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Abstract
To address a gap in understanding organizational level responses to complex shifts in inter-
national academic collaboration, we ask how a joint Sino-German college in Tongji Uni-
versity in Shanghai addressed challenges in international academic collaboration in one of 
its four key areas—mechanical engineering—from 2019 to 2024. Grounded in institutional 
theory and using a case study research design, supported by data from 22 interviews, over 
70 documents, and fieldwork, we demonstrate that the challenges arose from the complex-
ity of multiple logics imposed on the college by its Chinese and German actors. Our anal-
ysis revealed that since 2019, academic engagement between Germany and China faced 
increased costs and bureaucratic difficulties, exacerbated, but not caused, by a changing 
political relationship between the two countries. We further explored the organizational 
attempts to overcome these challenges as both German and Chinese actors leverage differ-
ences to benefit the joint organization. The college integrated its mechanical engineering 
curriculum more closely into its host university, while maintaining its coordinating role as 
a link to Germany. It emphasized newly launched small research centres, a new doctoral 
school, research into the green energy transition, new industry partnerships, and education 
in intercultural competencies. This study provides timely insights into how international 
academic organizations navigate complex environments and offers implications for future 
research on internationalization, particularly on Sino-foreign joint academic organizations.
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Introduction

Over the past three decades, the Europe–China academic collaboration has resulted in a 
broad range of outcomes and actions including co-authored articles, co-patents, academic 
exchanges, joint research projects, and education programs (Frietsch et al., 2018; van der 
Wende, 2020). Some collaborations have also taken the form of joint laboratories, aca-
demic centres, institutes, colleges, or joint universities (Gao, 2020; Jonkers & Cruz-Castro, 
2010).

Since the 1990s, the EU and some European governments have actively encouraged 
academic engagement with third countries, including China, through joint funding calls, 
or mobility programmes (Balbachevsky et al., 2021; Reillon, 2015; Shih, 2021). Although 
China’s links to the EU were not as strong as with the USA, the UK, Canada, or Japan, Ger-
many was one the most active countries within the EU in building ties with China (Kroll 
et  al., 2022; Zhou & Glänzel, 2010). German and Chinese scientists have become key 
collaborators in natural sciences, physics, engineering, and advanced technology (Wang 
& Wang, 2017; Zhou & Bornmann, 2015). According to the Scopus database, in 2023, 
Sino-German publications accounted for about ten thousand co-authored papers across 
all fields—a rapid development considering that in 2000, authors from the two countries 
had jointly published only 62 papers (Zhou & Bornmann, 2015). Academic engagement 
extends beyond individual co-authorship. Partnerships between German and Chinese 
higher education institutions (HEIs) and research organizations—formalized in more than 
1400 agreements in 2019—have been essential building blocks behind Sino-German aca-
demic engagement, driven by internationalization policies of both countries. In 2022, Ger-
many hosted a diaspora of 39,000 Chinese students, in addition to 7200 PhD researchers, 
and 4000 Chinese staff in universities and research organizations (DAAD, 2024), contrib-
uting to the country being China’s key partner in the EU.

China’s growth in international higher education and research landscape has been par-
ticularly remarkable, as the country has become especially central on the global map in 
natural sciences. In China, 22.5% of research publications are the result of international 
collaborations (Shih & Forsberg, 2023). These developments have been tightly related to 
internationalization as a core dimension of higher education (HE) in China, which has 
played a pivotal role in the country’s integration into global HE landscape (Cai, 2010, 
2014; Yang, 2005). Since mid-1990s, the formation of Sino-foreign cooperative schools 
(中外合作办学), including joint programs and joint academic organizations, emerged as 
key means for internationalization at home in China. The approach got a further boost with 
the Double First-Class University Project since 2016, aiming for China becoming a lead-
ing global player in HE by 2050, increasing its international competitiveness (Ahlers & 
Christmann-Budian, 2023; Zheng & Li, 2024).

However, the recent changes in the environment surrounding Europe–China academic 
cooperation placed university partnerships under a radically different situation than before 
the pandemic. Since the mid-2010s, the political relationship between China and West-
ern nations, mostly the USA, including those within the European Union (EU), began to 
change. In 2019, the EU designated China as “a partner, competitor and a system rival” 
(BMBF, 2022; European Commission, 2019), which Germany mirrored in its own China 
Strategy, released in 2023 (Auswärtiges Amt, 2023). Global upheavals induced by the pan-
demic and Russian invasion of Ukraine have underscored the growing distance between 
China and the EU. Due to growing geopolitical conflicts and national securitisation of 
HE, internationalization is no longer “normed as a universal good” (Marginson, 2024, p. 
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26). Across Europe, universities can increasingly reevaluate their engagement with China 
as risky (Plé et al., 2023), their relations with China becoming a controversial topic (Alt-
bach & De Wit, 2021). As a result, the European research, innovation, and HE sectors pay 
greater attention to foreign interference and research security (Matthews, 2024; EC RTD, 
2024). Some European actors perceiving changes inside China, such as diminishing aca-
demic freedom, lead them to reassess, limit or even terminate their involvement in the 
country (e.g. Blothwell, 2018). These changes may particularly affect those universities, 
which run a joint college, campus, or institute with their Chinese partner. For instance, 
two Sino-European institutes hosted by the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS), the 
Sino-German CAS-Max Planck Institute for Computational Biology and the Sino-French 
CAS-Institute Pasteur Shanghai, suspended operations in 2022 (Mallapaty, 2023). How-
ever, we face a critical gap in our understanding of how these Europe-China joint organiza-
tions react to these radical changes. Particularly, we lack research that considers the cir-
cumstances since the Covid-19 pandemic. Understanding this issue is essential to (a) know 
how the environment surrounding academic relations between China and Europe affects 
the practice of academic collaboration and (b) know how to create a safe and balanced aca-
demic collaboration between European and Chinese HEIs.

Despite the high relevance, Europe–China academic collaboration at the mesolevel/
organizational level has been only scantly covered in academic research. Most studies on 
the Europe–China academic collaboration by far were conducted before the pandemic with 
a focus on historical review (e.g. Cai, 2019; Pinna, 2009), relevant policies and its impacts 
on the cooperation (e.g. Cai & Zheng, 2021; d’Hooghe et al., 2018; van der Wende, 2020), 
experiences and impacts of international mobility (e.g. Braun Střelcová et al., 2022; Shen 
et al., 2017), and practices in joint degree programs (e.g. Cai, 2013; Zheng et al., 2017). 
Another relatively small stream of research from an international comparative perspec-
tive examined the differences and similarities of various issues in HE between Europe and 
China, such as doctoral education (Bao et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2017) and academic lead-
ership (de Matos et al., 2022; Zhu & Zayim-Kurtay, 2018). Increasing research attention 
has been paid to the changes in the collaborative environment in Europe–China academic 
cooperation since 2019 (e.g. Braun Střelcová, 2021; Cai, 2024; Santiago et al., 2022). More 
recently, a handful of studies investigated the impact of the pandemic on the Sino-Foreign 
joint institutions or students experiences in navigating a complex geopolitical environment 
(Lai & Jung, 2024), teaching and learning (Miani & Picucci-Huang, 2023), cooperation 
modes (Zhang et al., 2024), and new challenges and potential response strategy at the mac-
rolevel (Liu & Tu, 2023; Xue & Li, 2023). However, the reflections of these changes at the 
mesolevel or organizational level, as well as the organizational actions taken to address 
these changes and advance the academic collaboration in the Europe–China context, have 
not yet been explored.

To address this research gap, in this article, we focus on the practice of academic col-
laboration in a specific research field—mechanical engineering—within a particular joint 
organization, the Sino-German (Postgraduate) College at Tongji University (hereafter as 
“Tongji”) in Shanghai. The college, known as Chinesisch-Deutsches Hochschulkolleg 
(CDHK) in German and 中德学院 in Chinese, was established in 1998 and is the oldest 
and largest joint Sino-German academic organization at the master’s and doctoral levels. 
As such, it provides a unique insight into the practice of academic collaboration between 
HEIs in the two countries. We ask two research questions: (1) How did the actors in a 
Sino-German college perceive the changes in the environment surrounding German–Chi-
nese academic collaboration since 2019? (2) What actions did the college undertake to 
address these changes? In order to answer the proposed questions, based on the theoretical 
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insights of institutional arbitrage of multiple  institutional  logics (Perkmann et al., 2022), 
we develop our analytical framework for understanding the responses of international aca-
demic joint organizations. Through a qualitative case study, we apply this framework and 
present our finding and proceed with recommendations for future research.

Theoretical perspective

In this study, we constructed an analytical framework, as shown in Fig. 1, from two strands 
of institutional theory—institutional logics and institutional arbitrage—to guide our analy-
sis (Cai, 2022). Here, institutional logics refer to historically patterned assumptions, val-
ues, beliefs, and rules shaping social reality and organizing material practices (Thornton 
& Ocasio, 1999, p. 804). The logics approach is frequently used to understand how the 
institutional environment affects HE actors (Cai & Mehari, 2015). Previous study has iden-
tified seven ideal types of logics (state, profession, family, market, corporation, religion, 
and community logic) in the context of the society as a whole (Thornton et al., 2012). Soci-
etal-level logics contribute to the emergence of field-level logics (Mountford & Cai, 2022), 
such as in international HE (Lepori, 2016; Wang & Jones, 2021; Zheng, 2020). In line 
with Burton Clark’s coordination triangle of HE (state, market, and profession) (1986), we 
assume the three main logics underlying the HE sector are the state logic (centred around 
redistribution of resources and regulation by bureaucratic rules), the  market logic  (with 
actions aim at competition, effectiveness, and profit generation), and the profession logic 
(advancing actors’ individual expertise and upholding norms and practices in their given 
profession). These are also found in the institutional environment surrounding international 
HE cooperation.

When actors in an organization confront divergent, and even incompatible, demands 
stemming from multiple logics, the situation gives rise to institutional complexity (Green-
wood et  al., 2011). Facing incompatible prescriptions from different logics can lead 
to various challenges that affect an organization’s capacity to act (Jay, 2013). However, 

Fig. 1   Analytical framework for understanding the organizational change in an international joint academic 
organization from the perspective of institutional arbitrage of multiple logics



Higher Education	

complexity does not always lead to conflicts. Multiple logics can be purposefully combined 
to create new organizational outcomes in a process called institutional arbitrage (Perk-
mann et al., 2022). Perkmann et al. (2022) suggest four distinct yet interrelated arbitrage 
tactics applied separately or jointly: (a) resource valuation, (b) purpose, (c) organizational 
practices, and (d) legitimacy judgement. Inspired by this approach, we develop a mid-level 
theory analytical framework based on this higher-level theory to empirically apply the arbi-
trage to international HE in joint international academic organizations. We approach such 
joint entities as organizational hybrids (Battilana et al., 2017) as they are formed by actors 
from at least two distinct organizations—partner (A) and partner (B). Each partner is from 
a different country, grounded in their respective jurisdictions and national HE systems. As 
such, joint international academic organizations need to constantly respond to divergent 
demands from multiple actors, each shaped by different norms, values, beliefs, and prac-
tices in their respective national contexts. Actors (individuals acting in or on behalf of the 
organization) from each partner (A) and (B) may place incompatible prescriptions on the 
joint organization. To reconcile conflicting demands, actors can utilize four arbitrage tac-
tics to bring differences between underlying logics closer together. The first tactic through 
resource valuation occurs when “actors create benefits by combining logics that differ in 
what is valued within the logic” (Perkmann et al., 2022, p. 20). For instance, the market 
logic might be common in partner (A) organization (e.g. a university works closely with 
industry), but it may be innovative for the partner (B), which can access such logic through 
the joint organization. A second arbitrage tactic arises when actors create benefits by com-
bining differences in logics’ purpose, helping to reduce competition and opportunism. For 
example, partner (A) exploits the differences of purpose between them and partner (B), e.g. 
to advance the transnational knowledge transfer through their joint organization. The third 
tactic aims at combining logics characterized by different organizational practices. This 
allows actors to pursue practices that would otherwise be difficult to obtain within their 
own domain. For example, actors can draw on practices aligned with a logic from part-
ner (A) to create innovation in the joint organization (e.g. partner (A) changes their PhD 
supervision model according to a practice from the partner (B). Finally, the fourth tactic 
helps actors generate benefits by associating with an additional logic and broadening the 
audience who considers them legitimate. For instance, actors from partner (A) purpose-
fully introduce a new research direction into the joint organization to gain legitimacy from 
a new community, thereby creating possibilities to access new resources. Such acts of arbi-
trage are carried out by social actors to create local combinations of institutional elements, 
drawn from different logics, to achieve a local advantage. The outcomes of the arbitrage 
process support certain organizational goals but do not seek to drive broader institutional 
changes.

Methodology

Research design

We adopt the qualitative case study as our research strategy, enabling in-depth exploration 
of a single case within its local context by, using multiple data collection techniques and 
diverse data sources for triangulation (Flick, 2004; Ozcan et al., 2017; Piekkari & Welch, 
2018; Piekkari et al., 2014). The focus of our observation is the Sino-German Postgraduate 
College (CDHK) at Tongji in Shanghai. The case has been selected purposefully due to its 
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prominent role in international HE cooperation between Germany and China, serving as an 
extreme case (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2018). However, the “casing”—the process of delimiting 
“the case” (Ragin, 1992)—was not straightforward. The CDHK as a Sino-German organi-
zation hosted by Tongji has fluid boundaries. In addition to Tongji, CDHK partners include 
almost 30 German, mostly technical, universities (Universitäten and Technische Univer-
sitäten) and a few universities of applied sciences (Fachhochschulen). The CDHK is also 
financed by the German government and German companies. The academic programs and 
research at CDHK cover four thematic areas, namely mechanical engineering, electrical 
engineering, business and management, and automotive engineering. We focused on a spe-
cific field among the aforementioned thematic areas, one in which Germany traditionally 
excels: mechanical engineering.

To explore the phenomenon comprehensively, we employed three principal methods 
of qualitative case study research—interviews, documents, and fieldwork (Simons, 2009; 
Yin, 2018). As shown in Table 1, we conducted interviews with 22 research participants 
(10 German, 12 Chinese) from April 2023 to February 2024. The research participants 
included research and teaching staff, current and former management, and students, who 
provided their individual, subjective accounts on the phenomenon. As the study focuses on 
the case organization’s responses to changes in its institutional environment, the analysis 
primarily relied on perspectives from staff and management. The students’ perspectives 

Table 1   Overview of research participants

No Code Gender Nationality Organization Position Discipline

1 R1 Male Chinese Tongji Professor Mechanical 
engineering 
(ME)

2 R2 Male Chinese Tongji Professor ME
3 R3 Male Chinese Tongji Professor ME
4 R4 Male German Tongji Doctoral student ME
5 R5 Female Chinese Tongji Assistant professor ME
6 R6 Male German Tongji Assistant professor ME
7 R7 Male Chinese Tongji Professor ME
8 R8 Male Chinese Tongji Professor ME
9 R9 Female German TU Berlin Manager Chinese studies
10 R10 Male German Tongji Professor Chinese studies
11 R11 Male German Tongji Professor German studies
12 R12 Male German Tongji Manager ME
13 R13 Male Chinese Tongji Professor ME
14 R14 Female German DAAD Manager HE
15 R15 Male German DAAD Manager HE
16 R16 Female German DAAD Manager Chinese studies
17 S1 Male German Tongji Master student ME
18 S2 Male Chinese Tongji Doctoral student ME
19 S3 Male Chinese Tongji Doctoral student ME
20 S4 Female Chinese Tongji Doctoral student ME
21 S5 Male Chinese Tongji Master student ME
22 S6 Male Chinese Tongji Master student ME
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were included as complementary data to provide additional contextual insights. The inter-
views were conducted in Chinese, English, and German, either in person (in Shanghai and 
Berlin) or via Zoom and WeChat. All interviews were transcribed and translated into Eng-
lish for analysis.

We complemented the interview data with an analysis of archival documentation (Cof-
fey & Atkinson, 2017). The documents we reviewed included various university texts, such 
as newsletters, annual reports, WeChat posts, job advertisements, promotional materials, 
press releases, website information, flyers, photos, videos, and presentation slides. The 
document collection also included notices from Chinese and German relevant ministries 
and governmental agencies (e.g. BMBF, MoE, DAAD) as well as from companies. In total, 
we analysed over 70 documents. The third source of material consisted of our own field-
work notes and prolonged engagement in the field (Welch & Piekkari, 2017).

We conducted a thematic analysis guided by the conceptual framework and the prin-
ciples of systematic combining in case study research (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Our 
approach began with a broad theoretical framework to formulate a hypothesis and an initial 
coding system. As we generated the research data, we continuously refined our insights 
through abductive reasoning (Weston et  al., 2001). This iterative process was important 
since we initially hypothesized that the deterioration of the political relationship between 
China and Germany was the primary driver behind recent changes in the joint organization. 
However, the data analysis challenged this assumption as being too simplistic. Therefore, 
to explain our analytical process, it is necessary to first introduce the case itself.

The empirical setting and case description

Entering Tongji University’s Sino-German Building (also known as “the German house”) 
feels like stepping into Germany in the heart of Shanghai. Visitors are greeted by a bust 
of Leibniz at the entrance. The security guard watches over the reception area, which fea-
tures stylized silver seats and tables resembling oversized nails and screws—a subtle nod to 
the connecting elements as a symbol of Germany’s engineering dexterity. Throughout the 
building, signs are displayed in both German and Chinese. Strings of Chinese flags hang 
from the ceiling along the corridors, reminiscent of birthday party decorations. The eleva-
tor, adorned in Germany’s signature red, black, and yellow colour scheme, transports visi-
tors to various Germany-related offices spread across all 11 floors of the building. The head 
office of the CDHK occupies the sixth floor of the German house.

The CDHK opened its doors in 1998, making it one of the oldest and largest HE col-
laborations between the Germany and China. At that time, both countries shared a strong 
mutual interest in building up robust political and economic ties, with academic collabora-
tion serving as a facilitator. The location was not random: Tongji was founded by the Ger-
man government and medical community, led by German doctor Erich Paulun, in 1907; 
Tongji’s rectors were traditionally fluent in German. Endorsed by Chancellor Helmut 
Kohl and Deng Xiaoping, the CDHK was designed to train Chinese students following the 
German engineering education model. The main purpose was to develop a skilled work-
force for German companies seeking to expand in the Chinese market. The German Aca-
demic Exchange Service (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst, DAAD), the primary 
funder of German partner organizations involved in the CDHK, worked with the Chinese 
Ministry of Education (教育部, MoE) to establish the joint college. They have also sup-
ported its undergraduate “sibling,” the Sino-German College for Applied Sciences (中德
工程学院, Chinesisch-Deutsche Hochschule für Angewandte Wissenschaften, CDHAW), 
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along with two other institutes, the Sino-German Institute of Vocational Education (Chi-
nesisch-Deutsches Institut für Berufsbildung, CDIBB) focusing on vocational education 
and the Sino-German Campus (Chinesisch-Deutscher Campus, CDC), promoting cul-
tural exchanges. They are all placed under the umbrella of the CDH (Chinesisch-Deutsche 
Hochschule, 中德学部), which connects various Germany-related initiatives at Tongji.

The CDHK blends elements of both education systems and is governed by a hybrid 
structure with dual Chinese and German management. After its launch, the college estab-
lished itself a semi-autonomous entity with special rights within Tongji’s formal organi-
zational structures, such as an exclusive authority to award its own degrees and a strong 
involvement from German industry. German companies would fund chair professorships 
in one of its four thematic areas: mechanical engineering, electrical engineering, automo-
tive industry, and business administration. The CDHK gradually established itself as a hub 
for academic collaboration between Germany and China, frequently hosting high-profile 
political visits and facilitating cultural events.

Over time, the original reasons for establishing the CDHK started to erode. Tongji, once 
unique in its strong German connection, evolved into one of China’s leading universities in 
fields such as urban planning, engineering, architecture, medicine, and natural sciences. Its 
rise in international rankings was accompanied by a decline in Tongji’s historical “monop-
oly on Germany” as many other Chinese HEIs developed their own German-related pro-
grammes. CDHK was initially designed to train Chinese students, who, in addition to their 
academic subjects, studied the German language and Chinese political curriculum. But 
as the Chinese economy grew, German companies started to lose their allure as attractive 
graduate employers, prompting the college to broaden its scope and open also to German 
students. As CDHK celebrated its 20th anniversary in 2018, it hosted 370 Chinese and 145 
German students in a double degree or exchange programs (CDH, 2019). More change 
was imminent; the deterioration in the political relationship between Germany and China 
further complicated the environment. The shifting conditions required a fundamental trans-
formation as summarized by a German research participant (R15):

Imagine a garden with only a lawn, where a gardener plants an orchid. Then, as the 
years go by, it rains, the sun shines, flowers sprout, some of which grow into large 
shrubs. They all become eventually bigger than the orchid, so you can’t even see the 
orchid anymore. The CDHK was that orchid back when there was nothing else (…) 
but gradually a lot of competition developed. We noticed this and came up with the 
idea to end the project in its current form, to transform ourselves.

Findings

Differences of multiple logics in the Sino‑German joint college

To answer the first question on how actors in a Sino-German college perceived the change 
in the China–Germany environment surrounding academic collaboration since 2019, we 
turn to the differences in logics between actors from Tongji as partner (A) and actors from 
the German consortium as partner (B). Our analysis shows the environment surrounding 
academic collaboration changed in the following ways.

Firstly, the rising dominance of state logics both in Germany and in China brought 
an increased bureaucracy load and state regulation. Bureaucratic procedures, once a 
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straightforward processes, became arduous, costly, and unpredictable, instilling hesitancy 
and caution among staff. A major consequence, attributed by the research participants to 
the state logic in Germany, was the decline in German research funding. This was evident 
in the field of mechanical engineering due to its high relevance to industry as well as its 
civil-military interface. Mechanical engineering was highly affected by export controls due 
to its potential dual use of technology. Both countries have increased regulatory oversight 
on which goods and data can be exchanged. Some research participants perceived the US-
China rivalry as the indirect culprit; the Russia–Ukraine war also pushed China further 
from the West. Mechanical engineering also contributes to the defence technologies, so the 
German state, to limit potential collaboration with the Chinese military, introduced funding 
restrictions in certain sensitive fields, such as intelligent manufacturing. The CDHK-affil-
iated professors therefore increasingly relied on Chinese funding, national key technology 
R&D programs, Ministry of Science and Technology (MoST), the National Natural Sci-
ence Foundation of China (NSFC), or the Shanghai Science and Technology Commission. 
Missing funding exacerbated the disparities between the two academic systems and further 
hindered collaboration. Existing partnerships could be preserved, but negotiating new pro-
jects became problematic:

It may be that the /German/ professor wants to co-operate with us very much, but 
once the matter comes to the school, and the school is required to produce some sup-
porting documents, this will be a big problem. The school is reluctant to provide the 
documents, which means the co-operation cannot be implemented. (R1)

Secondly, the results show that the dominance of state logic diverged from the profes-
sional logics in academia, increasing academics’ reluctance. More conservative projects, in 
which each partner carried out their part independently, became more common as a means 
of controlling risk. German professors could still act as advisors to Chinese projects and 
teach as guest professors, but some became more hesitant to do so. German partner HEIs 
became also less willing to accept Chinese doctoral students, who faced increasing dif-
ficulties obtaining visas to Germany. The pandemic significantly affected the relationship 
among Chinese and German staff. Strict entry requirements and lockdowns in China, along 
with the absence of regular, in-person communication, eroded trust. German research par-
ticipants noted an increase in organizational control from Tongji during the pandemic; they 
felt excluded from certain decision-making processes concerning the joint college during a 
crucial time of its transformation. Even after the pandemic was over, a sense of reluctance 
prevailed in Germany. China was no longer a priority for German actors, although they 
still recognized the mutual gain in collaboration. However, the benefits of running a joint 
college were no longer as obvious. For Chinese actors, though, keeping the cooperation 
going remained a priority, in order to cultivate talents by sending students for training to 
Germany and to access German university-industry links.

Ongoing concerns heightened a sense of incompatibility between the logic of the aca-
demic profession and the market. This issue was salient in mechanical engineering, where 
working with industry is essential. Chinese research participants knew that Chinese science 
had advanced significantly, and they wished to expose their German colleagues to Chinese 
innovation while enhancing  their joint research, to remain competitive  with universities in 
Shanghai and across China. Through the college, Chinese actors could identify and access 
the best partners in German-speaking countries. They mentioned Germany was not as far 
ahead in mechanical engineering as before, and, in some fields, China already exceeded them. 
At the same time, German technology was still overall regarded as more mature, and their 
university-industry collaboration system as more developed. Yet, maintaining  the CDHK’s 
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industry partnerships has become more challenging. Although the Chinese market remained 
appealing for some German professors due to its size and quick commercialization potential, 
the economic slowdown during and after the pandemic affected the willingness of German 
businesses to continue funding the CDHK.

Finally, the interplay between market and state logics showed incompatibility between Ger-
man and Chinese actors. The college has always thrived on support from German joint ven-
ture companies in China, which endowed its chair professors. The private sector’s primary 
motivation used to be training students who could later work for them. At its peak, CDHK 
secured funding from 24 German companies to support chair professorships—45 in total 
over the course of its existence. In 2023, 16 of these partnerships remained. The composi-
tion changed: Large German firms gave way to more mid-sized German companies, Chinese 
branches of German firms, and local Chinese companies. New industry partners prioritized 
research over education, as they appreciated access to laboratories and the ability to invest in 
small research projects and test a research direction without committing to it. After the pan-
demic, even as German businesses wanted to return to collaboration, the global economic and 
political dynamics prompted them to diversify away from China. Chinese domestic companies 
have become competition for German industries, especially in new sectors, supported by the 
Chinese government in the attempt to remove technology “bottlenecks” and replace depend-
ence on foreign technologies with home-grown innovation, such as in the new electric vehi-
cles industry, robotics, and advanced manufacturing. The increased market competition was 
acknowledged by Chinese research participants.

Germany has felt the pressure of China’s manufacturing industry. We’ve become com-
petitors. People are not making whatever clothes and socks like we used to.​ They (Ger-
man companies) feel we are crowding them out of the market. So, this is all understand-
able. If you are slowly squeezing me out of the market, I cannot give you my technology. 
That’s not possible. (R3)

Table 2 below summarizes the reflections of multiple logics underpinning the actions of 
German and Chinese actors. Although we categorize the actions to each institutional logic, 
some actions might by underlined by more than one logic. Our aim is to emphasize the domi-
nant logic rather than oversimplifying the complexity of the logics involved.

The analysis of the interview data not only highlighted the differences in how German 
and Chinese actors reflected on multiple institutional logics but also revealed variations in the 
interactions among these logics on both sides. These differences contributed to the complexity 
of the institutional environment. On the German side, the strengthening state logic, combined 
with the consistently strong profession logic, played a dominant role in motivating German 
actors to uphold shared academic values, particularly academic freedom. This dominance of 
the state and profession logics diminished the influence of market logic, limiting the space for 
initiation of new collaborations in China to reduce risk. In contrast, on the Chinese side, while 
state logic exerts a dominant influence on the overall development of higher education, spe-
cific aspects of international academic cooperation were decisively influenced by market and 
profession logics. Driven by strengthening market and profession logics, Chinese actors dem-
onstrated a strong willingness to sustain existing collaborations and even initiate new research 
partnerships with German counterparts after the pandemic. These dynamics also contributed 
to differing perceptions, understandings, and attitudes between German and Chinese actors 
within the college.
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Institutional arbitrage of differences between the multiple logics and its outcomes

In the second step, we asked how the college evolved against the backdrop of this com-
plexity. Our findings show the actors purposefully leveraged the complex situation to 
transform the joint college. The core measure involved dividing the four thematic parts 
of the college and integrating them into four Tongji faculties, while the college itself 
remained as a coordinating “umbrella.” The decentralization process was carried out 
in all four thematic areas, including mechanical engineering, through various arbitrage 
tactics which included (a) a new thematic focus on energy and sustainability research, 
(b) establishing a doctoral school, (c) creating small research centres with new industry 
partnerships, and (d) a renewed focus on intercultural competence training.

The data shows that through the decentralization, CDHK “offloaded” most of 
its resources, staff and students, to the respective Tongji faculties. To maintain the Ger-
man identity, small Sino-German research centres were established in each faculty. 
Each such centre focused on a specific research area, such as in the case of the School 
of Mechanical Engineering (SME), where the Sino-German Centre for Mechanical 
Engineering (中德机械工程中心, Chinesisch-Deutsches Zentrum fur Maschinenbau, 
CDZM) opened in 2019. The new research centre worked primarily with their long-
standing partner German universities (mainly Ruhr University Bochum in mechanical 
engineering), but they also expanded to new German partners. In addition to in-fac-
ulty Sino-German research centres (as Fig. 2 shows with the example of the School of 
Mechanical Engineering), a new Sino-German Doctoral school, working with all fac-
ulties, was formed. By doing so, the CDHK, formerly semi-independent, purposefully 
integrated itself closer into Tongji organizational structure. However, this arrangement 
had an unintended consequence: the CDZM effectively found itself competing with 
Sino-German centres in other faculties, as they all depended on the same university 
resources.

This analysis revealed that CDHK leveraged its purpose to newly emphasize research 
related to green energy transition, carbon neutrality, and sustainability—as “safe” areas 
where both German and Chinese actors could collaborate effectively. The data shows 
the new purpose was to capitalize on China’s technological rise, while also considering 

Fig. 2   Structural transformation of the case organization
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Germany’s reluctance to engage with China as closely as before. New joint efforts were 
often intentionally framed as green or sustainable:

Projects that deal with the (ecological) environment are easier to get in. Let’s say 
you are a professor for chairs. Don’t say, “let’s make the best chair”. You must say, 
“let’s do the environmentally best chair”! This is the coping strategy. It is not opti-
mal, because maybe you want the best chair and not the environmentally best chair, 
but this is the way we do it now. – R6

The evidence also showed arbitrage of  organizational practice through the establish-
ment of a new Sino-German doctoral school (中德博士生院, Chinesisch-Deutsches Dok-
torandenkolleg, CDDK). The plan was for the school to allocate 50 places for Chinese and 
50 for German PhD students, all of whom would receive dual Sino-German supervision. 
The four-year PhD programme was inspired by doctoral schools increasingly popular in 
Germany and the EU. In 2023, over 40 Chinese students were recruited. Chinese research 
participants stressed the doctoral school would help them cultivate talent; however, the 
German actors felt this tactic stemmed from Tongji’s internal strategy of allocating PhD 
slots and that German students would scarcely benefit from it. They considered enrolling 
50 German students as unrealistic: German mechanical engineers could do a PhD in Ger-
many with better working conditions and higher salary.

However, German research participants placed high emphasis on the renewed focus 
on regional competencies to signal legitimacy to new audiences. Tongji’s Sino-German 
building houses various German centres, programs, projects, and a German library, and the 
CDHK provides a roof over intercultural competence training for students as well as their 
internships at companies. CDHK aimed at strengthening its position as a place where stu-
dents and researchers from Germany gain “China competence” in a safe, well-established 
environment. The “China expertise,” a skillset highly valued by the German government 
(Auswärtiges Amt, 2023), was leveraged by the CDHK as a unique selling point to send 
German students to Shanghai to participate in summer schools, intercultural training, stu-
dent exchange programmes, double degrees, and internships. Conversely, Chinese actors 
also claimed to enhance the development of new German-related partnerships and initia-
tives, aligned with Tongji strategy “Germany Cooperation 2.0” in 2022 (CDHK, 2022). 
In April 2024, German Chancellor Olaf Scholz’s delegation visited Tongji (including the 
CDHK), which stood out as the only university included. This indicated the organization 
remained a legitimate, important player in the context of German–Chinese academic col-
laboration. Yet, the transformation process is still ongoing, with its main tenets summa-
rized by Table 3.

Conclusion

Based on the theoretical insights of institutional arbitrage of multiple logics, this case study 
of a Sino-German college in Shanghai reveals the institutional complexity in Europe–China 
academic collaboration and how academic organizations can leverage this complexity to 
their advantage. Theoretically, the study proposes an analytical framework for understand-
ing how international joint academic organizations can use differences between partner 
organizations for realizing a certain organizational goal within their institutional envi-
ronment. This framework, developed and refined through the Sino-German college case, 
demonstrates its applicability in the context of Europe–China academic collaboration. 
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Empirically, the case study highlights three key findings that enhance our understanding of 
the field since 2019.

First, the study revealed that the same set of logics—state, market, and profession—
was reflected in the perceptions of German and Chinese actors. Both sets of actors were 
influenced by a strengthening state logic, creating ever more incompatibilities with pro-
fession and market logics. Such a finding echoed previous discovery on the strengthening 
impacts of political forces in Europe–China academic cooperation (Cai & Zheng, 2024), 
with empirical evidence from a German–Chinese example.

Second, the study highlights the differences between German and Chinese partners in 
how each side reflects a certain logic. This not only adds new evidence from the German 
and Chinese contexts to the comparative studies of European and Chinese HE but also 
sheds light on the underlying nature of these differences. The variations in how German 
and Chinese partner organizations interpret these logics reveal the growing incompatibili-
ties in collaboration between academic organizations in China and Germany, and poten-
tially other European countries, contributing to their “engaged but not married” relation-
ship (Braun Střelcová, 2021).

Third, by arbitraging the differences of the logics, purposeful actions were undertaken, 
such as establishing new research centres, providing joint research training, and introduc-
ing new research directions. These initiatives enabled the organization to grow within the 
university, securing new financial and human resources, expanding research into green 
energy and sustainability, adopting new governance in doctoral education, and becoming a 
hub for intercultural competence training and internships. Santiago et al. (2022) noted that 
joint funding schemes and mobility programs were crucial for sustaining Europe–China 
academic collaboration in healthcare. This study demonstrates how such collaborations 
can be effectively implemented at the organizational level, with evidence from mechanical 
engineering. Nevertheless, since this study mainly focused on the development of the case 
organization from 2019 to 2024, it is hard to argue that the case organization has achieved 
its desired goals in the long run, despite purposefully adopting new actions. Determin-
ing whether the transformation will prove successful as a long-term strategy to sustain 
the organization requires time. Despite adopting these actions, the case organization con-
tinues to face challenges, such as securing sustainable financial support and reconciling 
the incompatible needs of its diverse actors. The study also found the arbitrage brought 
in unexpected outcomes, such as the unclear identity of the case organization within its 
university as well as its relation (potentially competition) with other German research cen-
tres and initiatives. The remaining and emerging challenges call for a longitudinal study to 
examine the effectiveness of the adopted strategies.

What is more, the study has its limitations. First, as a single case study of a Sino-Ger-
man joint academic organization with a long tradition, its experiences are not easily gen-
eralizable. More empirical research, such as multiple case studies, are needed to explore 
the theoretical inferences drawn from this case study. As mentioned, a future longitudinal 
study could provide deeper insights into the long-term development of the case organi-
zation. Second, the environmental factors, notably the pandemic intertwined with geopo-
litical environment changes, were difficult to interpret from the institutional theoretical 
perspective, and may have been simplified in the data analysis. Interviews with the partici-
pants of Europe–China academic organizations can be carried out to explore the inter-rela-
tion of different environmental factors and their impacts. Third, the constructed analytical 
framework needs to be refined through more empirical evidence to determine, for example, 
whether it can also be applied in interdisciplinary or intersectoral hybrid organizations, 
which all confront incompatible logics. Fourth, whilst the theory presupposes arbitrage is 
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the purposeful leveraging of differences to create valued outcomes, it does not explain well 
the unintended outcomes created along the process. We would like to invite future research 
also to examine the expected and unexpected outcomes of the arbitrage practices.
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