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German efficiency: the roots of a stereotype 

Today, having survived the economic downturn of the post -reunification years, Germany remains 

esteemed for its production of high-class products, and efficiency remains something that is strived for 

and valued, in industry, government, at the supermarket checkout, and even in the national football 

team. 

"There is a very German value at the center: Efficiency," the prominent former SPD politician Sigmar 

Gabriel said in an interview with the Hans Boehler Foundation in 2009 on the topic of a more 

ecological economy. 

Efficiency: a value and a stereotype 

Yet while efficiency may be valued, it is far from reliably present in Germany today. Examples of 

inefficiency abound, from the 9-year slog to build the new Berlin airport to a bureaucracy that is 

notoriously dependent on paper trails and fax machines to the country's recent struggles with sluggish 

COVID testing and a crawling vaccination process. 

Andreas von Schumann, senior policy advisor at the GIZ, Germany's development agency, is not 

surprised that the efficiency stereotype has managed to persist internationally in the face of such 

counterexamples. He has helped lead three studies on the perception of Germany around the world 

over the past 10 years, and he knows that stereotypes have long lives - longer than we imagine: "They 

change very, very slowly," he told DW. 

According to him, a stereotype will only disappear when the examples backing it are so few and far 

between that people can't really see what it's based on anymore: "This can weaken [a stereotype] much 

more strongly than a counterexample can." 

While you're here: Every Tuesday, DW editors round-up what is happening in German 

politics and society, with an eye toward understanding this year's elections and beyond. 

You can sign up here for the weekly email newsletter Berlin Briefing, to stay on top of 

developments as Germany enters the post-Merkel era. 


