the pandemic was a worldwide shock that afflicted

German regions in a comparable fashion. Some re-
gions may overall have been impacted more than
others, e.g., due to their greater reliance on man-
ufacturing, but this can be controlled for. Once
one does so, most states have seen periods dur-
ing which infection rates were higher or lower
than expected. Secondly, both the federal and
the state governments were responsible for man-
aging the pandemic response. However, the dis-
tribution of competences between the federal tiers
was not clearly assigned. In Germany, the task
of public health protection is primarily a mat-
ter for the states, yet the federal government was
able to broadly assert jurisdiction through con-
current legislation (see Subsec. 2.1). The states
could make significant decisions, such as school
closures, entirely autonomously or refer to nation-
wide agreements. This particular institutional en-
vironment enables an investigation on whether re-
gional politicians either claim or shift responsibil-
ity.

In order to link whether politicians take credit
or shift blame in response to favorable or unfavor-
able outcomes, we use approximately 900 official
statements made by prime ministers of German
federal states. These were mainly made via Twit-
ter, and we classified these via a standardized cod-
ing scheme.

Our empirical assessment suggests that leaders
emphasized independent decision-making when
performance metrics were favorable but avoided
responsibility when outcomes were less advanta-
geous. This effect is even more pronounced when
we focus on time windows in which public state-
ments attracted particularly high attention.

Thus, we find empirical support for James
Madison’s concern that federal systems may fail
to realize their potential strength due to strategic
or opportunistic considerations by leaders in the
constituent units. This, in turn, undermines the
appeal of federalism as laboratories.

2. Institutional Background: Federalism in
Germany

2.1. The federal structure

Germany’s constitution does not prescribe fed-
eralism in a refined form, nor does it estab-
lish a powerful central government. The term
’unitary federal state’ (Hesse, 1962; Turner and
Rowe, 2013) aptly characterizes this blended sta-
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tus.2 The federal polity is often regarded as the
archetype of administrative federalism and co-
operative decision-making (Kropp and Behnke,
2016). On the federal level, the Länder are rep-
resented in the second parliamentary chamber
(Bundesrat). They hold a vote on federal laws
that trigger the establishment of new adminis-
trative proceedings or agencies on the state level
(Burkhart et al., 2008), or that impact states’ rev-
enues.

A particular feature in Germany’s constitu-
tional framework are concurrent legislation (Gun-
licks, 2007), which applies to a variety of policy
fields. Among them is the public health respon-
sibility. Concurrent legislation denotes that the
Länder maintain legislation as long as the federal
tier makes no use of its legislative powers in the
same field. In this respect, concurrent legislation
offers both sides, the states as well as the federal
government, opportunities for abdication.

2.2. Public health responsibilities in Germany’s
federal polity

The legal framework governing government inter-
vention during a pandemic is established by the
Infection Protection Act (Infektionsschutzgesetz,
IfSG). The Länder administer this law, exercis-
ing discretion in determining specific measures,
their severity, timing, and scope. While the IfSG
empowers the federal government to issue recom-
mendations, it also promotes coordination among
federal states while allowing flexibility for their
actions (Tonti, 2022).

State governments have enacted several mea-
sures to curb infections, like the imposition of cur-
fews and limitations on the assembly right, the
closing of educational institutions, restaurants,
stores, and other facilities. The federal govern-
ment has retained jurisdiction over border con-
trols. Extensive financial aid packages have been
designed by the federal, but were co-financed by
the states.3

As mentioned in the previous subsection, the

federal government had the option to take over
the tasks handled by the states. However, the fed-
eral government did not exercise this authority for
the longest time, but only in the summer of 2021
(Rowe and Turner, 2023), when the pandemic had
relaxed and most restrictions were lifted.

2.3. Response to the COVID-19 pandemic in
Germany’s federalism

Germany was able to weather the COVID-19 pan-
demic relatively well compared to other industri-
alized nations. Infection rates, particularly in the
autumn of 2020, were relatively low, thus avoiding
widespread strain on the healthcare system.

The public paid particular attention to infec-
tion rates, which were reported by the national
health authority in the form of a seven-day inci-
dence rate. This rate is calculated as a moving
average over seven days and is expressed in rela-
tion to 100,000 inhabitants. The left panel in Fig.
1 depicts this indicator in Germany and the other
six G7 countries.

Although infection rates on average were mod-
erate, there were significant differences within
Germany (i.e., between the federal states). The
right panel in Fig. 1 illustrates the infection rates
of the sixteen Länder and marks the nationwide
average by the orange-colored line. The pub-
lic closely monitored these values because they
were ultimately viewed as the central measure for
the possibility of easing the imposed restrictions.
Thus, citizens carefully compared how the num-
bers in their federal state developed compared to
other federal states and to the national average
(Kaatz et al., 2022).

The national infection control agency, the
Robert Koch Institute, which collected and pub-
lished data on the pandemic, categorizes the infec-
tion dynamics into three waves, which are graphi-
cally depicted in the right display of Fig. 1. Wave
1 ran from February 2nd, 2020 till May 17th,
2020; wave 2 from September 28, 2020 till Febru-
ary 28th, 2021, and wave 3 from March 1st, 2021

2Article 30 of the Basic Law presumes that governmental powers lie with the Länder unless the Basic Law provides
otherwise, akin to the Tenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. In practice, however, Article 30 was rarely en-
forced and was labeled a ’living lie’ by Scharpf (1994). Furthermore, Article 70 qualifies Article 30 by stating that
the Länder have the right to pass legislation only to the extent that the Basic Law does not grant authority to the
central tier.

3The legal framework in Germany also allowed municipalities to chart their own course. Some cities began to take
advantage of this opportunity early in the pandemic. The most prominent example is Jena, which was the first city
to introduce a requirement for wearing face masks very early on. It became evident that the city of Jena thus gen-
erated a prime example of a political laboratory. Mitze et al. (2020) showed that the city’s introduction of masking
requirements led to an approximate 25% reduction in the infection numbers three weeks following introduction. The
success in Jena fostered the nationwide compulsory masking.
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Figure 1: COVID-19 infections in Germany compared to the other G7 countries and among German
states. Source: Guidotti (2022)
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Figure 2: Google hits for joint conferences (and related search items).
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till June 13th, 2021.

Shortly after the pandemic’s onset, state gov-
ernments were highly interested in policy coordi-
nation in joint meetings of states’ prime minis-
ters with the chancellor. During the joint meet-
ings, which initially took place quite frequently,
the heads of governments agreed on guidelines for
crisis management. During the first wave, coor-
dination and uni-directional measures dominated
policymaking. While policy decisions were homo-
geneous in the first months after the pandemic’s
onset, decisions became more heterogeneous dur-
ing the second and third wave (Hegele and Schn-
abel, 2021; Kuhlmann and Franzke, 2021).

In the context of this assessment, it is crucial to
note the high level of public awareness regarding
the outcomes of the joint meetings. To illustrate
this awareness, we analyzed data from Google.
Figure 2 depicts the number of Google searches for
the term ’Ministerpräsidentenkonferenz’ (the Ger-
man term for the joint conference) and closely re-
lated terms suggested by Google (such as ’results
of the joint conference’). The numbers are pre-
sented relative to the peak search volume, where
a value of 60% signifies that the searches on a
given date amounted to 60% of the searches on
the day with the highest volume. The green dots
mark the dates on which the joint conferences oc-
curred. Figure 2 indicates that the public showed
significant interest in the outcomes of these joint
conferences.

Not only did public attention increase rapidly
around the time of the meetings, but the state-
ments and opinions of the prime ministers also
concentrated heavily on the days immediately fol-
lowing the conferences. We show this analytically
in Section 4 (see Table 3). We interpret this as an
additional indicator that the conferences received
high attention both from political leaders and the
public.

From the second wave onwards, the confer-
ences took place generally every third week. De-
spite this high frequency of coordination meetings,
some states preferred to take their own measures
and deviated from the measures discussed at the
conference.

The times and intensity of measures imple-
mented by the Länder to contain the pandemic are

summarized in a comprehensive dataset by Stein-
metz et al. (2022). Three particularly salient mea-
sures were the stay-at-home requirement (’leave-
home’), the closure of schools (’school’), and the
closure of childcare facilities (’daycare’). The deci-
sions of the countries to tighten their measures in
these areas or to relax the respective restrictions
are illustrated in Figure 3.

Each vertical line denotes a measure adopted by
the respective state government, either towards
a more stringent regulation (value of 1 or 2) or
towards a relaxation (value of 0). Each state is
marked by its own color. Figure 3 shows that dur-
ing the second and especially the third wave, the
states did not make their decisions synchronously.
In particular, they relaxed measures earlier or
later than discussed between the federal govern-
ment and the states. The data also depicts the
homogeneity of policy decisions during the first
wave.

3. Data & Methods

Our main source of data consists of statements
and declarations made by prime ministers of Ger-
man federal states with respect to COVID-19
management via Twitter. We obtained these data
through the Twitter API (Kearney, 2019).4 Addi-
tionally, we have taken into account press releases
and official statements by the respective prime
ministers, further enriching our analysis.5

Statements are considered if they indicate pref-
erences/information about the stance of the prime
minister regarding centralized or decentralized
decision-making. We construct an index mea-
suring state governments’ positioning during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This “pandemic policy in-
dex” (PPI) measures the extent to which a prime
minister, at a given moment during the COVID-
19 pandemic, attempts to shift responsibilities to
the federal government, the second parliamentary
chamber and/or the prime minister conferences.
On the one extreme, a Prime Minister can insist
on nationwide regulations or criticize the federal
government for not implementing uniform nation-
wide rules. At the other extreme, a prime minister
can state that his/her state will act alone or crit-
icize that the federal government encroaches too

4We filtered out tweets related to COVID-19 on the accounts of the prime ministers or their press offices.
5Prime Minister Günther of Schleswig-Holstein gave the last COVID-19 related government declaration in January
2021 and replaces them afterwards with oral reports. From Jan. 20th, 2021, these COVID-19-related oral reports
are included instead of government declarations. Prime Minister Laschet of North Rhine-Westphalia does not give
government declarations during the time of interest. Instead, we utilize COVID-19-related briefings of this state’s
government to its local parliament.
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Figure 3: Stringency index for relevant restriction measures. Data source: Steinmetz et al. (2022).

much.

Each statement is categorized into four distinct
and mutually exclusive categories using an ordi-
nal scale. A value of one indicates that a state
prefers to act individually, while a value of four in-
dicates that it asks for more action on the federal
level or blames it for problems. Making state-
ments belonging to categories one and two can
be interpreted as expressing a preference for fed-
eralistic decision-making, and conversely, making
statements belonging to categories three and four
can be interpreted as expressing a preference for
unitary decision-making.

We have summarized our criteria for categoriz-
ing all statements in A. We also provide in this
Appendix two translated examples to illustrate
how we applied the categories to the statements.

Categorization criteria were thoroughly prede-
fined in order to ensure a high reliability of the
scale. The interrater reliability was tested by
rating the same statements three times indepen-
dently. The coders had been trained in the use of
the PPI rates. The interrater-reliability was cal-
culated using Fleiss’ κ (Fleiss et al., 2003, Ch. 18),
which is a generalization of Cohen’s kappa for
cases with more than two raters. The κ statis-
tic compares the observed level of agreement be-
tween coders (judges, observers) to the level that
is expected under chance. If there is no agree-
ment among coders, then κ hovers around zero,
while κ = 1 indicates perfect agreement. Follow-
ing Fleiss et al. (2003), a κ-statistic greater than

0.75 indicates an “excellent” level of agreement.
In our case, κ was 0.91, which implies that rating
using the PPI was done reliably and consistently.
Our dataset relies on 600 prime minister state-

ments. Of these, 35.5%, 6.2%, 44.8% and 13.5%
were classified with index values 1, 2, 3 and 4,
respectively.
In our study, we investigate whether state gov-

ernments adapt their stances opportunistically
based on their own performance. Specifically,
we examine if they favor decentralized decision-
making when their performance is good, and shift
towards centralized decision-making when their
performance is poor.
The lower the state-level rate compared to the

national average, the better the state’s perfor-
mance. An advantage of this measure is that the
data were collected by an authoritative national
agency and were widely regarded by the popula-
tion.
The main ordered logistic regression equation

for our analyses is:

ln

(
P (Y ≤ j)

P (Y > j)

)
= βj0 (1)

+ β1 ln(incstateit)

+ β2 ln(incfedt)

+X ′γ + uit

in which P (Y≤j)
P (Y >j) is the odds of giving a state-

ment falling into category j or lower. βj0 for
j ∈ {1, . . . , 4} give the four category-specific in-
tercepts. incstateit is the incidence rate for state
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i on date t, and incfedt is the federal-level inci-
dence rate on date t. In our results, we report the
exponent of each coefficient (eβ1 , etc.) so that the
interpretation is in odds. Coefficients larger than
1 imply that an increase in a variable leads to an
increase in the odds of giving a statement that lies
in a higher category.

We take the natural logarithm of both
incstateit and incfedt, so that the coefficient eβ1

gives the increase in the odds of giving a higher
category statement when the ratio of incidence
rate at the state-level divided by incidence rate
at the federal level doubles.

An alternative would have been not to include
both these variables, but instead measure the de-
viation between state and federal incidence rate
as incstateit−incfedt

incfedt
, for which for example a value

of zero means that the state rate equals the fed-
eral one, and a value of one indicates that the
state rate is double that of the federal one. Both
specifications only differ in their functional form
assumptions. We will show a robustness check in
which we demonstrate that the estimated effect
sizes in both cases are virtually identical.

In our regression equation, the matrix X in-
cludes a set of covariates. These will be included
in our regressions in several steps. First, we will
control for a linear time trend to capture a poten-
tial general trend in stances regarding federalistic
decision-making. Next, we include a dummy for
the five East German states, and a dummy for
the state of Berlin, as there may be differences
in policies and attitudes between these states and
the western ones.

Next, we control for a set of state-level vari-
ables. First among these is the fundamental
stance of the state government towards federalism.
If a state advocates increased de/centralization,
this will not necessarily be driven solely by op-
portunistic or strategic considerations; ideologi-
cal convictions can often supersede pragmatic po-
litical interests. For example, in the USA, it is
known that ideological convictions play a pivotal
role in shaping states’ and citizens’ preferences to-
ward de/centralization. Specifically, conservatives
exhibit a genuine attachment to decentralization,
while attitudes toward federalism tend to be more
instrumental among liberals (Glaser et al., 2023;
Rendleman and Rogowski, 2022). In our con-

text, take, for example, a state government with
above-average incidence rates that advocates for
decisions regarding school closures or openings to
be made collectively and implemented uniformly
across the federation. This stance may be oppor-
tunistic if the state government generally favors
decentral (i.e., federalistic) decision-making. Still,
it may also be congruent with a fundamental be-
lief that the respective state harbors no sympathy
for the autonomy of states.

For the variable measuring the fundamental
stances of state governments towards federalism,
we used data from Barbaro and Rode (2025), who
determined these general stances based on each
state’s coalition agreements prior to the outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The data were classi-
fied such that a designation of one signifies a pro-
motion of strong federalism, while four indicates
a willingness to cede competencies to the fed-
eral level. Each state’s resulting average attitude-
index values toward federalism are visualized in
B, Figure 4.

In this step, we furthermore control for states’
pre-pandemic (2019) share of the manufacturing
sector in their gross value added. This variable
shows how severely the COVID-19 pandemic af-
fected each state’s economy (Flach and Steininger,
2020). Furthermore, we control for states’ finan-
cial strength, measured as the sum of states’ tax
revenues and the tax revenues of their municipal-
ities, which, in Germany, is referred to as states’
financial capacity (“Finanzkraftmesszahl”).

In the German redistributive system, financially
weak states receive funds out of other states’ fi-
nancial means and additional federal government
grants (“financial equalization”). This may af-
fect their stances toward federalistic vs decentral
decision-making.6

In the final step, we control for the natural loga-
rithm of the state and federal vaccination rates at
each given date. Data on state- and national-level
vaccination rates are available from the epidemi-
ological database for COVID-19 (Guidotti, 2022).

Both variables receive the value 0 for dates be-
fore vaccinations started, and a dummy variable
for the pre-vaccination period is included. State
vaccination rates, relative to federal vaccination
rates, can be thought of as another measure of the
success of local policies, although they less clearly

6We use 2021 data for this as data for this year most accurately reflect the situation during the pandemic. Moreover,
data for pre-pandemic years are less useful as the financial equalization scheme has been reformed. The German
statistical office (Statistisches Bundesamt) provides data for this measure.

7The federal government procured the vaccine doses, but the states organized the vaccinations. Each state had its
own vaccination centers and procedures for scheduling vaccination appointments. For example, some states offered
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result from policies and interventions at the state
level than from incidence rates.7 Moreover, ac-
cess to vaccinations was only possible starting in
January 2021.

Our analyses utilize prime minister statements
from waves 2 and 3 of the pandemic. Before wave
2 started, incidence rates were considerably less
reliably recorded. Measurement error in the ini-
tial phase of the pandemic may have differed be-
tween states and potentially so in an endogenous
way. Moreover, during wave 1, and especially the
period between waves 1 and 2, the difference be-
tween state-level and federal-level incidence rates
measured in percentages fluctuated wildly as re-
ported rates were often low.

In our ordered logistic regression, the coeffi-
cients β1, β2, and γ are assumed to be the same
across all categories. We test this proportional
odds assumption for our main model (5) using a
Brant test (Brant, 1990) and find no evidence for
a violation of this assumption: the null hypothesis
of equality of the coefficients is not rejected with
χ2(22) = 28.7, p = 0.154.

Standard errors are clustered at the date level
to account for any between-state correlations that
arise because during the pandemic all states often
experienced similar events (e.g., pandemic-related
news) at the same moment.

During our study period, the prime ministers
of North Rhine-Westphalia and Bavaria fiercely
and publicly contested the chancellor candidacy
of the conservative parties (CDU and CSU). Both
tried to distinguish themselves with their own po-
sitions on handling the pandemic (Jun and Minas,
2023). Therefore, it is possible that the internal
party campaign biased the statements of these two
prime ministers. We excluded these two states in
a robustness check to account for this.

In a further robustness check, we conduct a
state fixed effects (conditional) ordered logistic re-
gression. This has the advantage of relying solely
on within-state variation but has two drawbacks.
First, we lose a lot of the variation of interest and,
therefore, statistical power. Second, this method
cannot be estimated when the clustering of the
standard errors is at a different level (here: date)
than the grouping variable (here: state). Hence,
some relevant autocorrelation is ignored, while
clustering occurs for a low number of groups (16
states), which might lead to inconsistent standard
errors.

During the pandemic, the joint conferences of
the state prime ministers were closely watched by
the population as many of the central pandemic-
related interventions were discussed and decided
upon. We expect that prime ministers will have
been especially likely to make their stance with
respect to centralized or decentralized decision-
making clear in the week around these confer-
ences, and perhaps most so in the days immedi-
ately following such a conference. We, therefore,
conduct two sets of analyses. First, we analyze
to what extent the number of statements issued
per day changed during the week of a conference
(three days before, three days after the confer-
ence) and immediately subsequent to a conference
(day of the conference till three days afterward).
For this, we calculate the number of statements is-
sued daily and regress this on a linear time trend
with a dummy indicating the time period right
around / right after the prime ministers’ confer-
ence. Second, we conduct our main analyses using
the specification that includes all controls while
limiting the data to the time period right around
/ right after prime ministers’ conferences.

4. Results

4.1. Main Analysis

The results of the regression analyses using Equa-
tion (1) are shown in Table 1, with the last three
rows representing the covariates. The dependent
variable is a 4-point ordinal scale with higher
scores indicating a stronger preference for unitary
(centralized) decision-making.

The table presents exponentiated coefficients
from an ordered logistic regression. The coeffi-
cients to the natural log of state-level incidence

rates give the increase in odds
(
P (Y≤j)
P (Y >j)

)
of giving

a statement that falls into category j or lower. Co-
efficients larger than one indicate that an increase
in an independent variable leads to higher scores
on the PPI, while coefficients smaller than one
indicate the opposite. Increases in incidence rates
in a state relative to the country-wide level lead
prime ministers to display a greater preference for
centralized decision-making. If the incidence rate
in a state doubles compared to that at the federal
level, the odds of giving a statement that is cate-
gorized as being one point higher on the PPI also
roughly doubles.

vaccinations on buses that traveled to university campuses and smaller towns. Therefore, high vaccination rates can
be attributed to the respective states’ high administrative quality.
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Table 1: Covid-19 incidence rates and state prime ministers’ statements favoring (de)centralized
decision-making

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

ln(state-level 1.730** 1.904*** 2.003*** 1.983** 1.985**
incidence rate) [1.22,2.45] [1.34,2.70] [1.41,2.85] [1.30,3.02] [1.29,3.06]

ln(state-level 0.806
vacc. rate) [0.606,1.072]

Linear time trend No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Dummies Eastern
states and Berlin No No Yes Yes Yes

State-level controls No No No Yes Yes

Observations 600 600 600 600 600

Notes: Each column reports exponentiated coefficients from a separate ordered logit regression. Dependent
variable is the 4-point pandemic policy index (PPI). Higher values indicate a stronger expressed desire for
centralized decision-making. Coefficients are expressed as changes in the odds ratio of giving a statement Y
that falls into a higher vs a lower category j, i.e., P (Y ≤ j)/P (Y > j). All regressions control for ln(federal
level incidence rate) and column (5) additionally controls for ln(federal level vaccination rate) and a dummy
for the pre-vaccination period. State-level controls include states’ general stances towards federalism, share of
the manufacturing sector in gross value added, and financial strength (”Finanzkraftmesszahl”).
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10

As can be seen by comparing columns (1) to (5),
the main result is robust throughout all specifica-
tions. The coefficient to the log of the state-level
vaccination rate suggests that higher vaccination
rates in a state, compared to the nationwide aver-
age, lead prime ministers to give statements that
are more federalistic in nature, i.e., more strongly
in favor of decentralized decision-making. How-
ever, this estimate does not reach significance at
conventional levels.

In Appendix C, we will present models (4) and
(5) in an extended form, with the specific coeffi-
cients of the covariates listed individually. As can
be seen from this more comprehensive table, the
coefficients to none of the three variables reach
significance. The coefficient to the variable mea-
suring states’ general stances towards federalism
suggests that states that had been strongly in fa-
vor of centralization before the pandemic became
relatively less so during the pandemic, and vice
versa.

4.2. Robustness Checks

As outlined in the previous section, we conducted
a series of robustness checks. The first concerns

the two prime ministers who were in an intra-
party competition during the observation period.
In fact, these two prime ministers made the high-
est number of statements. Therefore, this intra-
party campaign could distort the results. As part
of our first robustness check, we repeated the re-
gression analysis from Table 1, column (5), but
without the data from these two states, which re-
sults in the loss of 121 observations.

Table 2 presents the regression results. A com-
parison of Tables 1 and 2 shows that the esti-
mated effect of incidence rates on prime ministers’
stances regarding (de)centralized decision-making
remains robust when the states of North Rhine-
Westphalia (NW) and Bavaria (BY) are omitted
from the data.

In the next robustness check, we do not include
the logs of the state- and federal-level rates, but
instead take the relative difference between both
rates, with e.g., a value of one indicating that the
state rate is double that of the federal one. The
estimates are almost the same as in the main anal-
yses.

Finally, in columns (3) and (4), we show the
results from fixed effects (conditional) ordered lo-
gistic regressions. The results should be treated
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Table 2: Robustness checks: COVID-19 incidence rates and state prime ministers’ statements favoring
(de)centralized decision-making

Excluding NW Deviations in- Fixed Fixed
and BY stead of logs effects effects

(1) (2) (3) (4)

ln(state-level 2.145*** 1.610 1.504
incidence rate) [1.38,3.33] [0.91,2.86] [0.86,2.63]

ln(state-level 0.751* 0.740**
vacc. rate) [0.58,0.97] [0.56,0.98]

Perc. diff.: state- vs 1.956**
fed.-level incid. rate [1.17,3.25]

Perc. diff.: state- vs 0.961
fed.-level vacc. rate [0.10,9.22]

Linear time trend Yes Yes Yes Yes

Dummies for Eastern Yes Yes No No
states and Berlin

State-level controls Yes Yes No No

State fixed effects No No Yes Yes

Observations 479 600 600 600

Notes: Columns (1), (3) and (4) each report exponentiated coefficients from a separate ordered logit regres-
sion. In columns (3) and (4), these are state fixed effects (conditional) ordered logistic regressions. Dependent
variable is the 4-point pandemic policy index (PPI). Higher values indicate a stronger expressed desire for
centralized decision-making. Coefficients are expressed as changes in the odds ratio of giving a statement Y
that falls into a higher vs a lower category j, i.e., P (Y ≤ j)/P (Y > j). Column (2) shows results from a
regression in which the independent variable of interest is measured as percent difference between state-level
and federal-level rates. Regressions (1), (3) and (4) control for ln(federal level incidence rate). Regressions (1)
and (4) additionally control for ln(federal level vaccination rate). Regressions (1), (2) and (4) include a dummy
for the pre-vaccination period. State-level controls include states’ general stances towards federalism, share of
the manufacturing sector in gross value added, and financial strength (”Finanzkraftmesszahl”).
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10
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with some caution because, as we pointed out at
the end of Section 3, not all autocorrelation is
taken into account, and standard errors may be
inconsistent. The point estimates are robust to
the inclusion of fixed effects, though coefficients
are slightly smaller than in our main analyses.

Regarding the influence of vaccination rates,
the robustness checks show a similar coefficient
to the main analysis. However, the vaccination
rate coefficient becomes significant at the 95%
level when the states of Bavaria and North Rhine-
Westphalia are excluded as well as in the fixed-
effects specification. The coefficients are smaller
than one, which indicates that if state-level vacci-
nation rates increase relative to the federal level,
prime ministers tend to propagate more decentral-
ized decision-making.

The significant effect of the vaccination rate
coefficient may be seen as further support for
our main hypothesis, according to which above-
average success (in this case: higher vaccination
rates than the national average) motivates the
state prime ministers to emphasize the states’
own responsibility and self-determination more
strongly.

4.3. Focusing on the time around prime
ministers conferences

The previous analyses cover all dates during the
second and third waves of the pandemic. We
argued that public awareness was exceptionally
high on the days around the prime ministers’ con-
ferences (see Fig. 2). This means, conversely,
that statements by the prime ministers on days
with lower attention are weighted the same as
statements on days with very high attention to
the topic of COVID-19. Prima facie, it can-
not be ruled out that prime ministers will have
timed those statements that were meant to most
clearly convey a message right around conferences,
as they knew that statements at these moments
would have reached the most attention and the
largest possible audiences.

To address this, we first examine whether the
prime ministers made their statements particu-
larly in the context of the conferences. Then,
we re-run our above analysis using only the state-
ments made around the time of the conferences.

First, as Table 3 shows, the statements of the
prime ministers do indeed concentrate around the
conferences. In the week around prime minister
conferences (3 days before till 3 days after), prime
ministers issue more statements: around 1.8 more

statements (tweets) are issued per day. This ef-
fect is entirely concentrated in the time imme-
diately after the PMCs: the number of tweets
(statements) per day does not increase in the 3
days prior to a PMC, but in the period between
the PMC and 3 days afterward, around 2.7 more
statements are issued by prime ministers daily.

Secondly, we re-run the main analysis but now
focus on the week of PMCs (Table 4, column (1))
and the period between a PMC and three days
afterward (column (2)). It turns out that directly
following a PMC, prime ministers respond espe-
cially strongly to the perceived successfulness of
their policies as measured by state-level incidence
rates. The odds ratio increases to 3.5. This im-
plies that a doubling of the incidence rate in a
state compared to that at the federal level leads
to 3.5 times higher odds of giving a statement that
falls into a higher category of the PPI. Thus, if we
focus on those statements that received particular
attention, the effect we examined is even stronger
than in the main analysis. We interpret this as a
reinforcement of our core finding.

5. Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic represented an unprece-
dented test for all governments and an oppor-
tunity for federal systems to demonstrate their
strengths. Governments were confronted with
critical decisions, balancing the public interest
in controlling infections against the protection
of individual freedoms. If the restrictions on
social contact were too stringent, substantial
negative consequences—particularly for children
and adolescents—were to be expected. Con-
versely, overly lenient measures risked overwhelm-
ing healthcare systems and led to severe health
outcomes, including fatalities among the infected
population. Each decision to impose restric-
tions—whether in schools, restaurants, or work-
places—had to be proportionate, meaning both
necessary and appropriate for the specific context.

A potential advantage of federal systems in such
situations is their ability to respond differently to
the varying circumstances across regions. In re-
gions with high infection rates, stricter measures
were necessary compared to regions with lower
case numbers. Densely populated areas faced dif-
ferent risks compared to sparsely populated ones.
Furthermore, nearly all decisions had to be made
amid substantial uncertainty, making it impos-
sible to definitively label any given measure as
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Table 3: Numbers of statements per day around prime ministers conferences (PMC)

(1) (2) (3)

Week of PMC 1.786***
(0.492)

3 days before PMC 0.081
(0.422)

Day of PMC till 3 days afterwards 2.672***
(0.727)

Observations 289 289 289

Notes: Each column reports results from an OLS regression in which each observation contains the number of
statements (tweets) given by state prime ministers per day. Each regression corrects for day of the week fixed
effects and includes a dummy indicating a period around the PMCs. In column (1), this is the time period
from three days before till three days after PMCs, in column (2), this is three days before PMCs and in column
(3), this is the days of PMCs + 3 days afterwards.
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.

Table 4: Covid-19 incidence rates and state prime ministers’ statements favoring (de)centralized
decision-making around the prime ministers conferences

Week of prime ministers Day of PMC till
conference (PMC) 3 days afterwards

(1) (2)

ln(state-level incidence rate) 2.436** 3.482**
[1.26,4.71] [1.62,7.47]

ln(state-level vaccination rate) 2.526 0.467
[0.07,91.21] [0.01,22.14]

Linear time trend Yes Yes
Dummies for Eastern Yes Yes
states and Berlin

State-level controls Yes Yes

Observations 294 223

Notes: Each column reports exponentiated coefficients from a separate ordered logit regression. Column (1)
limits the sample to the week around prime ministers conferences (PMC). Column (2) limits the sample to the
days of PMCs +3 days afterwards. Dependent variable is the 4-point pandemic policy index (PPI). Higher
values indicate a stronger expressed desire for centralized decision-making. Coefficients are expressed as changes
in the odds ratio of giving a statement Y that falls into a higher vs a lower category j, i.e., P (Y ≤ j)/P (Y > j).
Both regressions control for ln(federal level incidence rate), ln(federal level vaccination rate) and a dummy for
the pre-vaccination period. State-level controls include states’ general stances towards federalism, share of the
manufacturing sector in gross value added, and financial strength (”Finanzkraftmesszahl”).
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10
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”right” or ”wrong.”
When certain cities in Germany introduced

mandatory mask-wearing policies, they served as
experimental testing grounds. Other cities and
states learned from their experiences and followed
suit. This presents an example of how decentral-
ized decision-making structures in Germany en-
abled federal competition to generate learning ef-
fects. Some states reopened schools earlier af-
ter the summer break and implemented testing
strategies. Others utilized the insights gained to
develop their own virus containment strategies.
Our research demonstrates that these exam-

ples represent the exception rather than the
rule. The willingness of state-level governments
to fulfill their responsibilities through independent
decision-making varied significantly. Although
they were clearly accountable, many requested
that decision-making authority be centralized or
insisted on uniformity across states. In contrast,
some regional leaders took independent action
while accepting the obligations placed on them by
their jurisdiction. The key to explaining this het-
erogeneous behavior lies not in fundamental con-

victions about federalism but rather in the infec-
tion rates within their own regions. When rates
were (above average) high, leaders were reluctant
to take responsibility for pandemic containment
decisions. When rates were low, they emphasized
their autonomy.

Our findings offer empirical evidence on a long-
debated topic: the capacity of federal systems
to foster competition and thereby generate bet-
ter outcomes. We find limited empirical support
for the functioning of competitive federalism but
significant evidence supporting theoretical expec-
tations of harmful, strategically motivated behav-
iors.

These results are both notable and robust. The
likelihood of shifting responsibility to a higher
level of government, rather than accepting it one-
self, was 1.7 times higher when infection rates
were above the national average. Such behavior
does not reflect independent will and confidence
but rather opportunism, a risk to the functioning
of federal systems that was identified as early as
Madison’s writings.
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Appendix

A. Categorization Criteria for the Federalism Index

Table 5: Categorization criteria federalism index

value 1 2 3 4

Decide to act in-
dividually (state
acts on its own)

Support the indi-
vidual action of
the other states

Support deci-
sions and actions
jointly made with
the federal gov-
ernment and/or
all other states

Ask for more reg-
ulation and ac-
tion on the federal
level

criteria

Criticize that the
federal govern-
ment does too
much

Go not along with
joint recommen-
dation

Criticize the indi-
vidual actions of
others

Criticize that the
federal govern-
ment does not
enough

Go along with
joint recommen-
dation

State holds the
federal govern-
ment accountable
for problems

Voting for a law
but not support-
ing it

In the following, we provide two translated examples to illustrate the categories:

But I want to make it very clear: I believe the past few days have shown that it is
important for us in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania to follow our own path.

This statement by Prime Minister Manuela Schwesig of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania is classified
into category one. In contrast, the following statement by Prime Minister Stephan Weil of Lower
Saxony is classified into category four.

My claim towards the federal government is: rapid approval of the tests and an ambi-
tious, preferably nationwide test strategy.
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B. State governments’ stances toward federalism

1.00

  NA 3.17

3.14

2.67

1.50

2.75

2.33

2.20

2.75

3.00

2.40

2.67

3.43

2.20

1.00

1.0
1.5
2.0
2.5
3.0

Value

Figure 4: States’ attitudes toward federalism (average values). Source: (Barbaro and Rode, 2025)
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C. Regression Results with detailed covariates

Table 6: Covid-19 incidence rates and state prime ministers’ statements favoring (de)centralized
decision-making

(1) (2)

ln(state-level incidence rate) 1.983** 1.985**
[1.30,3.02] [1.29,3.06]

ln(state-level vacc. rate) 0.806
[0.606,1.072]

State’s general stance towards federalism 0.850 0.826
(1 = decentralization, . . . 4 = centralization ) [0.566,1.270] [0.548,1.24]

State’s financial strength (mean 94, SD 17) 0.990 0.989
[0.968,1.01] [0.967,1.01]

State’s share of the manufacturing sector 0.161 0.136
in gross value added [0.004,6.710] [0.003,5.752]

Linear time trend Yes Yes

Dummies for Eastern
states and Berlin Yes Yes

Notes: This table corresponds to columns (4) and (5) in Table 1, with the difference that the state-level controls
are reported individually. For explanations of the values, we refer to the description of Table 1.
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10
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