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5.1	 TRANSITIONING FROM A COMMAND TO A MARKET 
ECONOMY: TRABI VS. VW 

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, why were East German 
companies unable to compete with West German companies?

C3 Framework Indicator D2.Eco.5.9-12. Describe the consequences of competition in specific markets.

Staging the Compelling Question Students will investigate the plight of the East German-produced Trabant automobile, 
and discover reasons why that company could not compete with western-produced 
automobiles after the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

Supporting Question 1 Supporting Question 2 Supporting Question 3

What were the positive and negative 
aspects of acquiring and owning a Trabant 
car in East Germany?

Compared to the high demand for the 
vehicles in East Germany, why were so 
few Trabants produced, and how is that 
low supply connected to key production 
concepts of a command economy?

Once East Germany became part of 
the Federal Republic of Germany, what 
happened to East German companies 
(almost all of which were state-run) and 
workers?

Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task

Students compile a list of pros and cons of 
owning a Trabant.

Students will write a paragraph with 
evidentiary support about how Trabant 
production and allocation in East Germany 
was or was not representative of common 
practices in a command economy.

Students will create a briefing that 
describes what companies and workers in 
former East Germany went through after 
German reunification.

Featured Sources Featured Sources Featured Sources

Source A: ThoughtCo

Source B: Deutsche Welle

Source C: YouTube

Source A: YouTube

Source B: Deutsche Welle

Source A: The Telegraph

Source B: Deutsche Welle

Source C: The New Yorker

Source D: GermanCulture

Source E: Deutsche Welle

Summative Performance Task Argument: Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses 
the compelling question using specific claims and relevant evidence from historical or 
contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

Extension: Have students look into the economic factors that have led to Volkswagen‘s 
success.

Taking Informed Action Understand: There is a company that originated in a command market that is still 
thriving today: LADA Russia.

Assess: What did LADA do differently from Trabant in order to stay profitable?

Act: Consider whether you believe LADA could be profitable in North America.
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COMPELLING QUESTION

•	 After the fall of the Berlin Wall, why were East German companies unable to compete with West German companies?

INQUIRY OVERVIEW 

Students will investigate the plight of the East German-produced Trabant automobile, and discover reasons why that company 
could not compete with western-produced automobile manufacturers like Volkswagen after the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

TEACHER BACKGROUND

The Trabant was an automobile produced from 1957 to 1991 by former East German 
car manufacturer VEB Sachsenring Automobilwerke Zwickau. During that 35 year span, 
roughly 3,700,000 Trabants were produced with very few modifications in overall design 
from year to year.

Consumer demand for a new Trabant far exceeded supply and it took approximately 
ten years to acquire a new Trabant. Trabants were loud, slow, poorly designed, and badly 
manufactured. The 1980s model lacked tachometers, turn signal indicators, fuel gauges, 
rear seat belts, external fuel doors, and drivers had to pour a mix of gasoline and oil 
directly under the hood.

German reunification spelled doom for the Trabant as consumers from the East and 
West preferred higher quality, western-made vehicles. Trabant ceased production in 
1991, and the Zwickau factory in Mosel, where Trabants were manufactured, was sold 
to Volkswagen. 

TIME: 55 minutes

CONCEPTS LIST

•	 Command economy

•	 Market economy

•	 Production

•	 Consumption

•	 Circular flow
•	 Currency exchange

•	 Unemployment

INSTRUCTIONAL RESOURCES

•	 Hamer, Tony and Michele Hamer. “History of the Trabant Classic German Automobile.” ThoughtCo, updated 19 April 2018, 
www.thoughtco.com/trabant-built-of-plastic-and-socialism-726030. 

•	 “How did Lada Survive?” Drive, 4 June 2010, https://www.drive.com.au/motor-news/how-did-lada-survive-20100603-x1kp. 

•	 Khan, Mehreen. “Seven Charts That Show Why Germany Still Isn’t a Unified Country.” The Telegraph, 9 November 
2015, www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/germany/11215784/The-seven-charts-that-show-wh
y-Germany-is-still-not-a-unified-country.html. 

•	 LADA, www.lada.ru/en/

•	 Martin, David. “Germany: The gap between east and west is narrowing, but not fast enough.” Deutsche Welle, 26 September 
2018, www.dw.com/en/germany-the-gap-between-east-and-west-is-narrowing-but-not-fast-enough/a-45643757. 

•	 Mauk, Ben. “Did Eastern Germany Experience an Economic Miracle?” The New Yorker, 6 November 2014, www.newyorker.
com/business/currency/eastern-germany-experience-economic-miracle. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Automobile
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_German
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/VEB_Sachsenring_Automobilwerke_Zwickau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tachometer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zwickau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volkswagen
http://www.thoughtco.com/trabant-built-of-plastic-and-socialism-726030
https://www.drive.com.au/motor-news/how-did-lada-survive-20100603-x1kp
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/germany/11215784/The-seven-charts-that-show-why-Germany-is-still-not-a-unified-country.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/germany/11215784/The-seven-charts-that-show-why-Germany-is-still-not-a-unified-country.html
http://www.lada.ru/en/
http://www.dw.com/en/germany-the-gap-between-east-and-west-is-narrowing-but-not-fast-enough/a-45643757
http://www.newyorker.com/business/currency/eastern-germany-experience-economic-miracle
http://www.newyorker.com/business/currency/eastern-germany-experience-economic-miracle
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•	 Solsten, Eric (1999). “The Reunification of Germany and Its Aftermath, in Germany: A Country Study.” DIANE Publishing. (pp. 
258-264), germanculture.com.ua/germany-history/the-reunification-of-germany-and-its-aftermath/. 

•	 “Test-Driving The ‘Trabi.’” YouTube, uploaded by Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty on 7 November 2017, www.youtube.com/
watch?v=AcBIn7bJOgw. 

•	 “The Trabant, the iconic East German car, turns 60.” Deutsche Welle, 7 November 2017,  www.dw.com/en/
the-trabant-the-iconic-east-german-car-turns-60/a-41251024. 

•	 “Trabant Production.” YouTube, uploaded by VWTouranPoland, 29 September 2016, www.youtube.com/
watch?v=bY6DrM_7kaU. 

•	 Volkswagen, www.vw.com

•	 Wiederwald, Rupert. “Treuhand took the heat for privatization of East German economy.” Deutsche Welle, 20 September 
2010, www.dw.com/en/treuhand-took-the-heat-for-privatization-of-east-german-economy/a-5985015. 

INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY 

Ask students to visit www.vw.com where they will select and “build” a Volkswagen vehicle of their choice. Once 
all students have completed this task, each student names the model they built, why they selected this model, 
and how much their completed model would cost if they were really going to make the purchase. 

Follow up by asking students how long it would take before they could expect to actually pick up their vehicles 
after placing an order. (In most instances they would be able to take possession in less than a week.)

Now ask students if they would be willing to wait ten years to receive the Volkswagen they just “ordered.” For those students 
who answer “no”, ask them what they would do if Volkswagen told them their car order would take ten years. 

SUPPORTING QUESTION #1

What were the positive and negative aspects of acquiring and owning a Trabant car in East 
Germany?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Have students compile a list of pros and cons of owning a Trabant, one of the only cars available for purchase in East Germany 
for over 30 years. Consider: wait time, craftsmanship, methods of workers, maintenance, cost, safety, innovation, reliability, etc. 

Have students report what they listed on the “pros” side of their lists (examples: last a very long time, easy to maintain and repair, 
affordable, safe in crash tests), and what they listed on the “cons” side of their lists (examples: ten year wait list, dirty, noisy, slow, 
weak engines, had to open hood to refuel, made of plastic, no innovation from year to year, not reliable). 

	➤ Resources

•	 Hamer, Tony & Michele. “History of the Trabant Classic German Automobile.” ThoughtCo, updated 19 April 2018, 
www.thoughtco.com/trabant-built-of-plastic-and-socialism-726030. 

•	 “The Trabant, the iconic East German car, turns 60.” Deutsche Welle, 7 November 2017, www.dw.com/en/
the-trabant-the-iconic-east-german-car-turns-60/a-41251024 (4:03).  

•	 “Test-Driving The ‘Trabi.’” YouTube, uploaded by Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty on 7 November 2017, www.
youtube.com/watch?v=AcBIn7bJOgw (4:07).  

SUPPORTING QUESTION #2

Compared to the high demand for the vehicles in East Germany, why were so few Trabants produced, 
and how is that low supply connected to key production concepts of a command economy?

https://na01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fgermanculture.com.ua%2Fgermany-history%2Fthe-reunification-of-germany-and-its-aftermath%2F&data=02%7C01%7Cmraymer%40gsu.edu%7Cb8d2fe5327ab4cd6bd9a08d6831dcb1a%7C515ad73d8d5e4169895c9789dc742a70%7C0%7C0%7C636840562301191102&sdata=IGDRz3AtSc4Zo4QrNw0XCw90Tpk%2BZUHQnkx1zMlhsIk%3D&reserved=0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AcBIn7bJOgw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AcBIn7bJOgw
http://www.dw.com/en/the-trabant-the-iconic-east-german-car-turns-60/a-41251024
http://www.dw.com/en/the-trabant-the-iconic-east-german-car-turns-60/a-41251024
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UChb_uC5sSU1mQlggvohr7rA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bY6DrM_7kaU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bY6DrM_7kaU
http://www.vw.com
http://www.dw.com/en/treuhand-took-the-heat-for-privatization-of-east-german-economy/a-5985015
http://www.vw.com
http://www.thoughtco.com/trabant-built-of-plastic-and-socialism-726030
http://www.dw.com/en/the-trabant-the-iconic-east-german-car-turns-60/a-41251024
http://www.dw.com/en/the-trabant-the-iconic-east-german-car-turns-60/a-41251024
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AcBIn7bJOgw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AcBIn7bJOgw
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	➤ Formative Performance Task

Ask students to write a paragraph with evidentiary support about how Trabant production and allocation in East Germany was 
or was not representative of common practices in a command economy. Be sure students consider consumer demand, com-
petition, innovation and productivity, profit motive, and government agency set quotas. 

	➤ Resources

•	 “Trabant Production.” YouTube, uploaded by VWTouranPoland, 29 September 2016, www.youtube.com/
watch?v=bY6DrM_7kaU. 

•	 “The Trabant, the iconic East German car, turns 60.” Deutsche Welle, 7 November 2017, www.dw.com/en/
the-trabant-the-iconic-east-german-car-turns-60/a-41251024.  

SUPPORTING QUESTION #3

Once East Germany became part of the Federal Republic of Germany, what happened to East 
German companies (almost all of which were state-run) and workers?

	➤ Formative Performance Task 

Students will create a briefing that describes what companies and workers in former East Germany went through after German 
reunification. Be sure students consider unemployment rates, productivity, gross domestic product, and migration in eastern 
and western parts of Germany. 

*Note: A briefing example can be found at: https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/cur/socstud/frame_found_sr2/tns/tn-21.
pdf. 

	➤ Resources

•	 Khan, Mehreen. “Seven Charts That Show Why Germany Still Isn’t a Unified Country.” The Telegraph, 9 November 
2015, www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/germany/11215784/The-seven-charts-that-show-wh
y-Germany-is-still-not-a-unified-country.html. 

•	 Martin, David. “Germany: The gap between east and west is narrowing, but not fast enough.” Deutsche Welle, 26 
September 2018, www.dw.com/en/germany-the-gap-between-east-an
d-west-is-narrowing-but-not-fast-enough/a-45643757.  

•	 Mauk, Ben. “Did Eastern Germany Experience an Economic Miracle?” The New Yorker, 6 November 2014,www.
newyorker.com/business/currency/eastern-germany-experience-economic-miracle.  

•	 Solsten, Eric (1999). “The Reunification of Germany and Its Aftermath, in Germany: A Country Study.” DIANE 
Publishing. (pp. 258-264), germanculture.com.ua/germany-history/
the-reunification-of-germany-and-its-aftermath/. 

•	 Wiederwald, Rupert. “Treuhand took the heat for privatization of East German economy.” Deutsche Welle, 20 
September 2010,www.dw.com/en/treuhand-took-the-heat-for-privatizatio
n-of-east-german-economy/a-5985015. 

SUMMATIVE PERFORMANCE TASK

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, why were East German companies unable to compete with West 
German companies?

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UChb_uC5sSU1mQlggvohr7rA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bY6DrM_7kaU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bY6DrM_7kaU
http://www.dw.com/en/the-trabant-the-iconic-east-german-car-turns-60/a-41251024
http://www.dw.com/en/the-trabant-the-iconic-east-german-car-turns-60/a-41251024
https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/cur/socstud/frame_found_sr2/tns/tn-21.pdf
https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/cur/socstud/frame_found_sr2/tns/tn-21.pdf
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/germany/11215784/The-seven-charts-that-show-why-Germany-is-still-not-a-unified-country.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/germany/11215784/The-seven-charts-that-show-why-Germany-is-still-not-a-unified-country.html
http://www.dw.com/en/germany-the-gap-between-east-and-west-is-narrowing-but-not-fast-enough/a-45643757
http://www.dw.com/en/germany-the-gap-between-east-and-west-is-narrowing-but-not-fast-enough/a-45643757
http://www.newyorker.com/business/currency/eastern-germany-experience-economic-miracle
http://www.newyorker.com/business/currency/eastern-germany-experience-economic-miracle
https://na01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fgermanculture.com.ua%2Fgermany-history%2Fthe-reunification-of-germany-and-its-aftermath%2F&data=02%7C01%7Cmraymer%40gsu.edu%7Cb8d2fe5327ab4cd6bd9a08d6831dcb1a%7C515ad73d8d5e4169895c9789dc742a70%7C0%7C0%7C636840562301191102&sdata=IGDRz3AtSc4Zo4QrNw0XCw90Tpk%2BZUHQnkx1zMlhsIk%3D&reserved=0
https://na01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fgermanculture.com.ua%2Fgermany-history%2Fthe-reunification-of-germany-and-its-aftermath%2F&data=02%7C01%7Cmraymer%40gsu.edu%7Cb8d2fe5327ab4cd6bd9a08d6831dcb1a%7C515ad73d8d5e4169895c9789dc742a70%7C0%7C0%7C636840562301191102&sdata=IGDRz3AtSc4Zo4QrNw0XCw90Tpk%2BZUHQnkx1zMlhsIk%3D&reserved=0
http://www.dw.com/en/treuhand-took-the-heat-for-privatization-of-east-german-economy/a-5985015
http://www.dw.com/en/treuhand-took-the-heat-for-privatization-of-east-german-economy/a-5985015
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Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses the given task using specific claims and relevant 
evidence from historical or contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. Explain the challenges companies 
and workers in the former East Germany faced as their economy transitioned from command to market with the reunification 
of Germany.

EXTENSION (OPTIONAL) TASK

Volkswagen is the largest carmaker in Europe. Have students look into the economic factors that have led to Volkswagen‘s suc-
cess. Task them with identifying the factors that were not present within the command economy market system that Trabant 
was operating in prior to the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

TAKING INFORMED ACTION

UNDERSTAND There is a company that originated in a command market that is still thriving today: LADA Russia. 

ASSESS What did LADA do differently from Trabant in order to stay profitable? 

ACT Consider whether you believe LADA could be profitable in North America. Discuss with your classmates your 
reasons for why you do or do not believe Lada could make it here. 

	➤ Resources

•	 LADA https://www.lada.ru/en/ 

•	 “How did Lada Survive?” Drive, 4 June 2010, https://www.drive.com.au/motor-news/
how-did-lada-survive-20100603-x1kp 

This inquiry has been adapted from a lesson by 2013 TOP Fellow Martha Rush, and work of 2007 TOP Fellow Mike Raymer.

https://www.lada.ru/en/
https://www.drive.com.au/motor-news/how-did-lada-survive-20100603-x1kp
https://www.drive.com.au/motor-news/how-did-lada-survive-20100603-x1kp

