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Abstract
The change in forest ownership structures, the resulting fragmentation of forest 
properties and restitution processes have led to the emergence of organizations in 
Europe that are able to deal with these challenges. Changes in the timber selling 
process due to decisions of the German Federal Competition Authority have led first 
to uncertain conditions for forest management cooperatives (FMCs) and their mem-
bers in the federal state of Baden-Wuerttemberg. In the course of this change, some 
FMCs have questioned their status quo while others have evolved under uncertain 
conditions. This paper aims to provide an overview of factors determining the fur-
ther development of forest management cooperatives under uncertain conditions fol-
lowing the categories of actor-centered institutionalism (ACI). To be able to conduct 
a comprehensive political analysis of the changes taking place in the timber sell-
ing process, the ACI approach is used in conjunction with path dependency as the 
theoretical framework for this paper. Methodologically, it is based on a qualitative 
analysis of field protocols from four regional conferences in Baden-Wuerttemberg, 
Germany, involving a total of 140 participants in 2017. The results highlight that 
individual actors, the economic and social capabilities of FMCs, the existing con-
stellations and interactions determine further developments under uncertainty. Legal 
certainty and in some cases the withdrawal of the state determine positively the 
dealing with uncertain situations. Foresters and their direction essentially determine 
the development. Furthermore, FMCs highlight that the cooperation with municipal 
foresters has a positive impact that will help deal with uncertainty in the future. A 
clear interest of cooperation and long-standing relationships also determine further 
developments under uncertain conditions.
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Introduction

In Europe, forest management faces economic and societal challenges resulting 
from the fragmentation of forest property, due to changes in the ownership struc-
ture, restitution processes, in which small and large forest areas were returned to 
private owners, and the need for reforestation (Angelova et  al. 2009; Campbell 
and Kittredge 1996; Hogl et al. 2005; Hugosson and Ingemarson 2004; Kittredge 
2005). These factors have prompted governments and foresters to develop organi-
zations based on cooperation to overcome these challenges (Kittredge 2005; 
Ripatti and Järveläinen 1997). In Germany and other countries, these organiza-
tions, forest management cooperatives (FMCs), were established to overcome for-
est fragmentation, support private and municipal forest owners in forest related 
management questions and to sell timber (Kittredge 2005; Oesten and Roeder 
2002; Wippel 2014).

Forest management cooperatives in the German federal state of Baden-Wuert-
temberg are facing particular circumstances due to changes in the timber sell-
ing process. The Federal Competition Authority in Germany decided in 2008 that 
timber selling for private and municipal forest owners could no longer be handled 
by the state forest administration as had been the case for more than 70  years 
(Bundeskartellamt 2008; Hasel 1985). The federal state (24% of forest land) is 
nowadays only allowed to sell timber of areas owned by the state itself. Private 
(36% of forest land) and municipal forest owners (40% of forest land) have to sell 
their timber in cooperation with timber selling organizations that are not part of 
the state forest administration, e.g. FMCs. Through the dissolution of the state 
support structures (Wippel 2011) and the withdrawal of the state in the timber 
selling process for private and municipal forest owners, the majority of forest 
management cooperatives faced circumstances that they had not previously dealt 
with. In response to traditional problems such as fragmentation (the average size 
of forest land is smaller than 2 ha) and changes in the ownership structure and 
due to the new situation in the timber selling process and the needs arising from 
it, forest management cooperatives have to evolve under uncertain conditions 
(Selter et al. 2013; Wippel 2014).

FMCs tend to be market-oriented and have the subjects of economic analy-
ses. Both qualitative and quantitative methods have examined developments that 
highlight strategic orientations and activity fields, e.g. increased support for tim-
ber selling services or support for management tasks and requirements, under 
country-specific conditions (Kronholm 2016; Leinert 1996; Moog and Borchert 
1999; Ottisch 2001; Petkau 2007, 2008; Schaffner and Suda 1999; Suda et  al. 
2009; Suda and Warkotsch 2002). According to Kajanus et al. (2019; Glück et al. 
2010; Kronholm 2016; Rapp 2000; Sarvašová et al. 2014; Selter et al. 2009; Sch-
raml 2005, 2012; Petkau 2007), the further development of FMCs is determined 
by the requirements of private forest owners. These characteristics and prefer-
ences of forest owners were analyzed in detail (i.e. Feil et al. 2018; Ficko et al. 
2019; Hogl et  al. 2005; Ingemarson et  al. 2006; Kuuluvainen et  al. 2014; Law-
rence et al. 2020; Matilainen et al. 2019; Schraml and Härdter will introduce the 
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theoretical2002). For FMCs, the confidence of forest owners is essential when 
aiming to expand their membership structures to strengthen their market position, 
as new members decide to cooperate and participate depending on confidence 
(Kittredge 2005; Petkau 2008; Schraml 2003; Schraml and Selter 2011; Schurr 
2006). Sarvašová et  al. (2014) highlight, that besides the economic opportuni-
ties mentioned above, advice and education opportunities for members and the 
preparation of information for the members are fields of activity in which fur-
ther development of FMCs can take place. Padgee et  al. (2006) further empha-
sizes that clearly defined property boundaries, institutions, incentives and inter-
est, financial and human resource support, physical features, community features, 
level of participation, degree of decentralization and the technology and market 
influence are relevant for the success of community forest management and thus 
also for the further development of FMCs. In addition to the economic and forest 
owner based factors described above other studies highlight that governmental 
framework conditions, e.g. forest subsidies, influence the development of FMCs 
(Sarvašová et  al. 2014; Selter et  al. 2013; Suda et  al. 2009). These are used to 
implement governmental economic control instruments, which almost exclusively 
have the aim to improve timber production (Gießen et al. 2013). Thus it can be 
stated that further development is often not only dependent on forest management 
cooperatives themselves, but also influenced by other forest policy actors, e.g. 
administration and stakeholders (Feil et al. 2018; Selter et al. 2013).

In a similar vein, diverse studies dealing with FMCs have highlighted the impor-
tance of uncertainty for the development of FMCs. Additionally, it can be stated that 
there has been insufficient analysis of factors determining the further development of 
forest management cooperatives under uncertain conditions (cf. Lönnstedt 2014; Selter 
et al. 2013; Wippel 2014). This paper aims to fill this gap.

To answer the research objective mentioned above, the following research questions 
are pursued:

1	 Which framework conditions and natural conditions are perceived by FMCs as 
relevant in an uncertain environment for their further development due to changes 
in the timber selling processes in Baden-Wuerttemberg?

2	 Which actors, capabilities, constellations and interactions are highlighted by 
FMCs in Baden-Wuerttemberg influencing their development in an uncertain 
environment due to changes in the timber selling processes?

The following section will introduce the theoretical framework, comprising the ACI 
and path dependency that form the basis for the analysis. The process of data collec-
tion and analysis is presented as part of the material and methods section. Afterwards, 
empirical results are presented and discussed. Finally, the conclusions are highlighted.
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Theoretical Framework

This paper is based on a theoretical approach informed by “actor-centered institu-
tionalism” (Mayntz and Scharpf 1995; Scharpf 1997) and complemented by the 
concept of path dependency (Fig. 1). This approach is used for the analysis of uncer-
tainty because it provides the possibility to examine existing rules, societal norms 
and the capabilities of FMCs, that are relevant to reacting to uncertain conditions. 
Furthermore, the approach makes it possible to highlight the influence of other 
actors in an uncertain environment in the categories of constellations and interac-
tions (cf. Mayntz and Scharpf 1995; Scharpf 1997).

ACI according to Scharpf “… conceptualizes policy processes driven by the 
interaction of individual and corporate actors endowed with certain capabilities and 
specific cognitive and normative orientations within a given institutional setting and 
within a given external situation” (Scharpf 1997, p. 37). The policy environment and 
the rules of society (North 1991) (institutional setting) thereby represent the “con-
text of action” (Mayntz and Scharpf 1995, p. 43) that rational, corporative actors 
with their strategies and interactions (Scharpf 2000) have to deal with.

The actors’ self-interests (orientations) can be characterized as “self-preserva-
tion, autonomy and growth” (Scharpf 1997, p. 64) that take place within a process 
of long-term development. The constellations consider strategies, which could also 
be influenced by the expectations of positions and the necessity to decide among 
preferences. All in all, strategies of the involved actors in different forms of actor 
constellations and with varied historical backgrounds are based on “capabilities …, 
… perception and evaluation of the outcomes obtainable, and the degree to which 
their payoff aspirations are compatible or incompatible with one another” (Scharpf 
1997, p. 72).

Scharpf (1997) uses mixed-motive games to describe the ACI category “constel-
lations” (Table 2). Assurance presupposes a clear interest of FMCs in cooperation 
and the anticipation of decisions by other potential cooperating partners, such as the 
sawmill industry or the forest administration. The Battle of Sexes game describes the 

Fig. 1   Actor-centered institutionalism in connection with path dependency (cf. Scharpf 1997)
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situation in which one of the actors involved in the interaction first makes a proposal 
which benefits both, but the first proposer is the one who usually benefits more.

The modes of interaction category (Table  2) can be characterized by different 
forms (Scharpf 1997). These forms have a “significant effect on the outcomes of 
interactions in any given actor constellation” (Scharpf 1997, p. 89). Unilateral action 
is characterized by the maximization of one’s own benefit. Rejecting decisions that 
are not in actors’ self-interests is an element of this unilateral action. Negotiations 
are characterized by the “binding force of negotiated agreements” (Scharpf 1997, p. 
116). This refers to agreements, oral or written, which are intended to contribute to 
the achievement of objectives. Hierarchical direction makes it possible to disregard 
preferences and thus to achieve results that are not in the self-interest of actors.

While the ACI framework takes up ideas of both historical institutionalism—
which focuses on events—and rational-choice institutionalism (Schimank 2007), 
events are considered only indirectly in the individual ACI categories. However, it 
is necessary to consider these events as they provide the initial impetus for far-reach-
ing developments. To overcome this problem, the present study uses the concept of 
path dependency and the respective approach of Pierson (2000) to identify histori-
cal influences on the decision-making process. Thus, the ACI categories of policy 
environment, institutional setting, actors, constellations and modes of interaction are 
complemented by a historical perspective.

This historical perspective is considered using increasing returns as a basis. This 
means, self-strengthening effects are taken into account. These can occur if paths 
are followed over a long time. In this historical context, self-strengthening effects 
lead to an increase in transaction costs. These can hinder change towards different 
options (Pierson 2000). In contrast to other theories of path dependency, constella-
tions of actors can also be considered (Beyer 2005; Pierson 2000).

To date, the ACI concept has been applied in research areas that concentrate more 
on non-forestry actors, such as water management (Feichtinger 2013), the role of the 
European Commission in the liberalization of Europe (Schmidt 1998) and the role 
of economic actors (Pleins 2008). However, a few studies in the area of forest policy 
have applied ACI in a forest context (Baycheva-Merger et al. 2018; Dobšinská et al. 
2013; Hogl 2002; Salka 2002). So far, ACI has not been used to better understand 
the interplay of institutions, actors and their interactions of FMCs. Therefore, this 
paper adds a new perspective to other studies concerned with private forest owners 
and FCMs.

Materials and Methods

Although the existing problem of further development of FMCs is generally known, 
the specific factors under changing uncertain conditions has not been described so 
far. Therefore an explorative research design was chosen (Becker 1993). This ena-
bles a “precise exploration and description of a situation” (Döring and Bortz 2016, 
p. 192) using qualitative methods.
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Data Collection

Due to the decision of the Federal Competition Authority that was first imple-
mented in the German federal state of Baden-Wuerttemberg, the resulting change 
in the timber selling process, and to identify factors that are perceived by FMCs 
in this federal state and determine their development, four regional conferences 
in Königsbronn (A), Freiburg i. Br. (B), Gegenbach (C) and Karlsruhe (D) with 
140 participants of 104 forest management cooperatives and forest management 
associations (FMAs) in Baden-Württemberg took place in 2017 (Table 1). FMCs 
could be members of FMAs that take over the political representation of FMCs 
and private forest owners’ interests by lobbying. All representatives of FMCs 
and FMAs in Baden-Württemberg were invited to participate but each partici-
pant could only attend one of the events. The participating board members were 
employed as representatives of FMCs and FMAs from 3  months to 20  years. 
In order to achieve the highest possible number and thus to gain a broad data-
base, the conferences were located in south-west, north, west and east Baden-
Wuerttemberg, thereby allowing for short travel times (Table 1). Furthermore, the 
regional structure of the FMCs in Baden-Wuerttemberg was taken into account 
(cf. Wippel 2014). Two-thirds of the FMCs in Baden-Württemberg have been 
represented in these events.

Verbatim field protocols were prepared as minutes of meeting by two minute 
taker as part of a systematic observation of these events. Systematic observations 
were chosen because information on the specific processes of further develop-
ment, information about the organizations and existing relationships should be 
collected (Thierbach and Petschick 2014). The field protocols were based on 
questions that reflected the conceptual content of the ACI. The representatives 
had to answer the questions individually without any discussion. Discussions 
were possible in the breaks of the conferences. This format was chosen because 
we wanted to avoid influences of other FMCs and FMAs. The representatives of 
FMCs and FMAs agreed that the protocols may be used on an anonymous basis 
for research purposes.

The description of the situation of organizational developments with regard to 
political influences on particular FMCs and FMAs five years ago and at the date 
of the conferences, the desired position of the FMC in five years’ time and FMC’s 
demands on policymakers represent the complex of questions of the institutional 
setting. This was intended to reveal possible institutionalization and development 
paths (path dependency). The policy-environment category included questions about 
the structure of the organization, e.g. the size of the individual farms and the num-
ber of members. The category actors includes the complex of questions on busi-
ness/service areas and the related business orientation of the FCMs. The aim was 
to understand the orientations (self-interests) of the individual actors, identify per-
ceived factors and obtain information on capabilities. Necessary prerequisites for 
the development of FMCs and the querying of business areas form the complex of 
questions for the category constellations. This set of questions was intended to iden-
tify relationships and strategies. The ACI modes of interaction category was queried 
through questions about business partners.



311

1 3

Forest Management Cooperatives and Their Development Under…

Ta
bl

e 
1  

O
ve

rv
ie

w
 o

f t
he

 re
gi

on
al

 c
on

fe
re

nc
es

 in
 B

ad
en

-W
ür

tte
m

be
rg

a  A
ct

iv
e 

m
em

be
rs

 a
re

 d
efi

ne
d 

by
 th

e 
re

pr
es

en
ta

tiv
es

 o
f F

M
C

s a
s t

ho
se

, w
ho

 a
tte

nd
 th

e 
m

ee
tin

gs
 o

f t
he

 F
M

C
s r

eg
ul

ar
ly

G
ro

up
N

um
be

r o
f r

ep
re

se
nt

at
iv

es
 o

f 
FM

C
s

N
um

be
r o

f r
ep

re
se

nt
at

iv
es

 o
f 

FM
A

s
Re

gi
on

 o
f B

ad
en

-W
ue

rt-
te

m
be

rg
G

en
er

al
 c

ha
ra

ct
er

ist
ic

s o
f r

ep
re

se
nt

ed
 F

M
C

s a
cc

or
di

ng
 

to
 th

e 
ac

tiv
ity

 o
f m

em
be

rs

A
37

4
Ea

st
N

um
be

r o
f m

em
be

rs
: d

at
a 

no
t c

ol
le

ct
ed

A
ct

iv
e 

m
em

be
rs

a : 2
0–

75
%

Sm
al

l-s
ca

le
 p

riv
at

e 
fo

re
sts

 a
nd

 sm
al

l m
un

ic
ip

al
 fo

re
sts

B
27

3
So

ut
h-

W
es

t
N

um
be

r o
f m

em
be

rs
: 2

0–
se

ve
ra

l 1
00

A
ct

iv
e 

m
em

be
rs

: 1
0–

10
0%

Sm
al

l-s
ca

le
 p

riv
at

e 
fo

re
sts

 a
nd

 la
rg

er
 m

un
ic

ip
al

 fo
re

sts
C

42
2

W
es

t
N

um
be

r o
f m

em
be

rs
: 4

6–
33

0
A

ct
iv

e 
m

em
be

rs
: 1

5–
10

0%
Sm

al
l-s

ca
le

 p
riv

at
e 

fo
re

sts
 a

nd
 la

rg
er

 m
un

ic
ip

al
 fo

re
sts

D
25

2
N

or
th

N
um

be
r o

f m
em

be
rs

: 1
0–

10
00

A
ct

iv
e 

m
em

be
rs

: 1
0–

10
0%

Sm
al

l-s
ca

le
 p

riv
at

e 
fo

re
sts

To
ta

l
14

0
A

ll 
re

gi
on

s
H

et
er

og
en

eo
us

 g
ro

up
s



312	 M. Sonnhoff et al.

1 3

Data Analysis

To highlight the perceived factors of the representatives of FMCs, a “quality-
oriented category-driven text analysis” (Mayring and Fenzel 2014) was chosen 
based on the content of the conceptual categories of the ACI (Table 2).

The analysis of the minutes of meeting was conducted with the qualitative con-
tent analysis software MAXQDA 2018 manually using the above-mentioned key-
words and their synonyms relating to the ACI categories and path dependency.

Empirical Results

In the following section, data from the regional conferences in Baden-Wuerttem-
berg will be presented. Results of the representatives of FMAs are not consid-
ered due to the aim of this paper. For this purpose, categories of ACI will be 
used to examine the social (institutional setting) and natural (policy environment) 
influencing factors. Capabilities and strategies that are perceived as necessary for 

Table 2   Coding of field protocols by the theoretical terms of actor-centered institutionalism and path 
dependency by Mayntz and Scharpf (1995) and Scharpf (1997)

Theoretical terminology Theoretical content Criteria for coding

Institutional setting Rules of society General conditions of FMC:
– Requirements to politicians and to FMC 

themselves
– Developments in the last 5 years that 

are non-economic and non-institutional 
factors

Policy environment Natural environment Perceived environmental aspects of FMC:
– Infrastructure
– Natural conditions,
– Size of farmland and forest land
– Number of members

Actors Collective and coop-
erative actors

Orientations/ Per-
ceptions

Capabilities

– Self-interests of FMC
– Strengths of FMC
– Weaknesses of FMC
– See opportunities of FMC
– See threats of FMC

Constellations Assurance
Battle of sexes

– A clear interest in cooperation
– Mutual predictability in social Interactions
– Common interest in the coordination of
– Decisions or sequential decisions

Modes of interaction Unilateral action
Negotiation
Hierarchical control

– Ignorance of agreements
– Agreements
– Overriding preferences of actors

Path dependency Increasing returns – Historical events
– Presented developments
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dealing with the uncertain conditions due to the change in the timber selling pro-
cess will be presented in the actors category. Finally, constellations and interac-
tions under uncertain conditions are presented.

Broad consensus with regard to the influential factors, which are presented in the 
following in the ACI categories, can be found in the different groups of regional 
conferences. The group-specific answers are presented in brackets.

Institutional Setting‑Lack of Legal Certainty and the Need for Support

Framework conditions are perceived by the representatives of FMCs (B, D) as a 
basis for legal certainty in the timber selling process. However, the participating 
members of forest management cooperatives mention that this legal certainty did 
not exist in the former timber selling process and now poses a problem for the future 
development of forest management cooperatives (A, B). It is stated that a lack of 
legal certainty has led to a perceived uncertainty about future development opportu-
nities of forest management cooperatives (A, B). Furthermore, board members iden-
tify faster decisions regarding framework conditions as a precondition for further 
developing FMCs. Representatives of FMCs state, that the market opening result-
ing from the withdrawal of the state forest administration in the area of private and 
municipal timber selling is regarded as positive for the development of FMCs (D).

On the one hand, some of the representatives of FMCs argue that former frame-
work conditions including the administrative structure of the state forest administra-
tion and forest extension services were better suited to overcome uncertain condi-
tions (C, D). On the other hand, representatives of FMCs argue that the opportunity 
for a further development of forest management cooperatives is inhibited because of 
the continued existence of unequal competitive structures (A, B, C, D).

The influence of an administrative reform is perceived negatively for the further 
development by the representatives of FMCs (A). However, it is noted that in some 
regions forest extension services have declined and thus new opportunities for devel-
opment due to the withdrawal of the state in this field arises (A, C, D). Furthermore, 
the fee structure within the timber selling process by the state forest administra-
tion is considered by the representatives of FMCs to be non-transparent and unfair, 
which impede further developments (D). Therefore, participants request information 
on the actual full costs of timber sales and consulting services in order to create a 
level playing field for their further development (D).

In addition, representatives of FMCs perceive that demands on forestry have 
increased over the years and refuse being the only ones burdened with these. 
Accordingly, forest funding is regarded as very important for the development of 
FMCs (A, B, C, D). Financing of professionalization, concerning the general man-
ager and his/her administration, are considered to be particularly vital for the further 
development of FMCs. Funding for timber mobilization as well as the construction 
and maintenance of forest roads are also considered important for further develop-
ment (C). In addition, positive developments in funding for forests and the govern-
mental pilot projects, which support the establishment of umbrella organizations, 
are highlighted for further development (D). However, the limited duration of forest 
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support measures is perceived as counterproductive in this regard (A, D). Repre-
sentatives of FMCs mention that general funding conditions should better meet their 
needs, e.g. forest services, and should be more reliable, because funding is essential 
for the development of FMCs (D).

Moreover, the analysis of the protocols highlights that the participants expect 
appropriate compensations for public welfare services in the future which in turn 
would be used for further development. However, EU rules for public funding and 
multiple responsibilities of the administration are considered to be burdensome for 
the further development of FMCs, because of the limited FMCs capabilities (see 
4.3) (B, D).

Policy Environment‑Revenues of Timber, Fragmentation and Calamites 
as Aggravating Factors

Representatives of FMCs highlight that some of the positive developments in FMCs 
result from high revenues from coniferous timber. In contrast, the poor market con-
ditions for deciduous wood are perceived as a constraining influence. Representa-
tives of FMCs emphasized that the small scale of highly fragmented forests (average 
of Baden-Wuerttemberg 2 ha) in some regions of Baden-Württemberg is regarded as 
a challenge for the further development of forest management cooperatives (A, D). 
In particular, the combination of deciduous and mainly small-scale forests is per-
ceived as an inadequate condition for further development of FMCs (A). Calamities 
are perceived as providing an incentive to recruit new members and as highlighting 
the necessity of support provided by FMCs (A, B). Additionally, fundamental devel-
opments such as the existing age structure of members of forest management coop-
eratives and a related generational change are noted and emphasized as challenges 
for further development of FMCs (C, D).

Forest Actors, Orientations, Capabilities and Perceptions of FMCs

Actors perceived by the members of the board of forest management cooperatives as 
relevant for their work and the further development are FMCs, private and munici-
pal forest owners, the state forest administration and sawmills.

Representatives of FMCs highlight, that district foresters and employees of the 
state forest administration are the most influential actors for the further develop-
ment. Especially in highly fragmented areas the fundamental importance of state 
foresters is pointed out (A, B, D).

Furthermore, representatives of FMCs emphasize that the solidarity of members 
regarding cooperative timber selling represents an important self-interest of FMCs. 
It is argued that it enables them to strengthen their market positions and provides 
further development opportunities. Additionally, it is suggested that representation 
of owners’ interests needs to be strengthened, so that a better representation of inter-
ests takes place. This improved representation of interests results in new develop-
ment opportunities for member recruitment (C).
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The FMCs representatives pointed out that the that the capability to organize 
operational and strategic processes is important for further development. These 
capabilities include skills in entrepreneurship, market competence/meeting market 
requirements, communication skills and the acquisition of service support (A, B, C, 
D).

Most of the representatives of FMCs note that many of them are volunteers who 
have to possess each of the defined skills to initiate further developments. These 
capabilities are diverse and thus have to be considered in detail. On the one hand, 
representatives of FMCs perceive it as positive that volunteers are willing to take 
on the challenging work. On the other hand it is perceived partly as a problem for 
FMCs if volunteers reach their own limits when performing entrepreneurial services 
and taking on corresponding responsibilities, particularly in terms of their available 
time and expertise (C). If there is a perceived lack of capability with regard to mar-
ket competence, sound knowledge of the current market price is also likely to be 
missing. Consequently, increasing uncertainty about too low timber selling prices 
emerges and results in an uncertainty about further development opportunities in 
terms of timber selling (A). Apart from price for timber and wood bundling (B, C, 
D), the changing supply of timber from members (D) is perceived as a challenging 
factor relating to market competence and developments in particular in cases where 
FMCs are selling the wood on their own. Representatives of FMCs argue that it is 
necessary to have reliable timber quantities available prior to timber selling negotia-
tions in order to have better conditions and to generate revenue for further develop-
ment steps. The uncertainty and limited timber quantities result from natural factors, 
e.g. calamities, but also from a changing situation in the sawmill industry, making 
it difficult to sell small quantities of timber on the market (B, D). FMCs emphasize 
that cooperatives which have only private forest owners as members can only par-
tially, or not at all, meet the required timber sales volumes, meaning that they are not 
able to meet market demands and thus to develop further (C, D). Limited commu-
nication between individual members and the cooperatives (C) are regarded as one 
of the reasons for this. This lack of communication skills is also perceived as a rea-
son for the limited ability of FMCs to recruit enough members and thus provide the 
quantities of timber required by the market (C). Finally, the participating members 
mention that the ability to form umbrella organizations, which represent a further 
development opportunity for cooperative relationships and experience in the organi-
zation of operational and strategic processes, is rated as low (D).

According to the perception of forest management cooperatives, which high-
lighted that they have already been able to meet market requirements, direct access 
to the timber market is regarded as positive for the further development of tim-
ber selling. This is reinforced by the withdrawal of the state forest administration 
in some regions of Baden-Wuerttemberg. The withdrawal is perceived as a driver 
for further development of self-initiative and municipal cooperation (C). However, 
participating members mention that the behavior of the forest administration and 
its lack of will to create clear structures lead to uncertainty (A, B, D). Particularly 
timber selling offices that are part of the administration are perceived as competi-
tors, that complicate further developments (A, B). In some regions, private forests 
are given significantly less consideration (A, C). Unequal conditions regarding the 
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provision of advice and support by the forest state administration in the districts 
are noted and seen as obstacles for further developments (C). However, representa-
tives of FMCs highlight that if a freedom of choice regarding the receipt of forest 
services is not considered in further political developments, this aspect for further 
developments will be perceived negatively. Basically, representatives of FMCs note 
that a demand for comprehensive service packages exists that supports development 
activities.

A general concern is expressed about the future viability of FMCs. The coop-
eratives’ participating members mention that the positive evaluation of achievable 
results with regard to the future development will only happen if more autonomy in 
the form of independence from state structures and organizational development is 
achieved (C).

Constellations and their Impact of the Development of FMCs

Long-standing interactive relationships with state foresters and thus a certain 
dependence on this broad knowledge is highlighted as a noticeable development (A, 
B, C, D). On the one hand, state foresters are perceived as partners that support the 
development of cooperative forest managements (A, B, C, D). On the other hand, 
representatives of FMCs noted that the protection of foresters’ own interests is per-
ceived as self-preservation and thus developments are impeded (B).

In this context, together with an expected withdrawal of state forest extension 
services, the representatives of FMCs emphasize the increasing importance of 
municipal foresters for the future development (C, D). In a variety of cases, good 
cooperation between municipal forest owners and FMCs is perceived (C, D). Rep-
resentatives of FMCs also state that this cooperation leads to a regular and steady 
supply of timber to the market by the forest management cooperatives. Finally, rep-
resentatives of FMCs conclude that the municipal forest is a partner that offers sta-
bility in the context of wood supply (D).

Participating members report that FMCs further develop their relationships to 
other FMCs in the case of low-value products to achieve a better market position 
(B, C). Representatives of FMCs express an interest in the provision of large quanti-
ties of timber at the lowest price possible to the sawmill industry in order to further 
develop existing relationships even under uncertain conditions (B, C).

“Modes of Interaction”‑Between Existing State Influence and Own Decision 
Making

It is emphasized by the representatives of FMCs of the regional conferences A and 
C, that the negotiating position is weakened and unsatisfactory due to rather small 
quantities of timber. They highlight, that this is exacerbated by insufficient infor-
mation on timber prices due to the decisions of the Federal Competition Authority, 
which leads to uncertainty.

Representatives of FMCs highlight that some forest management cooperatives 
have decided to partly outsource their management to umbrella organizations. It is 
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noted that these are controlled by FMCs themselves and are necessary for their fur-
ther development (D).

Representatives of FMCs highlight that, for many years, their timber sales have 
been controlled by state foresters and thus further developments to overcome uncer-
tain conditions were complicated because of the persistent strong influence of forest-
ers (C). However, representatives of FMCs note that this changed in some cases as 
some state foresters decided that forest management cooperatives had to be inde-
pendent (C). They state that some state foresters do not support the preferences of 
FMCs resulting from their interest in self-preservation of the state forest administra-
tion in its present administrative role (A, B, C, D). In those cases where foresters 
are still involved in the decision-making process through advice and services, it is 
possible that FMCs will veto respective decisions of state foresters. The veto right 
enables the FMCs to carry out preferred developments (C).

Discussion

This section deals with the theoretical interpretation and discussion of the empirical 
results highlighted by the participants of the regional conferences in 2017 and the 
resulting insights against the background of existing literature. Although the cru-
cial legal issues in the timber sales process were completed in 2018 and the with-
drawal of the state in the timber selling process was decided (Bundesgerichtshof 
2018), making the FMCs’ environment more secure and other questions, e.g. hardly 
any timber sales opportunities and low timber prices because of the beetle problem, 
for FMCs have become relevant, the associated factors for further developments of 
FMCs are still relevant in some regions of Baden-Wuerttemberg.

It is remarkable that not in all regional conferences the same results are empha-
sized by the representatives of FMCs. These differences can on the one hand be 
explained by the different structural and cultural areas in Baden-Wuerttemberg and 
on the other hand on the different organizational types of FMCs in Baden-Wuert-
temberg and their abilities to face uncertain conditions (cf. Wippel 2011, 2014).

Institutional Setting and Policy Environment‑Framework Conditions

Legal certainty, transparency in the cost structure and the dissolution of compet-
ing state organizations are considered essential for the development by FMCs in an 
uncertain environment. The decision of the Federal Competition Authority has cre-
ated legal certainty but uncertainty cannot be avoided in general by valid resolu-
tions, because binding characteristics such as contracts or resolutions, do not prevent 
uncertainty (Kieser and Ebers 2014). Due to the results of others (e.g. Quiroga et al. 
2019; Sarvašová et al. 2014; Schaffner et al. 2009; Suda et al. 2009) uncertainty can 
be avoided by economic framework conditions that support FMCs in their devel-
opment to professional organizations, e.g. forest subsidies. We expand these results 
and emphasized that also constellations and interactions are relevant factors beside 
the economic framework conditions to avoid uncertainty.
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Furthermore, the results highlight the challenge of fragmented forest ownership, 
e.g. small quantities of timber or problems with forest road construction, because 
permits are required from every forest owner, for the development under changing 
conditions. They thus confirm the importance of fragmentation in the existing litera-
ture (Angelova et al. 2009; Schraml 2012; Živojinović et al. 2015).

Actors, Capabilities and Perceptions

Other FMCs, private and municipal forest owners, the state forest administration, 
sawmills and district administrations are important actors for FMCs under (uncer-
tain) conditions. These actors also have been emphasized by other authors (Law-
rence et al. 2020; Rapp 2000; Schraml 2012; Schraml and Selter 2011; Selter et al. 
2013; Stoettner and Ní Dhubháin 2019) to be influential for a further development 
of FMCs.

The capabilities that FMCs highlight to overcome uncertain conditions are skills 
in entrepreneurship, market competence/ meeting market requirements, communica-
tion skills and the acquisition of support. The results thus confirm the research of 
Kajanus et al. (2019; Lawrence et al. 2020; Schaffner et al. 2009; Suda et al. 2009), 
who point out the necessity for services. Kieser and Ebers (2014) emphasized that 
general societal requirements have increased over the last 20 years and organizations 
must take up and implement these requirements in order to survive.

Existing literature has always pointed out the importance of the state (Lawrence 
et al. 2020; Rapp 2000; Schaffner et al. 2009; Schraml 2012; Suda et al. 2009) when 
it comes to the management of privately owned forests. However, the results of this 
study show the perception that a withdrawal of the state forest administration is a 
driver of self-initiative to further development under uncertain conditions.

Constellations

The results point out that there is cooperation between state foresters and FMCs, 
municipal foresters and FMCs and FMCs with other FMCs in timber sales. These 
different constellations, including a clear interest in cooperation, can be described as 
“Assurance” (Scharpf 2000) because the results that are achieved, e.g. in the timber 
selling process, are positive for all involved. If timber is sold via the state timber 
sales offices, this can be understood as a “Battle of Sexes” (Scharpf 2000), because 
of an interest in coordinating joint decisions with benefits for both, forest adminis-
tration as well as for the FMCs, but potentially higher benefits for the former. The 
factor of clear interest of cooperation between actors has thus a positive impact on 
further developments under uncertain conditions. Existing studies (Härdter 2003; 
Lawrence et al. 2020; Petkau 2007; Rapp 2000; Selter et al. 2013; Suda et al. 2009; 
Živojinović et al. 2015) have further developed this result, providing more detailed 
information about the existing constellations and their impact on the further devel-
opment of FMCs, e.g. the preservation of existing long-term relationships based on 
a clear interest of cooperation.
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Modes of Interaction

The form of negotiation in which unsatisfactory results and uncertainty can be 
achieved due to lack of quantities of timber is to be regarded as “Distributives Bar-
gaining” (Scharpf 2000) in the sense of the ACI, in which the costs and benefits 
of the negotiating partners between the forest management cooperative and sawmill 
industry are unequally distributed (Scharpf 2000).

The veto possibility can be seen as a unilateral action in terms of the ACI, 
because actions can be rejected in order to protect their own interests and thus to 
overcome uncertain conditions (Scharpf 2000).

The mentioned earlier control of timber distribution channels and the less consid-
eration of preferences by the foresters and forest administration can be regarded as 
the ACI hierarchical control interaction form, because the preferences of the FMCs 
were rarely considered (Scharpf 2000).

The individual forms of interaction listed above can be seen as a broadening of 
the results of Kluvánková et al. (2018) and others (e.g. Nijnik et al. 2019; Van Wijk 
et  al. 2018), which emphasize the importance of interactions for further develop-
ments. Forms of interaction are not only considered as relevant for the cooperation 
of actors, but also the specific forms of unilateral action and hierarchical control 
and their influence under uncertain conditions can be named.

Conclusions

The results using actor-centered institutionalism point out that framework condi-
tions and the capabilities of actors determine developments under changing cir-
cumstances. The analysis of constellations and interactions provides results that 
represent important influencing factors for further developments. The research of 
constellations and the strategies underlying these constellations through game theory 
approaches seems promising according to the available results, because constella-
tions and interactions are relevant for the development of FMCs and thus for organi-
zations. Thus, more specific details that influence the development of an organiza-
tion under (uncertain) conditions can be identified. We recommend the research on 
the different forms of constellations and interactions also in other research field, e.g. 
social innovation and interaction. In this way, it is not only possible to describe con-
stellations and their effects on development, as has been the case up to now, but 
possible results are uncovered and explained by possible actions, strategies and the 
interests of the individual actors. In addition, the results on interactions highlight 
that the specific forms of unilateral action and hierarchical direction provide detailed 
results that are important for the development of FMCs. Thus, the results contribute 
in particular to the further development of organizations, especially under uncer-
tain conditions. For future research, it is recommended that the constellations and 
interactions categories are investigated in greater depth with quantitative methods 
to verify the factors mentioned because this research is limited to the federal state 
of Baden-Wuerttemberg. The resolution of the Federal Competition Authority does 
not only influence the timber selling process in Baden-Wurttemberg but also in other 
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federal states with other institutional settings. Thus, we recommend a German wide 
research with different institutional contexts and with regard to constellations and 
interactions.

We recommend FMCs to search actively for cooperation partners, such as munic-
ipal forest owners, to invest money in human resources, e.g. coaches, to avoid the 
limitation of capabilities and to exchange with other FMCs or enterprises ones a 
year in regional conferences and discuss there the future developments that are nec-
essary to implement organizational structures that can avoid uncertainty. We recom-
mend the state administration to maintain a constant exchange with FMCs to better 
translate needs into framework conditions.
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