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1. Introduction. 

Joined-up government and enhanced coordination are an evergreen in public management studies 

(Hood, 2005). As Pressman and Wildavsky (1984) put it: “no phrase expresses as frequent a 

complaint about the bureaucracy as does ‘lack of co-ordination’. No suggestion for reform is more 

common than ‘what we need is more co-ordination”’ (p. 133).  

A couple of decades of decentralization, often within “new public management”-inspired reforms 

have made coordination at the local level an even hotter topic on the agenda of many governments 

(Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011; Fedele and Ongaro 2008). Academic and practitioner literature, in fact, 

have often stressed the ways stronger inter-municipal coordination can be beneficial: attracting 

investors through increased services (Downs, 1994; Felbinger, 1984; Nunn & Rosentraub, 1997; 

Orfield, 1997); increasing professionalism and rationality of local bureaucrats (Barlow, 1991; Lind, 

1997); reducing costs of services through economies of scale and reducing concomitantly taxes 

(Bunch & Strauss, 1992; Dolan, 1990); increasing planning capacity and reducing zero-sum 

competition for economic development (Fleischmann & Green, 1991; Rigos, 1995). 

Coordination among municipalities and joint service delivery have often been hot topics on the 

agenda of Italian decision-makers (Garlatti et al., 2013). The Italian local government system, in 

fact, is highly fragmented, inasmuch more than 60% of its 8,000 municipalities count less than 

5,000 inhabitants. Small and very small municipalities often struggle to perform their functions, in 

both financial and organizational terms. Nevertheless, implementation of horizontal coordination

                                                           

1  The paper is the result of the joint work of the three authors. Nevertheless in the final version, Luca Brusati 

wrote the paragraph 1, Paolo Fedele wrote the paragraph 2, and Andrea Garlatti wrote the paragraph 3; the paragraph 

“Conclusions” was jointly written.  
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 has been problematic. Some attempts to merge municipalities have been stymied by political 

resistance at local level; attempts to coordinate service delivery fared better, but usually piecemeal 

approach and unstable arrangements. In the last few years, however, due to cuts in inter-

governmental transfers and the impossibility to keep raising local charges, the issue is squarely back 

on the agenda. 

This paper focuses on the policies implemented by Autonomous Region Friuli Venezia Giulia 

(FVG) to promote the joint delivery of municipal services. The analysis addressed in particular two 

research questions: 1) what were the “programme theories” entailed by the coordination devices 

used in FVG? The analysis covers the period 2006-2013. In 2006, in fact, a major reform in local 

government regulatory framework was established. 2) How did the specific context of FVG 

influence the “programme theories” when put to work? Results contribute to shed light on how the 

contextual factors (Pawson and Tilley, 2004) influence the implementation of joined up government 

initiatives. The analysis of FVG policies carried in this article, beside producing locally valid 

explanations, provides also the opportunity to attempt to extend findings’ validity beyond the 

research site.    

 

2. Analytical framework and methodological choices. 

The study follows the realist evaluation logic (Pawson and Tilley 1997; 2004, Pawson et al., 2004). 

Therefore, it uses the CMO (context,mechanism, outcomes) framework, proposed by realist 

evaluation, to analyse the inter-municipal cooperation policies adopted in FVG. In realist analysis   

policies are hypothesis about social improvement  shaped by a vision of change. Evaluation, by 

these lights, has the task of testing out the underlying programme theory, i.e. the hypothesis about 

how to achieve improvement (Pawson and Tilley,1997). Consequently, identifying the crucial 

programme mechanisms is the first step in a realist evaluation. This not a trivial task since the 

generation of policy ideas is often a complex process rather than the design of a single, fully 

rational policy architect (Lindblom, 1959). Once insulated the core policy mechanisms that a policy 

entails, realism utilises contextual thinking to address the issues of ‘for whom’ and ‘in what 

circumstances’ a programme will work. Through analysis of  the “context’, realist evaluation shed 

critical light to policy “miracle drugs” . For realism, it is axiomatic that certain contexts will be 

supportive to the programme theory and some will not. Context is not to be intended merely as 

localities, but as those conditions in which programmes are introduced. The interaction of the 

identified policy mechanisms with contextual features produce specific outcome patterns, i.e. the 

intended and unintended consequences of programmes, resulting from the activation of different 

mechanisms in different contexts. 
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In the light of the CMO framework, in order to describe the coordination mechanisms, i.e. the 

policy’s programme theories, we adopted the analytical framework suggested by Verhoest et al. 

(2010). Those authors classified a number of coordination devices that can be based alternatively 

on: structural solutions (e.g., a joint organizational unit or position) or management system (e.g., a 

joint planning system). Each device relies on a specific coordination logic (Ouchi 1980, Peter 1998, 

Thompson et al. 1991), namely hierarchy, market, or network. Context, for the purpose of the 

present work, will not be operationalized in details, but described in a narrative fashion so to have 

explaining factors “emerge” as relevant from field analysis (Glaser and Strauss 1967). As concerns 

outcome patterns, the paper will preliminary take into account the degree of implementation and the 

pace of actual implementation of the policy under analysis. Subsequently, the article provides some 

insights on how attempt to increase coordination affected personnel’s arrangements and managerial 

practices in local governments.    

In order to collect relevant information, first of all documental analysis has been carried out. 

Official and unofficial document have been reviewed to build up a longitudinal narrative of the 

policies adopted by FVG government in the period 2006-2013. In order to triangulate findings from 

documental analysis have been complemented by direct observation of some inter-municipal 

coordination events. 

 

3. Case study 

3.1 Context  

Friuli Venezia Giulia is located in the North- East of Italy. Its population amounts to 1,239,234 

distributed on a surface of  7,858.39 Km2. The intermediate tier (region, in the Italian public 

system) is represented by  the Autonomous Region of FVG.  FVG is one of the so-called “special 

statute” regions in the Italian intermediate government system: as such it enjoys a higher degree of 

law-making power than “ordinary statute” regions, due to socio-cultural, historical and geographic 

reasons. More specifically, FVG holds exclusive powers in defining the legal and financial 

framework where local governments operate. The intermediate level has been established merging 

two traditional territorial identities (Friuli and Venezia-Giulia). The local level is composed of 217 

municipalities (as of 2014). A good portion of them, 91, is located in mountain areas, while 16 

municipalities are located in partially mountain areas. Density is low especially in mountain areas: 

table 1 shows the demographic cluster per geographical type. 
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Table 1. FVG municipalities: demographic classes 

 0-500 501-1.000 1.001-3.000 3.001-5.000 5.001-15.000 15.001-30.000 Over 

30.000 

Municipalities 

located in 

mountain 

areas 

19 25 38 3 6 0 0 

Municipalities 

located in 

partially 

mountain 

areas 

0 0 4 1 8 1 2 

Municipalities 

not located in 

mountain 

areas 

0 4 43 16 39 6 2 

Source: Piano di Valorizzazione Territoriale 2014, Regione Autonoma Friuli Venezia Giulia 

 

Like other areas in Italy, campanilismo (Ongaro, 2011) is a very important aspect of (municipal) 

life symbolizing a sense of identity, pride and belonging to the place of birth, a feeling which is 

sometimes stronger than the sense of national or regional identity. On the other side, minorities are 

significantly present due both to the geographic position (FVG share border with Austria, Slovenia 

and Croatia) and to its peculiar historical events. However,  like the rest of Italy, legalism - i.e the 

predominance and -to some extent- the institutionalization of administrative law  in defining the 

mode of functioning of public administration- is largely dominant in the public sector (Capano, 

2003, Ongaro, 2011;2010; Peters, 2008). Previous attempts at implementing inter-municipal 

cooperation might be included in the context (as defined by realistic evalution).As many other 

region in Italy, attempts at coordination were carried out, but policies aimed at municipal 

coordination were limited in scope and partly unsuccessful (Zanin, 2013). As of 2005, in fact ,only 

3 experience of inter-municipal cooperation of some kind had been adopted. Finally and obviously, 

other elements can “emerge” as relevant from field analysis (Glaser and Strauss 1967).  

 

3.2 Coordination mechanisms: the programme theory   

Also on the basis of the criticisms by the Court of Auditors, in 2006 FVG passed a new overall 

legal framework for local government. This broader reform package also contained some provisions 

regarding inter-municipal coordination. According to the 2006 law, in fact, coordination can occur 

through different policy tools: 

 Convenzione, a contractual agreement between two municipalities to manage specific 

services during a specific time frame. Under such agreement, municipalities might (but are 
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not required to) establish joint offices or units. Alternatively, joint functions can be 

delegated to one of the municipalities involved in the “convenzione”. 

 Associazione intercomunale, a framework agreement between a number of municipalities 

lasting at least than six years and covering the joint delivery of a wide number of services. 

This agreement envisages, as a compulsory component, the establishment of joint offices or 

units. The framework agreement, approved by each local council involved, needs to be 

specified through service-specific agreements. 

 Unione di Comuni, a newly established second level tier that integrates neighbouring 

municipalities. Also in this case the time frame is at least six years. Since Unione represents 

a newly established tier, which is attributed legal personality and can deliberate its own 

statute, joint offices and unit are a compulsory component.  

 Consorzi tra Enti Locali, also a newly established organization which includes, beside 

municipalities, public authorities of different kind. Consorzi are meant to facilitate the joint 

delivery of public services. 

 Aster (Local Development Area). In the original version of the reform act, Associazioni 

intercomunali and unioni di Comuni  were attributed the status of ASTER (local 

development Areas) in case they counted at least 30,000 inhabitants (or at least 15,000 

inhabitants, but involved at least at 10 municipalities). Larger cities and mountain area 

municipalities were ex lege attributed the nature of ASTER. ASTERs were granted the 

opportunity of negotiating additional funds from FVG regional government to finance 

investment programmes. However, this policy option has been written off in 2009. 

 

According to the reform act, Associazione intercomunale (framework agreement) and  Unione di 

Comuni(newly established second level tier) can potentially develop into definitive mergers 

(fusioni) between municipalities. This further step requires carrying out local referenda. 

In the 2006 policy package, the adoption of the above mentioned form of inter-municipal 

cooperation is tied to extra-funding granted by the regional (intermediate) tier. More specifically, 

additional funding can occur in two form. First of all, municipalities can be entitled a one-off, non 

recurring extra grant just for establishing  an Associazione intercomunale or  Unione di Comuni. 

Furthermore, municipalities adopting coordination devices are granted an yearly extra-fund that 

lasts no more than six years. Since the third year, this yearly fund is progressively reduced to half of 

the first year amount. The funds are granted to the inter-municipal body as such, therefore 

member municipalities need to agree on how to allocate the extra-budget. These funds 
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can be reversed in case FGV finds, via randomized control, that cooperation is not been 

implemented as planned by municipalities that are being granted extra money. 

  

According to the 2006 law, in order to implement the policy package, FVG regional government 

issues a three-year “Local Enhancement Plan” (piano di valorizzazione territoriale) to be updated 

yearly.  The plan’s  mandate, more specifically is to:  

 monitor and assess the number and type of coordination arrangements actually in place;  

 set the criteria for funding inter-municipal cooperation (both starting funds and yearly funds 

for six years).  

 Set the criteria for funding ASTERs (till this policy tool was in place); 

 set the criteria for funding mergers between municipalities (fusioni) that could potentially 

occur. 

     

3.3  Outcomes 

As concerns the first outcome pattern under analysis, i.e. degree and the pace of implementation, 

results are pretty impressive. The policy established in 2006, in fact, has involved most FVG 

municipalities. 202 municipalities out of 217 (originally 219 before two mergers occurred) took 

part, in fact, in some form of inter-municipal coordination. Table 2 show the progressive 

implementation over the period 2006-2013. Implementation was rather fast and widespread, but the 

preferred mode of inter-municipal coordination was the one with the lowest level of long-term 

commitment.  

 

Table 2. Implemention of intermunicipal coordination (2006-2013) 

Timing Associazioni intercomunali Unioni di comuni Total note 

By May 2006 8 4 12  

By March 2007 35 5 40  

By February 2008 35 6 41 A merger occurred 

(active since 2009) 

By February 2009 36 5 41  

By February 2010 37 4 41  

By February 2011 37 5 42  

By February 2012 37 5 42  

By February 2013 35 6 42 A merger occurred 

(active since 2014) 

Source: Piano di Valorizzazione Territoriale 2014, Regione Autonoma Friuli Venezia Giulia (Local Enhancement Plan) 
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Associazioni Intercomunali (framework agreement) in most cases grouped a number of 

municipalities between 4 and six. Only in few cases, framework agreements involved a larger 

number of local authorities. 

 

Table 3. Establishment of Associazioni Intercomunali: numbers of municipalities involved  

Municipalities involved Associazioni Intercomunali 

Up to 3 9 

From 4 to 6 17 

From 7 to 9 3 

From 10 onwards 6 

Source: Piano di Valorizzazione Territoriale 2014, Regione Autonoma Friuli Venezia Giulia (Local Enhancement Plan) 

 

Unioni di Comuni, on the other hand, partly predictably, grouped generally a smaller numbers 

of municipalities (in all the cases never more than three municipalities).  

 

Table 4. Establishment of Unioni di comuni: numbers of municipalities involved  

Municipalities involved Unioni di Comuni 

Up to 3 6 

From 4 to 6 0 

From 7 to 9 0 

From 10 onwards 0 

Source: Piano di Valorizzazione Territoriale 2014, Regione Autonoma Friuli Venezia Giulia (Local Enhancement Plan) 

 

4. Findings and conclusions. 

It is time to try to answer  the research questions formulated at the beginning of the article. First of 

all, what was the “programme theory” entailed by the coordination devices used in FVG? As said 

before, reconstructing and making sense of the intended mechanism for achieving change is not a 

trivial task. Referring to the above mentioned analytical framework by Verhoest et al. (2010), the 

policy package designed two main forms of integration. The first is clearly dynamic and contractual 

(Associazioni intercomunali, the framework agreement), although it includes some element of 

structural solutions inasmuch  inter-municipal agreement envisages, as a compulsory component, 

the establishment of joint offices or units. The second is clearly structural (Unione di comuni). 

Unione, in fact, is represent a newly established tier, which is attributed legal personality and is 

based on joint offices and units. As concerns the coordination logic that the policy entails, it might 

be said that the 2006 law is made of two components. First of all, in the short-mid term the policy 

favoured coordination through market logic (meant as incentives) rather than hierarchy 

(authoritative decision) or network (voluntary decision based on cooperative behaviour). The main 
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tool to promote inter-municipal coordination (via structure or contract) is, in fact, the additional 

funding provided by FVG in case associazioni or unioni are established. It is assumed that officials 

at the municipal level are rational and self-interested and therefore will not miss the opportunity to 

get extrafunds, adopting, therefore, coordination arrangements.   

Anyway, besides this core “incentive based” policy, other mechanisms are supposed to work in the 

long term, according to the policy design. The incentives, in fact, are meant to be granted for no 

longer than six years. After this six years period, inter-municipal coordination arrangements already 

in place are expected to keep on walking on their own feet. The policy seems to entail that after the 

six years “incubation” period, municipalities will be willing to keep on jointly operating. This can 

happen through both a network logic and hierarchy logic. On one side, in fact, the policy assumes 

after a six years joint work period, officials will develop shared visions and beliefs so that 

cooperation will be sustained even without  market-type incentive. On the other side, hierarchy and 

formal structure play a role especially as concerns unioni, which are government tiers established 

from scratch, but also as concerns associazioni since they are required to create joint offices. In 

other term, the policy seems to assumes that progressive institutionalization of formal structures 

should “lock in” municipalities and should represent an exit barrier that makes opt-out more costly 

and less likely.  

 Once clarified the programme theory, it is time to answer the second research question: how did the 

specific context of FVG influence the “programme theories” when put in practice? We obviously 

limit our analysis to the observed pattern of outcome, i.e. the policy’s degree of implementation. 

Here, it might be argued that the short-mid term component of the policy (extra-funds to incentive 

structural and contractual form of cooperation) was successful. It might be noted that the lowest 

level of long-term commitment was largely preferred. When looking at this finding, this might be 

interpreted as the combined effect of strong local identities, which is a context specific factor, and 

the self-preservation attitude of officials that protect their turf. The latter is obviously not a local 

specific factor, but rather an evergreen in public management and policy. Although the incentives 

worked in the short run, they triggered primarily reversible arrangements: do these deals develop 

over time into tighter forms of integration? It is not possible at this stage of the process to assess the 

long term impact of the policy, which could be carried out only over time. Neither it is possibile, at 

the moment, to predict how localities will influence this outcome. Therefore, the big question, 

which underlies some relevant theoretical aspects as well, is to understand if strategic behaviors 

(such as gaming for the funds, Hood, 20006 and other strategic responses to institutional processes, 

Oliver, 1991) and resilience of previous arrangement (Peters, 2011) will prevail vis-à-vis the 

programme theory. Furthermore, beside the long term policy’s achievements, a number of research 
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questions, pretty relevant also for practice, might be addressed in the future: is the potential for 

synergies or political affinity a better predictor of inter-municipal coordination? What is the relative 

role of politicians and managers in deciding the patterns and implementing inter-municipal 

coordination? What is the pattern of change vs. resilience in processes and routines in the 

municipalities that cooperated or merged? 

As stated in the introduction, the analysis of FVG policies, beside producing locally valid 

explanations, provides the opportunity to attempt to extend findings’ validity beyond the research 

site. FVG, as mentioned earlier, represents a polar case since it enjoys a higher degree of law-

making power also in defining the legal and financial framework where local governments operate. 

Therefore, it is a suitable site to discuss the classic argument that autonomization leads to better 

performance via differentiation: FVG should have been able to differentiate its policy leading to 

better performance (in this case enhanced coordination and efficiency). In the light of the findings, 

the argument needs at least refinement (Garlatti, 2014). FVG could differentiate the policy in the 

sense of opting for market-type incentive to cooperation, but not in the sense of favoring long-term 

commitment to coordination (for example financing only non-reversible form of coordination, like 

mergers). Therefore, the policy under analysis did not transform the pre-existing institutional 

landscape in a radical way. In the long term, this path-dependence could hinder the whole reform 

mechanism: municipalities could have been merely extra-financed for a number or years to go back 

to a fragmented landscape afterwards.   
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