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Abstract The paper presents a systematic literature review on local
public services delivery mechanisms, in-house provisions,
privatization and inter-municipal cooperation, for the period 2007 to
2018, with the aim of reviewing the development of the area under
study, identifying which delivery mechanism dominates in a given
period, and determining which economic research focus dominates in
the area under study. Possible effects on economies of scale, cost
reductions, efficiency, and other economic, political, institutional, and
social factors in the provision of local public services are examined
using a content analytical breakdown. The results show that most of
the studies are country studies and, especially in recent years,
empirical studies. The choice of local public services delivery
mechanisms is mainly influenced by the size of local government, the
efficiency of service provision, the available resources and the
institutional framework. Politics and market competition also play a
role in the decision-making process. Following the recent financial
and economic crisis, inter-municipal cooperation is increasingly
being researched as an efficient form of service provision.
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Introduction

The paper presents a literature review focusing on local public services delivery
mechanisms. The potential impact on economies of scale, cost reductions,
efficiency and other economic, political and institutional factors in the provision
of local public services is examined. The aim of the paper is to review the
development of the area under study – the three main service delivery mechanisms
(i.e. in-house provision, privatization and inter-municipal cooperation) - to find
out which delivery mechanism dominates in a given period of time and to verify
which economic research focus prevails in the area under study. This will enable
the existing reviews in the area under study to be updated and upgraded. Some
authors (see e.g. Bel and Fageda, 2009; Bel and Warner, 2015) have already
produced an overview of empirical studies on the privatization of local public
services as well as an overview focusing on inter-municipal cooperation. The
focus of this work is differentiated because it covers both empirical and nonempirical research (scientific papers), refers to all three delivery mechanisms and
does not omit the country or cross-country focus of the literature. In this context,
the research aims to both update the overview of the investigation of this field and
at the same time try to be holistic by using both manifest and latent content
analytical approaches. The research questions are: (1) How has the studied field
developed over time and what are the general characteristics of the literature in
the studied field? (2) What is the main research topic of the studies in the literature
sample selected for our study? (3) What are the main findings of studies in the
literature sample selected for our study? The first section of this paper is an
introduction to the literature review of local public services delivery mechanisms
with the research questions presented. The second section presents the
methodology and data for the literature review on one hand, and the general
characteristic of the literature review sample on the other. The third section deals
with a content analysis breakdown, in which the research focus and the most
important results of the analysed studies are examined. The last section of the
paper contains conclusions on the content analysis breakdown.
2

Methodology and data

2.1

Methodology

The paper analyses empirical and non-empirical English language academic
journal articles on the mechanisms of local public service delivery, selected on the
basis of five keywords that will be discussed later in this section. Only scientific
journal papers are reviewed, as this type of paper is the most rigorous way of
communication between researchers. The scientific papers also included in this
literature review are limited to the period from 2007 to 2018, when the number of
papers on the subject under review increased significantly. The period from 2001
to 2006 was not so rich in scientific papers on the mechanisms of providing local
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public services; the databases researched contain only 1-3 papers per year for the
keywords used. Since 2007 the number has increased to 6-8 scientific journal
papers per keyword used per year. Especially in 2017 and 2018 the number has
jumped to 10-20 papers per keyword per year. Such an increase in the recent years
is probably due to the interest in alternative ways of local public services delivery.
In particular, inter-municipal cooperation (hereinafter also referred to as ‘IMC’)
has become very popular recently. The literature review is also limited to
European and the US studies, as they present the majority of studies related to
local public services delivery mechanisms.
A literature search was conducted using four of the most important scientific
literature databases: Scopus, Web of Science (WoS), Business Source Premier,
and Political Science Complete. The Scopus and WoS databases were used due to
multidisciplinary bibliographic collections with a citation index, containing
papers of the most influential scientific journals in the world. In addition, Business
Source Premier and Political Science Complete were used because of our research
topic on local public services delivery mechanisms, as our literature review is only
limited to social science papers. The Business Source Premier database is intended
for searching professional and academic literature in the field of economics, and
the Political Science Complete database is intended for searching literature in the
field of political science.
Many of the papers found are available in more than one database. Searching in
more than one database is conditioned by the fact that this literature review
attempts to give a holistic view of the research topic. The search in the selected
databases was limited to the social sciences, more precisely to the economic and
political sciences. Therefore, Scopus included three available research areas: 1)
social sciences; 2) business, management, and accounting; and 3) economics,
econometrics and finance. WoS included the following areas: 1) public
administration; 2) business economics; and 3) other social science topics.
Business Source Premier and Political Science Complete covered areas such as
economic aspects, municipal services, liberalization, political science and policy
sciences. Papers were searched with five keywords: ‘local public services delivery
mechanisms,’ ‘alternative local public service provision,’ ‘in-house local public
services delivery,’ ‘private local public services delivery,’ and ‘inter-municipal
cooperation.’ The phrase ‘local public service’ is the central part of the keywords.
‘Local public’ was used because the focus of the literature review is on local
government, and ‘service,’ because the review attempts to provide a broader
insight into the delivery mechanisms of public services in general and goes
beyond public utilities.
Therefore, the word ‘utility’ was not used as a part of the keywords. All keywords
used cover the central topic of this literature review, the three local public services
delivery mechanisms, namely in-house delivery, private service delivery, and
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inter-municipal cooperation as an alternative. The phrase ‘delivery mechanisms’
was also successfully used with the alternative phrase ‘provision’ in one of the
keywords. When relevant papers with keywords and other explained selection
criteria (time period, territory, research area) were identified, the titles of the total
number of papers found were checked to exclude duplicate papers. The next step
was to check the content - abstracts of these papers were read to determine the
direct relevance of the content to our main topic. After that, open access to the full
text of the remaining relevant papers was checked, followed by the second content
check - reading the full text of the remaining papers. Some further papers were
excluded because of their content irrelevance. In the end, a total of 50 relevant
papers were included in our literature review and content analysis of the literature
sample.
The selected literature sample is analysed by means of content analysis. Berelson
(1952) defines 'content analysis' as a research technique to objectively,
systematically and quantitatively describe the manifest content of communication.
This paper provides the essential information and the underlying meaning of the
methodology and the content about the existing literature in the area and period
under study by using latent content analysis as a tool for conducting a literature
review or as a tool for systematic and transparent analysis of a literature sample
(Seuring and Gold, 2012). In the process of content analysis, we focus on the main
research topic of each paper and its results. During this process we aim to find
answers to several questions relevant to answering research questions related to
the public services delivery mechanisms.
Therefore, based on the research questions presented in the Introduction, we have
posed the following sub-questions that lead us to reach our objective: 1) When
was the first study published, 2) How has the number of studies changed over
time, 3) What types of studies have been carried out, 4) What methodology is used
in the studies, 5) What research questions are asked in the studies, 6) Are there
major differences in research questions between the studies, 7) What research
topic is most strongly represented in the studies; 8) What are the decision-making
factors influencing the local public services delivery, and 9) Are there major
differences in the decision-making factors between studies/authors? The answers
to these sub-questions were found by analysing the selected literature sample. As
described in the previous paragraph, the next step was to select the communication
content and sample for our literature review to answer the research questions.
Then, by defining content categories, we determined the type of material to be
included and completed the units of analysis. Finally, we performed the analysis
of the collected data.
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Data set

The study of this field originated in the United States and the United Kingdom in
the 21st century, with authors Warner and Hebdon (2001) at the forefront with the
paper Local Government Restructuring: Privatization and Its Alternatives.
Empirical studies dominate over non-empirical studies. Despite the extensive
literature in this field, it is a fact that a literature review is the background of
almost every academic paper work, as it helps to narrow down the research topic.
It seems that a comprehensive literature review on the local service delivery
mechanism is still needed. It will contribute to a thorough synthesis of previous
research on the selected research topic, which according to Seuring and Gold
(2012) is one of the main steps of the research process.
As explained in Section 2.1., the literature sample was compiled using five
keywords for search and content review. A total of 435 scientific papers were
found in the area under investigation, 131 of which were duplicates. As far as the
time period is concerned, the majority of the papers were published after 2006. In
the period from 2001 to 2006 a total of 70 papers with five keywords were found.
Only 1-3 papers per keyword were published per year. The publication boom in
this area started in 2007, when 6-8 papers per keyword were published annually
until 2016. A total of 279 of all papers found were published between 2007 and
2016. In the years 2017 - 2018 the number of published papers per keyword
doubles annually. Altogether 86 papers were published in these two years, with
10-20 papers per keyword.
The largest number of papers found belong to the keywords ‘local public services
delivery mechanisms’ (114 scientific journal papers found) and ‘alternative local
public service provision’ (112 papers). Under the keyword ‘private local public
services delivery’ 103 papers were identified, followed by ‘inter-municipal
cooperation’ with 73 papers. The lowest number of papers is found under the
keyword ‘in-house local public services delivery’ (33 papers). As already
mentioned, many of these papers are duplicates found under more than one of the
keywords. The total number of papers found without duplicates is therefore less
than the sum of all papers per keywords. After the exclusion of 131 duplicates,
304 papers remained for the content analysis.
In the first content check, we read abstracts to identify the direct content relevance
with our main topic; a total of 105 papers were relevant in terms of content. We
then reviewed the full open access of these 105 papers, which reduced our sample
to 62 papers. This was followed by the second substantive content examination,
in which the entire text of these papers was read. Another 12 papers were excluded
because of their irrelevance. To be more precise, reading the entire texts revealed
that the main research focus of these papers was mostly related to environmental
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or social issues. We found 50 content-relevant papers with full paper open access
that we could include in our literature sample.
Of these, 45 papers are available in Scopus, 40 in WoS, 12 in Political Science
Complete and 10 papers were in Business Source Premier. As expected, the
majority of the papers (38) are available in Scopus and WoS, which are known as
two first-class databases for abstracts and citations from peer-reviewed literature.
The other two databases, Business Source Premier and Political Science
Complete, contain only 12 and 10 papers respectively, which was expected due to
their specific field of research. However, nine papers from Political Science
Complete are also available in Scopus and WoS, and seven papers from Business
Source Premier in Scopus and WoS.
3

General characteristics of the literature review sample

First, we carried out the substantive content examination on the basis of the three
types of local public services delivery mechanisms and their mix. As Table 1
shows, only one study focuses on in-house provision, 21 studies focus on private
provision, 14 studies on inter-municipal cooperation, three studies on the mix of
in-house and private provision and 12 studies on the mix of private provision and
inter-municipal cooperation. No study investigates the mix of all three
mechanisms.
The papers in Table 1 are also divided into country and cross-country studies for
Europe and the USA. Of 50 papers, 39 are country studies, 24 of which are
European and 15 are US studies. Of 11 cross-country studies, five are European
and six are mixed European and US studies. In our literature sample there were
no relevant cross-country (cross-states) US studies. In total, the literature sample
includes 13 US studies, five Spanish studies, four studies covering the USA and
Europe, four studies from the Netherlands, three Italian and Portuguese studies,
two Swedish studies and two studies covering more European countries. In
addition, there is one country study for each of the following countries: Germany,
Poland, Denmark, Czech Republic and the Netherlands; and one cross-country
study for each of the following countries: Czech Republic and Slovakia, the
Netherlands and Spain, the United Kingdom and the USA, and the USA and
Spain. These countries are study units and are not related to the country affiliations
of the authors.
As Table 1 shows, the majority of the sample studies (36) were published in the
period 2011 - 2018 and refer to private provision or inter-municipal cooperation.
Only 14 sample studies were published in the period 2007 - 2010, most of which
relate to private service provision. With regard to the publication years, it can be
seen that inter-municipal cooperation is a rather new topic. This type of delivery
mechanism has gained in popularity in recent years and represents an alternative
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to private provision of services. In terms of content, therefore, the literature
sample mainly includes the private provision of local public services (20 studies)
and inter-municipal cooperation as an alternative to private provision (14 studies).
The sample also includes 15 studies covering a mix of private provision and intermunicipal cooperation. Only one study in the sample focuses on in-house
provision, and only three studies cover a mix of in-house and private provision of
local public services. Most of the studies in the sample (39) cover country aspects,
of which 24 studies are European country studies and 15 studies cover US states.
The European country studies tend to focus mostly on either private service
provision or on inter-municipal cooperation, while the US state studies focus more
on the mix of local public services delivery mechanisms, as well as exclusively
on private provision of services. However, there are no US state studies in our
sample that focus exclusively on inter-municipal cooperation. Cross-country
studies include only five studies in our sample that compare European countries,
and only six studies compare European and US states. There are no papers in the
sample with a cross-border dimension that only compare the US states. On the
basis of the literature sample, we can conclude that there is a lack of studies that
deal exclusively with the in-house provision of local public services, and also of
studies that combine a mix of an in-house provision with the other two delivery
mechanisms.
Table 2 gives an overview of the methodology used in the papers. The majority
of the studies are empirical (43); 19 studies are quantitative, 17 qualitative and 14
include both quantitative and qualitative analyses. The majority of the sample
studies use regression analysis (32), with probit and logit models being used most
frequently. In addition, explanatory/descriptive/comparative analyses are used in
seven studies, case study analyses in three studies and literature review analyses
in two studies. Some also use other statistical methods. About half of the papers
are based on secondary data, twenty-five percent on primary data, and twenty-five
percent on a combination of both. The time frame of the data set varies from
sample study to sample study, but about half of the empirical studies use
longitudinal data and the other half use cross-sectional data.
Among the authors, Bel and Warner stand out with the highest number of papers
in our sample, followed by Fageda, Hefetz, Gradus and Mur. Bel is the author of
11 papers (published between 2007 and 2018) dealing with private provision
(three papers), inter-municipal cooperation (four papers) and a mix of private
provision and IMC (four papers). Warner is the author of 10 papers (published
between 2007 and 2016) dealing with private provision (three papers), intermunicipal cooperation (two papers) and a mix of private provision and IMC (five
papers). Fageda also represents private provision (two papers), IMC (two papers)
and a mix of private provision and IMC (one paper), with a total of five papers
(published between 2008 and 2013). Gradus and Hefetz each appear in five
sample papers, both representing private provision and a mix of private provision

46

LEX LOCALIS - JOURNAL OF LOCAL SELF-GOVERNMENT
V. Petkovšek, N. Hrovatin & P. Pevcin: Local Public Services Delivery
Mechanisms: A Literature Review

and IMC. Gradus, however, also represents a mix of in-house and private
provision. In-house provision and private provision are also represented by
Tavares. The Mur's papers in our sample mainly focus on IMC and a mix of
private provision and IMC. Soukopová focuses on private provision and IMC,
Allers on IMC, Dijkgraaf and Kim on a mix of private provision and IMC. The
other authors appear in only one of the papers in our literature sample.
4

Content analysis breakdown: research focus and findings of
literature sample studies

Based on the review of the sample studies, we can form six groups of factors
influencing the decision on local public services delivery mechanisms. These are
costs, economies of scale, efficiency, economic-political factors, economicinstitutional-social factors and other economic factors (e.g. fiscal conditions,
poverty issues, quality, corporatization, competitive/non-competitive service
markets, local stress, etc.). Each group covers studies from three perspectives,
focusing on privatization, inter-municipal cooperation and both privatization and
inter-municipal cooperation. Each group of decision-making factors shows which
is the main research topic and the main findings of the studies in relation to each
of the three delivery mechanisms. The content analysis breakdown is presented in
Tables 3 - 8.
The first group, costs as a decision-making factor, which is shown in Table 3,
focuses primarily on cost reduction in the context of an individual delivery
mechanism. In terms of the number of studies, it is also the most representative
group of decision-making factors. The studies that analyse the relationship
between costs and the privatization of local public services (Bel and Fageda, 2008;
Hultquist et al., 2017; Nemec et al., 2015; Zafra-Gómez et al., 2013) focus on the
impact of transaction costs on the choice of delivery modes, taking into account
the contribution to cost reduction. The authors found that privatization is less
common in local public services with higher transaction costs and in small local
governments. Similarly, the studies analysing inter-municipal cooperation and
cost behaviour (Bel and Warner, 2015; Bel et al., 2012; Soukopová and Vaceková,
2018) focus on cost reduction and the size of local governments. The main
findings of the authors show that cost savings are more common in smaller local
governments and are influenced by institutional arrangements of inter-municipal
cooperation. The studies covering both delivery mechanisms - privatization and
inter-municipal cooperation (Bel and Mur, 2009; Bel et al., 2010; Bel et al., 2013;
Hefetz and Warner, 2011; Mohr et al., 2010; Dijkgraaf and Gradus, 2013) have a
similar focus. The authors attempt to find out whether and under what conditions
privatization or inter-municipal cooperation brings greater cost advantages of
local public services delivery. The studies indicate that, from a cost reduction
perspective, inter-municipal cooperation is preferable for smaller local
governments and privatization for larger local governments. This may be
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explained by the lack of competition in small local governments, so that private
provision would lead to higher transaction costs.
Similar to costs as one of the most important factors in choosing the most
appropriate delivery mechanism, economies of scale (Table 4) are very closely
linked to transaction costs. Therefore, many sample studies focusing directly on
costs also analyse the relation between achieving economies of scale as a result of
cost reduction and the chosen delivery mechanism. Levin and Tadelis (2010)
studied the advantages of the size of local governments in achieving economies
of scale in the case of privatization, while Warner (2011) examined this in the case
of inter-municipal cooperation. Levin and Tadelis (2010) found that small local
governments would not opt for privatization because it does not bring economies
of scale advantages. Warner (2011) points out that inter-municipal cooperation is
positively linked to the achievement of economies of scale, especially in small
local governments where competition is limited.
The efficiency of local public service provision, as shown in Table 5, is another
important economic factor influencing the local government's decision on public
services delivery mode. Garrone and Marzano (2015) and Warner (2008) focus
mainly on privatization and the associated efficiency gains in private service
provision. They found that privatization is more likely in cases where scale and
managerial efficiency have already been improved. Conversely, authors such as
Allers and de Greef (2018); Allers and van Ommeren (2016); Blaesche and Haug
(2018) and Grešová and Fuka (2018) try to find evidence of efficiency gains of
service delivery in inter-municipal cooperation. The authors point out that
cooperating local governments achieve lower technical efficiency than selfproviding governments. There are potential cost savings and positive scale effects
in smaller local governments, but there is no clear evidence of efficiency gains in
service delivery with IMC. The studies comparing the impact of private service
provision and inter-municipal cooperation on efficiency (Hefetz et al., 2012;
Monteduro, 2014; Czaplak, 2016) try to identify the relationship between these
two delivery mechanisms and efficiency gains. The authors conclude that publicprivate service provision has a better economic performance than pure public
provision. However, the key to improving efficiency is the supervision of service
delivery, not the delivery mode itself.
Table 6 shows that studies related to economic-political factors focus mainly on
the privatization of local public services (Warner and Hefetz, 2012; Sundell and
Lapuente, 2012; Bel and Fageda, 2009; Carrozza, 2010; Rodrigues et al., 2012),
especially on how the political environment influences a local government's
decision on the private service provision. The authors' main findings show that
the political environment and political dynamics have a large impact on local
government decisions on the delivery mechanism, especially for small local
governments. However, authors Tavares and Camöes (2007) also touch on the
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content of in-house service delivery. They look for elements that influence the
decision on private provision or rather the in-house provision of certain local
public services. They came to similar conclusions that a political and socioeconomic context has an important influence on the decision on the delivery
mode. There were no studies in the reviewed literature sample that dealt only with
political decision-making factors for IMC.
Economic-institutional-social factors (Table 7) observed in the analysed studies
refer to the stability of service provision as an institutional factor and ideology
and neighbourhood effect as social factors, all of which are related to the economic
performance and efficiency of local public service delivery. In the case of
privatization, Wassenaar et al. (2013), González-Gómez et al. (2011), Petersen et
al. (2015) and Bel et al. (2007) try to find out which institutional and socioeconomic factors lead to private service provision. The authors found that more
complex operating environments, financial difficulties and a larger size of local
government would lead to privatization or outsourcing of local public services. In
contrast, ideology has less impact on the decision to privatize. Studies focusing
on inter-municipal cooperation (Hulst et al., 2009; Klimovsky et al., 2014; Rayle
and Zegras, 2013; Bel and Warner, 2016) analyse the impact of these factors on
various inter-municipal cooperation arrangements. The authors point out that the
combination of all factors - the institutional context, local government
preferences, interpersonal relationships and organizational characteristics –
influences the decision on the specific pattern of cooperation.
In addition, there are other economic decision-making factors (e.g. fiscal
conditions, poverty issues, quality, corporatization, competitive/non-competitive
service markets, local stress, etc.) that are analysed in the sample studies (Table
8). Krueger et al., (2011); Lamothe et al., (2008); Schoute et al., 2018; Marvel and
Marvel (2007); and Bergman et al., (2016) examine other economic factors that
could influence the privatization of local public services. The authors' main
findings suggest that, among other things, limited available resources, asset
specificity, inertia effects, the competitiveness of the contract environment,
monitoring of service delivery, and emphasis on outcome performance also
influence the decision on private service delivery. Citroni et al., (2013) and
Wollmann (2011) try to find out whether inter-municipal cooperation is enhanced
through corporatization, and whether IMC is also influenced by other economic
factors. They found that IMC is enhanced by corporatisation, which helps local
governments to choose their style of cooperation. Studies dealing with
privatization and IMC as an alternative (Warner and Bel, 2008; Girth et al., 2012;
Kim and Warner, 2016; Bel and Gradus, 2018; Kim, 2018) attempt to identify
which factors drive local governments to choose IMC as an alternative to
privatization in local public services delivery, and at the same time what are the
effects of privatization or IMC as an alternative to certain local public service
provision. The authors came to the general conclusions that both privatization and
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IMC are influenced by fiscal stress and the community needs, both mechanisms
are subject to obstacles, but monopoly services are more likely to be provided
through intergovernmental contracting, and more competitive markets tend to use
more for-profit contacting.
In the context of other economic decision-making factors, such as fiscal
conditions, poverty issues and local stress, the last global financial and economic
crisis has undoubtedly influenced the choice of the public service delivery
mechanism in search of its optimization. The focus of analysed studies after 2009
has become more oriented to inter-municipal cooperation as a mechanism delivery
option which in some cases brings higher cost savings and greater efficiency than
pre-crisis privatization. In 2007 - 2009, studies analysed privatization (of a total
of 9 sample studies, 5 studies cover privatization, 3 studies deal with privatization
versus IMC and only 1 study deals only with IMC). The issues addressed in these
studies are of a more general nature, such as the reduction of transaction costs for
the provision of service delivery, the satisfaction of citizens' interests, the
influence of the political environment, the competitiveness of the contracting
environment and the influence of the size of the local community. After 2009, the
trend shifted from privatization to IMC. In this context, 13 sample studies
explicitly focus on IMC and 12 studies analyse IMC versus privatization.
Although 15 sample studies still focus mainly on privatization, it is obvious that
IMC is becoming increasingly attractive as an efficient delivery option.
Furthermore, the general nature of the analyses carried out before 2009 has
changed to a more specific type of analysis, emphasizing fiscal conditions, socioeconomic factors, ideological factors and different market approaches, often
related to the size of the local community, in order to find the most efficient
delivery option.
To conclude the content analysis breakdown, the main findings of the studies
analysed show that the size of the local authority is relevant for the decision on
the delivery mechanism for local public services. Most of these studies confirm
the fact that privatization is the more common and realistic option for large local
governments when it comes to cost reduction, economies of scale and efficiency,
while it is not so preferable option for small local governments, for which the IMC
is a better solution. Due to the greater fiscal constraints faced by small local
governments, more emphasis has been placed over the last decade on analysing
IMC as a better and more efficient alternative to privatization. In this context it is
expected that local communities, especially smaller ones, will face even greater
fiscal constraints and socio-economic stress due to the current COVID-19 crisis.
Therefore, the forthcoming studies will most likely continue to focus on the IMC
delivery mechanism, which enables local communities to deliver local public
services in the most cost-efficient way while ensuring the highest satisfaction of
local citizens. This is becoming somehow evident, as IMC is again becoming a
more prominent topic in the literature, as suggested by recent references from
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2019 and 2020. Let us briefly outline the trends in these two years that are not
covered in our detailed literature review.
As far as the number of papers is concerned, it remains the same, about 10-20
papers per year per keyword 'local public services delivery mechanisms' and
'alternative local public service provision'. However, a noticeable difference can
be seen in the keywords illustrating a single delivery mechanism: the number of
papers with the keyword 'in-house local public services delivery' has decreased to
only 2-5 papers per year, while the number of papers with the keyword 'private
local public services delivery' has risen to 20-40 papers per year and with the
keyword 'inter-municipal cooperation' to 15-30 papers per year. Using the same
criteria for the literature review in these last two years as in our study period, we
identified 30 relevant papers. One half of the 30 relevant studies originated in the
USA and the other half are European studies. 1/3 of all relevant studies are crosscountry and the other 2/3 are country studies. All relevant studies are empirical,
except one, which presents a literature review. IMC remains a very popular
research topic with 14 of 30 studies referring to IMC. Most of these are European
studies (around 64%), of which almost 78% are country studies. In contrast, most
studies that refer to private provision refer to the USA. The research trend is also
towards re-municipalisation and reverse contracting, as well as towards
collaboration with governmental and non-governmental non-profit organizations.
The country coverage of these topics is relatively evenly distributed between the
European and US studies.
Prominent authors such as Bel, Warner, Camöes, Rodrigues and Nemec continue
to publish with many new authors who join them with their research results,
mostly in relation to privatization and IMC as an alternative. Let us briefly present
the most important findings of the authors mentioned above. Warner, Aldag and
Kim (2020) and Aldag, Warner and Bel (2020) address IMC as one of the most
common forms of local public service delivery and also as the most relevant
alternative to local public service delivery choice, as it better responds to fiscal
burdens and the needs of local citizens and leads to cost reductions; however, the
authors also stress the limited role of cost reductions and economies of scale.
Furthermore, Albalate and Bel (2020) and Warner and Aldag (2019) touch remunicipalisation, as one of the new trends in local government in the USA and
Europe. Their findings show that re-municipalisation occurs more frequently in
local governments with private contractors and is not primarily driven by political
interests, but by the preferences of bureaucrats. Reverse contracting has also been
a popular research topic in recent years. Camöes and Rodrigues (2020) found that
economic and financial rather than political aspects are the key drivers of reverse
contracting. Last but not least, Nemec (2019) is also investigating cooperation
with the third sector to achieve more efficient service delivery. His results
highlight that the limited financial resources on both sides are the biggest barrier
for efficient cooperation. In summary, economic conditions and the needs of the
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local population push local governments to look for the most efficient cost-saving
way of local public services delivery, also with a focus on the service quality. This
is why, in the last two years, other concepts such as re-municipalisation, reverse
contracting, public-private partnership and third sector participation have come to
the fore alongside the IMC as a very popular alternative today.
5

Conclusion

The paper provides a literature review on local public services delivery
mechanisms, in the period 2007 - 2018, focusing on possible effects on economies
of scale, cost reductions, efficiency and other economic, political and institutional
factors in the provision of local public services. With this literature review, the
paper gives answers to three research questions posed in the Introduction.
The answer to the first research question on the development and general
characteristics of the literature in the studied field and period under study provides
the following conclusions. This topic represents a rather new field of research,
which has become very popular in the last years 2017 - 2018 and has seen a strong
increase in the number of published journal papers. Most of the papers examine
private local service provision or the IMC in local service provision or a
combination of both. There is a great lack of scientific journal papers dealing with
the in-house provision of local public services, which makes it difficult to compare
all three delivery mechanisms. Most of the papers are empirical studies and are
mostly done on a country level; therefore, the results and findings are also bound
to a specific national context and a specific local government framework and may
therefore vary from country to country. The majority of sample studies use
regression analysis, but there are also studies that use explanatory, descriptive
and/or comparative analysis, case study analysis, a literature review and other
statistical methods.
The answer to the second research question, which relates to the main research
topic of the studies analysed, shows that the research topics are very similar
among the sample studies. The studies focus mainly on cost reduction and
achieving economies of scale in relation to the size of local government, on
efficiency gains and on the impact of political, institutional, social and financial
factors on the choice of delivery mechanism.
The answer to the third research question, which refers to the main findings of the
studies analysed, generally shows that decisions on local public services delivery
mechanisms are mainly influenced by the size of local government, the efficiency
of service provision, the resources available and the institutional framework.
Politics and competition in the market are also important decision-making factors.
Most authors find that large local governments tend to prefer private service
provision, while small local governments prefer IMC. This finding is directly
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related to the potential cost reductions resulting from economies of scale and
efficiency.
The research trend towards more cost-efficient solutions for local public services
delivery can be observed in the period after 2009 and has been further highlighted
in recent papers published in 2019 and 2020. These papers focus mainly on IMC;
several still deal with private service provision, but with more links to publicprivate partnership, reverse contracting, re-municipalisation and third sector
cooperation. It is clear that the focus of the studies is changing due to the changing
fiscal conditions of local governments and the changing needs of local citizens.
The recent financial and economic crisis and most likely the current COVID-19
crisis has also had a significant impact on the scientific field of writing, which
reflects the search for the most effective local public services delivery
mechanisms.
The holistic approach used in this paper distinguishes this literature review from
other existing literature reviews in the studied field, as it includes empirical and
non-empirical studies that address all three local public services delivery
mechanisms. This literature review explores the existing reviews in this research
area by examining several dimensions that affect the choice of delivery
mechanism by local governments. However, limitations related to the choice of
the literature sample leave room for a more comprehensive literature review of
local public services delivery mechanisms.
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Table 1:
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mechanism
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In-house
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provision

Intermunicipal
cooperation
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delivery
mechanisms
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A.F. and
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P.J.
(2007)
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Fageda, X.
(2008)
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al., (2011)
Rodrigues, M.
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Sundell, A. and
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Bel, G. et al.,
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Bel, G. et al.,
(2013)
Rayle, L. and
Zegras, C.
(2013)
Allers, M.A.
and van
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(2016)

Bel, G. and
Mur, M.
(2009)
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and Gradus,
R. (2013)
Monteduro,
F. (2014)
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Country
studies
Country
studies
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Garrone, P. and
Marzano, R.
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Bergman, P.A.
et al., (2016)

Allers, M.A.
and de Greef
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Mixed
delivery
mechanisms

Country
studies

Crosscountry
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The USA

Lamothe et al.
(2008)
Bel, G. and
Fageda, X.
(2009)
Levin, J. and
Tadelis, S.
(2010)
Krueger, S. et
al., (2011)
Warner, M.E.
and Hefetz, A.
(2012)
Girth, A.M. et
al. (2012)
Hultquist, A.
et al., (2017)

Europe

Nemec, J. et
al., (2015)

Soukopová, J.
and
Vaceková, G.
(2018)
Grešová, L.
and Fuka, J.
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Marvel, M.K.
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H.P. (2007)
Mohr, R. et
al., (2010)
Warner, M.E.
(2011)
Hefetz, A.
and Warner,
M.E. (2011)
Hefetz, A. et
al., (2012)
Kim, Y. and
Warner, M.E.
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Kim, Y.
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Schoute, M.
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Hulst, R. et
al. (2009)
Wollmann, H.
(2011)

Bel, G. et al.,
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mechanism
studies

In-house
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Private
provision

Intermunicipal
cooperation

Mixed
delivery
mechanisms

Klimovský,
D. et al.
(2014).
Bel, G. and
Warner, M.E.
(2015)
Bel, G. and
Warner, M.E.
(2016)

Warner, M.E.
and Bel, G.
(2008)
Bel, G. and
Gradus, R.
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Country
studies

Europe
and
the USA

Table 2:

Bel, G. et al.,
(2007)
Warner, M.E.
(2008)

Review of methodology in literature sample

Study

Empirical/
non-empirical
study
empirical

Country/
cross-country
study
country

Qualitative/
quantitative
study
quantitative

Research
method/model, data,
time frame
regression, panel data,
secondary data, 2005–
2013

Allers, M.A. and
van Ommeren, B.
(2016)

empirical

country

quantitative

regression, micro-level
dataset, 1997–2013

Bel, G. and
Fageda, X. (2008)

empirical

country

quantitative

Bel, G. and
Fageda, X. (2009)

empirical

country

qualitative

regression: logit
technique,
primary/secondary data,
2002, 2003
meta-regression: probit
model, secondary data,
1979–2004

Bel, G. and
Gradus, R. (2018)

non-empirical

cross-country

qualitative

literature review

Bel, G. and Mur,
M. (2009)

empirical

country

quantitative

regression,
primary/secondary data,
2003

Bel, G. and
Warner, M.E.
(2015)

non-empirical

cross-country

qualitative

literature review

Allers, M.A. and
de Greef J.A.
(2018)
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Empirical/
non-empirical
study
empirical

Country/
cross-country
study
cross-country

Qualitative/
quantitative
study
qualitative

Research
method/model, data,
time frame
meta-regression: probit
model, secondary data

empirical

cross-country

quantitative

Bel, G. et al.,
(2012)

empirical

country

quantitative

Bel, G. et al.,
(2013)

empirical

country

quantitative

Bel, G. et al.,
(2007)

non-empirical

cross-country

qualitative

explanatory/comparative
analysis, secondary data,
2003, 2006
regression,
primary/secondary data,
2008
regression: binary probit
model, primary data,
2003, 2008
descriptive/comparative
analysis

Bergman, P.A. et
al., (2016)

empirical

country

quantitative

regression, panel data,
primary data, 1990–
2009

Blaesche, F. and
Haug, P. (2018)

empirical

country

quantitative

unconditional FDHmetafrontier, secondary
data, 2006

Carrozza, C.
(2010)
Citroni, G. et al.,
(2013)

non-empirical

country

qualitative

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

case study comparison,
primary/secondary data
case study, secondary
data, 2008

Czaplak, J. (2016)

empirical

country

quantitative

Dijkgraaf, E. and
Gradus, R. (2013)

empirical

country

quantitative

Garrone, P. and
Marzano, R.
(2015)

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

Girth, A.M. et al.
(2012)

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

González-Gómez,
F. et al., (2011)

empirical

country

quantitative

Grešová, L. and
Fuka, J. (2018)

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

Bel, G. and
Warner, M.E.
(2016)
Bel, G. et al.,
(2010)

multy-faceted analysis,
primary/secondary data,
2007–2013
regression: cost function
estimation, panel data,
secondary data, 1998–
2010
mixed duration models,
primary data, 2001–
2012
regression, multimethod approach,
primary data, 2007,
2008–2010,
regression: binominal
discrete choice model,
secondary data, 1985–
2006
data envelopment
analysis, primary data,
2010–2014
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Study

Empirical/
non-empirical
study
empirical

Country/
cross-country
study
country

Qualitative/
quantitative
study
qualitative

Hefetz, A. et al.,
(2012)

empirical

country

qualitative,
quantitative

Hulst, R. et al.
(2009)

non-empirical

cross-country

qualitative

comparative analysis,
secondary data

Hultquist, A. et
al., (2017)

empirical

country

qualitative,
quantitative

Kim, Y. (2018)

empirical

country

qualitative

Kim, Y. and
Warner, M.E.
(2016)

empirical

country

qualitative

regression:
multinominal logit
model, primary data,
2014
regression: probit
model, primary data,
2012
regression: probit
model, primary data,
2012

Klimovský, D. et
al. (2014)

empirical

cross-country

qualitative

Krueger, S. et al.,
(2011)

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

Lamothe et al.
(2008)

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

Levin, J. and
Tadelis, S. (2010)

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

Marvel, M.K. and
Marvel, H.P.
(2007)

empirical

country

qualitative

Mohr, R. et al.,
(2010)

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

regression: logit, probit
model, primary data,
1995, 1997, 2004

Monteduro, F.
(2014)

empirical

country

quantitative

regression: OLS and
Student’s t test,
secondary data, 2004–
2006

Hefetz, A. and
Warner, M.E.
(2011)

Research
method/model, data,
time frame
regression:
multinominal logit
models,
primary/secondary data,
2007
regression: probit
models, secondary data,
1992–2007

descriptive/comparative
analysis, primary data,
2013
regression:
multinominal logistic
model, secondary data,
1997
regression:
multinominal logit
model, secondary data,
1997, 2002
multivariate regression:
multinominal logit
model, primary data,
1997, 2002
regression, primary data,
2002
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Study

Empirical/
non-empirical
study
empirical

Country/
cross-country
study
cross-country

Qualitative/
quantitative
study
quantitative

Petersen et al.
(2015)

empirical

country

quantitative

Rayle, L. and
Zegras, C. (2013)

empirical

country

qualitative

Rodrigues, M. et
al., (2012)

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

Schoute, M. et al.
(2018)

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

Soukopová, J. and
Vaceková, G.
(2018)

empirical

country

quantitative

Sundell, A. and
Lapuente, V.
(2012)

empirical

country

qualitative

Tavares, A.F. and
Camöes, P.J.
(2007)
Warner, M.E.
(2008)
Warner, M.E.
(2011)

empirical

country

quantitative

non-empirical

cross-country

qualitative

empirical

country

qualitative

Warner, M.E. and
Bel, G. (2008)
Warner, M.E. and
Hefetz, A. (2012)

empirical

cross-country

quantitative

empirical

country

quantitative,
qualitative

Nemec, J. et al.,
(2015)
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Research
method/model, data,
time frame
1)cost-minimization
method, primary data,
2000–2011
2)basic statistical
analysis, secondary data,
2008–2012
3) basic statistical
analysis, secondary data,
2008–2012
regression: OLS
regressions with clustercorrected standard
errors, panel data,
secondary data, 2007–
2012
case study, primary and
secondary data, 1990–
2009
regression:
multinominal logit
model,
primary/secondary data,
2008
regression:
multinominal logit
model,
primary/secondary data,
2010
multiple regression:
OLS model,
primary/secondary data,
2012–2014
regression: OLS and
FEVD model, primary
data, 2008
regression: multivariate
probit model, secondary
data, 1999–2002
descriptive analysis,
secondary data
correlation analysis,
primary/secondary data,
2007
comparative/explanatory
analysis, secondary data
regression: probit
models,
primary/secondary data,
2002–2007
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Study

Empirical/
non-empirical
study
empirical

Country/
cross-country
study
country

Qualitative/
quantitative
study
quantitative,
qualitative

Research
method/model, data,
time frame
regression: binary logit
model, primary data,
2009

Wollmann, H.
(2011)

non-empirical

cross-country

qualitative

comparative analysis,
secondary data

Zafra- Gómez et
al., (2013)

empirical

country

quantitative

regression: dual cost
function, panel data,
secondary data, 2002–
2008

Wassenaar, M. et
al. (2013)

Table 3:

Costs as a decision-making factor for public service delivery mechanism

Delivery
mechanism

No of
studies

Privatization

4

IMC

3

Privatization vs
IMC

6

Table 4:

Author(s)

Bel and Fageda, 2008;
Hultquist et al., 2017;
Nemec et al., 2015;
Zafra-Gómez et al.,
2013
Bel and Warner, 2015;
Bel et al., 2012;
Soukopová and
Vaceková, 2018
Bel and Mur, 2009;
Bel et al., 2010;
Bel et al., 2013;
Hefetz and Warner,
2011;
Mohr et al., 2010;
Dijkgraaf and Gradus,
2013

Main
research
topic
cost reduction

cost
reduction,
size of local
governments
cost
reduction,
size of local
governments

Main findings

less common for
services with higher
transaction costs and
for small local
governments
a pragmatic choice
for local
governments with
suboptimal size
small local
governments prefer
IMC; large local
governments prefer
privatization;
IMC is an important
alternative

Economies of scale as a decision-making factor for the public service
delivery mechanism

Delivery
mechanism
Privatization

No of
studies
1

IMC

1

Author(s)
Levin and
Tadelis, 2010
Warner, 2011

Main research
topic
economies of
scale, size of local
government
economies of
scale, size of local
government

Main findings
large local governments
most often privatize
IMC is an important
alternative when market
competition is limited
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Table 5:

Efficiency as a decision-making factor for the public service delivery
mechanism

Delivery
mechanism
Privatization

No of
studies
2

IMC

4

Allers and de
Greef, 2018;
Allers and van
Ommeren, 2016;
Blaesche and
Haug, 2018;
Grešová and
Fuka, 2018

efficiency gains

Privatization
vs IMC

3

Hefetz et al.,
2012;
Czaplak, 2016;
Monteduro,
2014

efficiency gains

Table 6:
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Author(s)
Garrone and
Marzano, 2015;
Warner, 2008

Main research
topic
efficiency gains

Main findings
more likely in cases
where scale and
managerial efficiency
have already been
enhanced
no evidence that IMC
improves efficiency

public-private
provision shows better
economic performance

Economic-political decision-making factors for the public service delivery
mechanism

Delivery
mechanism
Privatization

No of
studies

Author(s)

5

Bel and Fageda,
2009;
Carrozza, 2010;
Rodrigues et al.,
2012;
Sundell and
Lapuente, 2012;
Warner and
Hefetz, 2012

In-house

1

Tavares and
Camöes, 2007

Main research
topic
influence of
economic-political
environment on
private provision

Main findings
service characteristics,
local political
environment play a
key role

influence on private
or in-house
provision

political and socioeconomic context have
important influence
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Table 7:

Economic-institutional-social decision-making factors for the public service
delivery mechanism

Delivery
mechanism
Privatization

No of
studies
4

IMC

4

Table 8:

Author(s)
Bel et al., 2007;
González-Gómez et
al., 2011;
Petersen et al., 2015;
Wassenar et al., 2013

Bel and Warner,
2016;
Hulst et al., 2009;
Klimovsky et al.,
2014;
Rayle and Zegras,
2013

Main research
topic
specifics of
institutional- and
social-economic
factors

impact of
institutional- and
social-economic
factors

Main findings
size of local government,
financial burden,
neighboring effect,
complex operating
environment have higher
relevance, ideology has
less importance
fiscal constraints, spatial
and organizational
factors, flexibility in
institutional system,
existing
interorganizational
networks are significant
drivers of IMC

Other economic decision-making factors for the public service delivery
mechanism

Delivery
mechanism
Privatization

No of
studies

Author(s)

5

Bergman et al.,
2016;
Krueger et al., 2011;
Lamothe et al.,
2008;
Marvel and Marvel,
2007;
Schoute et al., 2018

IMC

2

Citroni et al., 2013;
Wollmann, 2011

Privatization
vs. IMC

5

Bel and Gradus,
2018;
Girth et al., 2012;
Kim and Warner,
2016;
Kim, 2018;
Warner and Bel,
2008

Main research
topic
influence of other
economic factors

influence of
corporatization
and other
economic factors
factors driving
delivery choices
and effects of
each delivery
choice on service
provision

Main findings
asset specificity, inertial
effects, competitiveness
of the contract
environment, monitoring
the service provision,
emphasis regarding
outcome performance
influence privatization
corporatization increases
IMC

fiscal stress and
community needs
influence the use of
alternative delivery
methods

