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Abstract

In this paper we demonstrate how policy-specific characteristics affect inter-municipal
cooperation. We argue that it is not enough to look at local government character-
istics - such as a municipality’s population size, or its economic situation - for un-
derstanding inter-municipal cooperation. Instead, we illustrate that policy-specific
characteristics - such as whether a policy is labor- or capital-intensive, whether a
policy is salient in public debates, or whether a policy is conflictive - explain why
a municipality cooperates in a certain policy area or not. Using data on inter-
municipal cooperation schemes from the Swiss canton of Zurich (2013) as well as
data from two different surveys of local administrators and officials (2017), we show
that the variation in the cooperation intensity is much higher across policies than
across municipalities. These findings can make an important contribution to the
broader literature on local government behaviour as they indicate that policy at-
tributes, and not only government structures, play a crucial role in explaining inter-
municipal cooperation.
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1 Introduction

Governments most important task is to provide services to their citizens. They do not only
choose which policies they implement, but also how they deliver them. Besides producing
services themselves, they can also decide to cooperate with other political units in order
to reduce transaction costs. In particular, inter-municipal cooperation is one of the most
widespread phenomenon in modern democracies. Hence, research in public administration
has shown a strong interest in the reasons behind that cooperation (Kwon and Feiock,
2010; Bel, Fageda and Mur, 2013; Gerber, Henry and Lubell, 2013; Bel and Warner,
2016), their institutional settings (Hulst and van Montfort, 2007, 2012), and their effects
(Steiner, 2003; Bel, Fageda and Mur, 2012; Bel and Warner, 2015). In respect of the
former, previous studies have mainly focused on the characteristics of the municipalities
and their (perceived) reduction of transaction costs in order to explain the intensity of
inter-municipal cooperation. However, municipalities cooperate more intensely in some
policy areas than in others (Ladner et al., 2017). Despite that, prior research did not
consider policy-specific variation in order to explain inter-municipal cooperation.

In this paper, we propose a policy-centered analysis and demonstrate how policy fields’
attributes influence inter-municipal cooperation. We argue that it is not enough to look
at local government characteristics — such as a municipality’s population size, or its eco-
nomic situation — for understanding inter-municipal cooperation. Instead, we illustrate
that policy-specific characteristics — such as whether a policy is labor- or capital-intensive,
whether a policy is salient in public debates, or whether a policy is conflictive — explain
why a municipality cooperates in a certain policy area or not. Based on transaction cost
theory, we argue that local governments are less likely to cooperate in policy fields that
are more relevant, more politicized and more expensive.

Empirically, we rely on data on inter-municipal cooperation schemes from the Swiss
canton of Zurich (2013) as well as data from two different surveys of local administrators
and officials (2017), we show that the variation in the cooperation intensity is much
higher across policies than across municipalities. We explain this policy variation with
our policy-specific characteristics. These findings make an important contribution to
the broader literature on government service production as they indicate that policy
attributes, and not only government structures, play a crucial role in explaining inter-
municipal cooperation.

The paper is structured as follows: the second and third section provides a review of the
origins of inter-municipal cooperation and develops our policy-centered approach. In the
fourth section, we describe the data used for the analysis and how we operationalized the
variables. A discussion of our findings is then followed by a discussion of methodological
limitations.
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2 Origins of Inter-Municipal Cooperation

Why do governments cooperate to provide public services? One of the most cited reasons
for intergovernmental cooperation in public service provision are economies of scale (Blom-
Hansen et al., 2016). The underlying rationale is that service production becomes more
efficient and less costly, the more one can produce of a certain public good at once.
With that rationale, one would expect that more populous government units cooperate
less, because they already have a sufficiently large constituency to serve. Empirical studies
tend to corroborate this assumption. Steiner (2003) finds that smaller Swiss municipalities
are more likely to rely on intermunicipal cooperation to provide their services than larger
ones. This finding is confirmed by Bel, Fageda and Mur (2013) in a study of Spanish
municipalities: small municipalities were more likely to rely on intermunicipal cooperation
for public service provision than larger ones.

A second factor that is put forward as an explanation for intermunicipal cooperation
is fiscal stress. Governments that face economic problems - e.g. high debt levels - are
expected to cooperate more. The rationale is again the idea of scale economies and that
cooperation with other municipalities allows to save costs (Kuhlmann and Wollmann,
2014, ch. 4). Evidence for this is again provided by Steiner (2003, 564) for Swiss mu-
nicipalities: Performance thresholds and economic hardship are among the most frequent
reasons mentioned by local officials for engaging in intermunicipal cooperation.

Studies from the US context emphasize the importance of the spatial context. Local
governments located in metropolitan areas have more opportunities to cooperate than
those in rural areas (Brown and Potoski, 2003; Kwon and Feiock, 2010). Yet, large cities
are able to internally produce their services, because they reach the respective critical
population thresholds. It is thus mostly suburban municipalities that have many options
to cooperate.

This links directly to the role of potential cooperation partners. The decision to co-
operate is two- or even multi-sided: it depends on at least two, often more, municipalities
and not on one municipality alone, whether joint production of services is deemed feasible
or not. A frequently invoked factor in this respect is the homo- or heterogeneity of a
potential cooperation coalition. On the one hand, one could expect that governments
which are more similar are more likely to cooperate, because their preference are less
heterogeneous and hence they more easily reach an agreement (Kwon and Feiock, 2010).
On the other hand, differences might be an asset as well, since governments can benefit
from complements - each of them has their distinct strengths - and hence cooperation
is more beneficial. Existing empirical studies assessing this question find that more (po-
litically) homogeneous municipalities are more likely to cooperate (Gerber, Henry and
Lubell, 2013).
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How important are these factors compared to one another? In a recent review study,
Bel and Warner (2016) conducted a meta-regression analysis of 49 studies assessing the
determinants of intermunicipal cooperation. They find that fiscal stress and spatial lo-
cation (city/suburbs vs. rural areas) are found to be associated with higher propensity
to cooperate. By contrast, community wealth, population size or ethnic diversity are not
associated with higher propensity to cooperate.

3 A Policy-Centred Approach to Cooperation

Apart from these municipal-level factors, several studies show that cooperation intensity
varies a great deal across different policy areas (Steiner, 2003, 558). Attempts to explain
this variance have been made early on. Williams (1967) suggests a distinction between
“system maintenance” and “life-style” services to explain policy variation in intermunic-
ipal cooperation in metropolitan areas.1 He argues that municipalities are more likely
to cooperate in system-maintenance than in life-style services, since the former connect
municipalities in a metropolitan area, while the latter differ across municipalities in a
metropolitan area - and hence allow municipalities to establish a distinct profile. In a
similar vein, Post (2002, 19) distinguishes between capital- and labor-intensive municipal
services.2 Her argument is that potential gains in terms of scale economies are bigger in
capital intensive policies, local governments will more often cooperate in these than in
labor-intensive ones.

Other studies have approached policy variation in intermunicipal cooperation from
the public opinion angle. Holum and Jakobsen (2016) show that Norwegian citizens’
satisfaction with a service does not depend on whether or not their municipality cooperates
in garbage collection. Yet, they find that citizens are less satisfied with fire brigades, when
the latter are run jointly with other municipalities. The authors explain this difference
with the characteristics of the service: the more negative evaluation of fire brigades under
intermunicipal cooperation is explained by a lower sense of security on the part of the
citizens – since fire brigades might be more remote under cooperation – and at the same
time the potential benefits and cost savings are not experienced, because the service
is funded through taxes. With garbage collection, things are different. Here, citizens

1Williams (1967, 304-306) considers the system-maintenance vs. life-style services distinction to be
a continuum. On the system-maintenance side, there are services concerning communication networks
(public transport, telecommunication) and utility networks (power supply, water, and waste-disposal).
In addition, central facilities (universities, hospitals, museums, stadiums, and libraries). On the life-style
end of the continuum, policies such as land-use regulation, education, housing and urban renewal, and
recreation.

2Capital-intensive services: airports, highways, housing, libraries, natural resources, parking, parks,
sewerage, and water transportation; labor-intensive services: administration, corrections, education, fire,
health, hospitals, police, protective inspections, welfare, solid waste management and general control

4



experience potential cost efficiency through lower fees. Moreover, people in the domain
of garbage collection, citizens “simply want to things to run as smoothly and unnoticed
as possible, at a reasonable cost” Holum and Jakobsen (2016, 606). In a similar vein,
Elling, Krawczyk and Carr (2014) find that US citizens’ attitudes on how to confront
fiscal stress3 in a certain policy area differs across policy areas. In public safety areas (fire
and police), tax increases are accepted, and employee lay-offs and wage lowering are not.
For other services considered (garbage collection, parks and recreation, street and road
maintenance) these forms of dealing with fiscal stress are more easily accepted.

A problem with these studies is that they do not rely on empirical indicators to
differentiate different service areas, but the authors classify these services themselves
(Williams, 1967; Post, 2002). While the two public opinion studies provide empirical
evidence for different service perceptions, the amount of policy areas considered is very
small and does not allow for a quantification of policy area differences (Elling, Krawczyk
and Carr, 2014; Holum and Jakobsen, 2016).

In this paper, we propose a policy-centered approach in order to explain inter-municipal
cooperation. In doing so, we build on transaction cost theory by arguing that transaction
risks than are inherent in the service shape the government’s production mechanism deci-
sion (Brown and Potoski, 2003, 443). In general, organizations have the dilemma whether
they internalize production (make it itself) or to externalize (buy it through contracting).
Transaction scholars argue that this choice reflects the relative costs of traditional pro-
duction factors (fixed assets, labor, and capital) and the transaction costs. According to
(?), transaction costs are essentially the management costs associated with either inter-
nally producing the service or buying through a third actor and are determined by limited
information and uncertainty. In the case of contracting another actor with the service,
an organization cannot fully predict all possible outcomes, which is why an information
asymmetry occurs. In this case vendors have more information about their activities and
performance than the organization, which has delegated the service. Hence, when the risk
of vendor opportunism is high, the contracting organization must engage in post contract
oversight, which results in high transaction costs and might be finally more expensive
than producing the good itself. If policy domains are regarded as in particular important,
the chances are higher than politicians avoid to delegate services to third-party actors in
order to reduce transaction costs.

In this paper, we propose three different policy aspects: perceived relevance, perceived
politicization, and policy-specific spending. Hence, we are formulating the following hy-
pothesis:

3The options given to respondents are tax increases, aid-seeking from state/federal government, em-
ployee lay-off, lowering wages, contracting out, purchasing from neighbor, inter-municipal cooperation,
and vertical authority transfer
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H1: The higher the perceived relevance of a policy field, the lower the number of inter-
municipal cooperations in this very field policy field.

H2: The more politicized a policy field, the lower the number of inter-municipal cooper-
ations in this very field policy field.

H3: The more money is spent in a policy field, the less the number of inter-municipal
cooperations in this very field policy field.

4 Research Design

4.1 Case Selection

We focus our analysis on the Swiss canton of Zurich. Municipalities constitute the lowest
level of government in the Swiss federalist system and they account for roughly a third of
total government spending (Linder and Mueller, 2017, 152). Municipalities in Switzerland
are important entities – both for political participation and for public service provision
(Ladner, 2011). Inter-municipal cooperation is a very widespread phenomenon in Switzer-
land and it exists in all local policy areas (Steiner, 2003, 558-559). In the biggest canton
of Switzerland, the canton of Zurich, intermunicipal cooperation is particularly common.
A possible reason for this is that municipal mergers – often presented as an alternative
to inter-municipal cooperation – has just started to become a local governance reform
strategy in recent years. In 2017, the canton of Zurich consisted of 168 municipalities
which provides us with sufficient data to analyze municipal as well as policy area differ-
ences in inter-municipal cooperation. The canton of Zurich thus presents ideal conditions
for our endeavor. It can generally be considered as a most likely case for inter-municipal
cooperation - both in national and international comparison.

4.2 Data

For our analysis, we combine data from three different sources.4 For the dependent
variable intermunicipal cooperation we rely on a survey of local top-level bureaucrats
(Gemeindeschreiber) conducted in 2017 (Ladner et al., 2017). For this survey, all Swiss
municipalities were contacted and asked to fill in the survey. In the canton of Zurich,
130 out of 168 municipalities participated in the survey. One question in the survey asks
participants to indicate in which ones out of 32 policy areas their municipality cooperated
with other municipalities or with private enterprises to provide the respective services

4Descriptive statistics are presented in Table A.3.

6



Table 1: Dependent Variable
Type of Provision N %
Internal production 2286 55.4
IMC (public) 564 13.7
Outsourcing 491 11.9
IMC (contract) 339 8.2
IMC (private) 183 4.4
NA 265 6.4
Total 4128 100.0

and fulfill the associated tasks.5 Respondents had six different answer options: inter-
nal production, intermunicipal cooperation by contract (i.e. buying services from other
municipalities), intermunicipal cooperation under public law, intermunicipal cooperation
under private law, cooperation with a private provider (i.e. outsourcing), and does not
apply (e.g. because the policy is not a local task). Table 1 presents an overview of the
responses of the 130 local bureaucrats.

Not surprisingly, internal production is still the most frequent way of providing a
service. Yet, 38.2 % of the services are provided in cooperation with other municipalities
or with private enterprises among the municipalities represented in the survey. For the
empirical analysis, we collapse all forms of cooperation into one category, since we are
interested in whether a municipality cooperates or not and not in what type of cooperation
it chooses. However, we will also discuss the results when distinguishing types of provision.

Figure 1 and 2 show the univariate distribution of this binary variable across policy
fields and across municipalities. We can see that there is substantive variation in the
amount of cooperation both across policy fields and across municipalities – an additional
empirical motivation for our analysis.

The data on perceptions of policy characteristics comes from a survey of local office
holders conducted in 75 Swiss municipalities that was conducted between October 2017
and January 2018 (Freitag, Bundi and Witzig, 2019).6 A total of 1,792 local office holders
took part in the survey, which corresponds to a response rate of 47.5%. The respondents
were asked to indicate one out of 21 policy fields with which they most frequently deal
with. In a subsequent step, they were asked to evaluate five characteristics of that policy

5Question wording and policy areas in Tables A.1 and A.2 in Appendix A.
660 municipalities were selected on the basis of the Swiss Volunteer Monitor Communities 2012.

Traunmüller et al. (2012) selected a proportionally stratified sample from 1,217 municipalities that had
taken part in a survey as part of the study “local structures and voluntary commitment in Switzerland
2010” (Stadelmann and Freitag, 2011). The 60 municipalities were supplemented by 20 municipalities
with a municipal parliament, as this type was underrepresented in the sample. The municipalities Biasca,
Birsfelden, Rothenturm and Savosa and Thal (SG) decided not to take part in the survey despite being
invited, so that 75 municipalities were ultimately included in the survey.
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Figure 1: Cooperation Intensity by Policy Field

Figure 2: Cooperation Intensity by Municipality
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area in their municipality:7 (1) its importance, (2) the autonomy a municipality has in
it, (3) its public salience, (4) its conflictivity, and (5) legitimacy pressures coming from
outside actors. For our analysis, we aggregate respondents’ perceptions by policy area
for each of the five indicators for the canton of Zurich.8 In addition, we assess, whether
the five indicators cluster on latent dimensions. A principal component analysis of the
five indicators yields two components (see Table 2). The first one encompasses salience,
conflictivity, and legitimacy pressures and is thus termed ‘politicization’. The second
component consists of of a policy field’s importance and a municipality’s decision-making
autonomy in it and is thus termed ‘relevance’. We run our subsequent regression analyses
with these two components as independent variables. As a robustness check, we provide
results with the disaggregated indicators in Appendix B.

Table 2: Principal Component Analysis: Policy
Perceptions

Politicization Relevance
Importance 0.340 0.771
Autonomy −0.314 0.767
Salience 0.971 0.065
Conflictivity 0.933 −0.224
Legitimacy Pressure 0.942 0.151
Eigenvalues 2.916 1.258
% Variance 0.583 0.252
Note: Data from Freitag, Bundi and Witzig
(2019): Perceptions of local militia politicians
on 20 different policy areas in 9 municipalities
from Zurich.

An additional, objective, measure of a policy characteristic stems from the statistical
office of the canton of Zurich, namely the amount of money spent in a certain policy area
(?, see Table A.1 for the policy areas covered). We use the expenditures in a policy area
as a share of total local government expenditures as an alternative indicator of the local
relevance of a policy area. In addition to this policy-specific indicator, we incorporate
additional indicators at the level of the municipality in the analysis. Bigger and more
urbanized municipalities might be better equipped to provide local services for themselves.
The same applies for municipalities with higher assets and higher tax incomes per capita.

7For question wording and policy fields see Tables A.1 and A.2 in Appendix A.
8Henggart (12) + Kloten (31) + Langnau am Albis (22) + Neftenbach (14) + Rickenbach (13) + Rüti

(14) + Zumikon (9) + Dürnten (18) + Rafz (12) = 145 respondents.
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4.3 Estimation Strategy

The structure of our data set is quite complex due to the hierarchies we have in our data.
On the one hand, we have policies that are nested in municipalities. On the other hand, we
also have municipalities that are nested in policies. Unlike in an analysis of municipalities
nested in provinces or individuals nested in countries, the hierarchy between policy and
municipality in our data is not a priori clear. In addition, we have predictor variables at
the level of the policy-municipality (i.e. policy spending/total spending), at the level of
the policy (i.e. invariant across municipalities: relevance and politicization), and at the
level of the municipality (i.e. invariant across policies: population size, urbanization, net
assets/capita, and taxes/capita). This poses challenges for regression analysis. While a
non-ideal solution, we rely on multilevel logistic regression models with policies as level-1
and municipalities as level-2. The choice of the levels is somewhat arbitrary. We decided
to use municipalities as level-2, because we have 130 municipalities (compared to only 32
policy fields), which gives us more leverage in the estimation. We estimate the following
model:

yij = α + βijXij + γjXj + λiXi + εij

where
α = δij + ηi

yij depicts the binary dependent variable (intermunicipal cooperation=1), βij, γj, and λi

are coefficient vectors for policy- and municipality-variant (Xij), policy-variant (Xj), and
municipality-variant (Xi) predictors. δij designates the grand mean of the dependent vari-
able, and ηi the municipality-level variation around that grand mean. We thus estimate
a random intercept regression model with municipalities as level-2.

To assess the robustness of our findings, we run several alternative specifications.
First, and foremost, we estimate multinomial regression models with a nominal dependent
variable. This allows to see whether the correlations between our predictor and our
dependent variable operate in the same way across different forms of cooperation, or
whether there are differences depending on the type of cooperation. Second, we also
report results for the individual indicators of the two policy perception dimensions that
we identified in subsection 4.2.

5 Results

5.1 Internal Production vs. Cooperation

Table 3 shows the results of several multilevel logistic regression model. All continuous
variables are standardized to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Model (1)
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displays the coefficients for a model in which the spending in a certain policy area as a
share of total spending is not included.

In this model, the relevance of a policy area as perceived by local militia politicians
is positively linked to the probability of joint service provision, whereas the perceived
politicization of a policy area is negatively linked to cooperation probability. When the
perceived relevance increases by one standard deviation, the probability of intermunicipal
cooperation is 1.5 times higher.9 The same change in perceived politicization is associated
with a 1.2 times lower cooperation probability.10 Hence, the more relevant and the less
politicized a policy at the local level, the more likely it is that municipalities cooperate
with one another or with private actors to provide it.

These results remain robust to the inclusion of policy spending in the regression equa-
tion (model (2)). Policy spending itself is negatively linked to the probability of cooper-
ation. When it increases by one standard deviation, intermunicipal cooperation becomes
1.3 times less likely.11

Models (3) to (5) include interaction effects between the three policy area indicators.
We find positive and significant interaction effect between relevance and policy spend-
ing and between politicization and policy spending. This suggests that the higher the
perceived relevance of a policy for the municipality, the less strong is the negative link
between policy spending and inter-municipal cooperation. The same is true for politi-
cization. The more politicized a policy field, the lower the negative relationship between
policy spending and cooperation.

Indicators at the level of the municipality are not significantly linked to the probability
of intermunicipal cooperation – except for population size. Larger municipalities are
significantly less likely to cooperate than smaller ones.

These results are largely robust when we look at the individual indicators that con-
stitute the factors ‘relevance’ and ‘politicization’ (see Table B.2 in Appendix B). Two
differences are noteworthy, however. First, one of the three indicators for politicization
– legitimacy pressure – is positively and not negatively linked to the probability of in-
termunicipal cooperation. Second, the perceived autonomy a municipality enjoys in a
certain policy area is negatively linked to intermunicipal cooperation probability when
policy spending/total spending is included in the model. At the same time, the effect of
the perceived importance of a policy is much stronger, when policy spending is included
in the model.

9e0.381 = 1.46.
10e−0.206 = 0.81 | 1

0.81 = 1.2.
11e−0.260 = 0.77 | 1

0.77 = 1.3.
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Table 3: Intermunicipal Cooperation: Multilevel Logistic Regression Models
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Relevance 0.381∗∗∗ 0.507∗∗∗ 0.744∗∗∗ 0.535∗∗∗ 0.363∗∗∗

(0.035) (0.052) (0.067) (0.056) (0.040)
Politicization −0.206∗∗∗ −0.266∗∗∗ −0.129∗∗ −0.054 −0.191∗∗∗

(0.034) (0.052) (0.055) (0.057) (0.038)

Spending −0.260∗∗∗ −0.866∗∗∗ −0.564∗∗∗

(0.048) (0.081) (0.067)

Population Size −0.367∗∗∗ −0.390∗∗∗ −0.443∗∗∗ −0.480∗∗∗ −0.367∗∗∗

(0.080) (0.078) (0.085) (0.081) (0.080)
Urbanization High −0.002 −0.198 −0.165 −0.243 −0.002

(0.189) (0.188) (0.204) (0.192) (0.190)
Urbanization Low −0.195 −0.131 −0.170 −0.139 −0.195

(0.151) (0.145) (0.158) (0.150) (0.151)
Net Assets/Capita −0.045 −0.038 −0.022 −0.034 −0.045

(0.065) (0.063) (0.069) (0.066) (0.066)
Taxes/Capita 0.018 0.007 0.007 0.022 0.018

(0.061) (0.060) (0.066) (0.061) (0.061)

Relevance × Spending 1.553∗∗∗

(0.165)
Politicization × Spending 0.983∗∗∗

(0.114)

Relevance × Politicization −0.030
(0.034)

Constant −0.482∗∗∗ −0.402∗∗∗ −0.344∗∗∗ −0.538∗∗∗ −0.482∗∗∗

(0.068) (0.066) (0.072) (0.071) (0.068)
Observations 4,128 2,455 2,455 2,455 4,128
Level-2 130 130 130 130 130
Log Likelihood −2,598.885 −1,515.858 −1,458.085 −1,478.739 −2,598.490
Akaike Inf. Crit. 5,215.770 3,051.717 2,938.170 2,979.479 5,216.980
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 5,272.700 3,109.776 3,002.035 3,043.343 5,280.236
Note. Coefficients are log odds from multilevel logistic regression models; ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05;
∗∗∗p<0.01.
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5.2 Types of Intermunicipal Cooperation

Do we find the same results if we disentangle intermunicipal cooperation into its differ-
ent components? Table 4 provides answers to this question. It contains the results of a
multinomial regression model, with internal production as a baseline category. Overall,
the results remain largely the same. The perceived relevance of a policy area for the
municipality is positively linked to the probability of different forms of intermunicipal
cooperation and outsourcing as compared to internal production. Moreover, perceived
politicization and policy spending are negatively linked to different forms of coopera-
tion as compared to internal production. Finally, larger municipalities are generally less
likely to cooperate than produce their services themselves – independently of the type of
cooperation.

However, there are also some nuances worth pointing out. First, the coefficient of per-
ceived relevance is weaker for some cooperation types than for others. When perceived
relevance increases by one standard deviation in the model without policy spending,
buying services instead of internally providing them is 1.2 times more likely, whereas co-
operating with other municipalities in a public scheme or in a private scheme is 1.4 and
1.8 times more likely than providing the services autonomously. Second, politicization is
not linked to lower cooperation probability for intermunicipal cooperation schemes under
private law – when policy spending is not included in the model. When policy spending
is included in the model, politicization is positively linked to the probability of outsourc-
ing. Under these conditions, municipalities are 1.4 times more likely to cooperate with
a private enterprise instead of internal production when politicization increases by one
standard deviation. Third, changes in policy spending are least linked to the probabil-
ity of intermunicipal cooperation under public law compared to internal production and
most strongly linked to outsourcing as compared to internal production. Finally, at the
level of the municipality, we also witness some interesting variation. Population size is
not linked to the probability of jointly providing services with other municipalities under
private law, rural municipalities are less likely to buy services from other municipalities
or to outsource services to private enterprises compared to suburban ones. Last, but not
least, rich municipalities (in terms of net assets/capita) are less likely to engage in pub-
lic intermunicipal cooperation schemes and in outsourcing. By contrast, municipalities
with higher tax revenues per capita are more likely to participate in public intermunicipal
cooperation schemes.

Again, these results are generally robust to a specification of the model including
the individual indicators instead of the factors ‘relevance’ and ‘politicization’ (see Table
B.3 in Appendix B). While the sign and the significance of five indicators vary across
the different types of cooperation in the model that does not include policy spending,
they exhibit the same pattern across all types of cooperation in the model that includes
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policy spending. The pattern is the same as above for the binary dependent variable: the
perceived autonomy a municipality has in a policy area is negatively linked to cooperation
probability when policy spending is included, whereas perceived legitimacy pressures are
positively linked to cooperation probability.
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6 Limitations

Like any scientific enquiry, our study has several limitations and methodological problems.
First, we have to rely on different data sources to measure the different concepts in our
study. While this is not a problem in itself, it poses challenges in the case at hand: each of
the data sources has a different classification and number of policy areas. For some policy
areas, the assignment was clear and simple, for others it was quite a stretch and for still
others, there was no appropriate correspondence. An overview of the policy areas in the
three different data sources and our assignment can be found in Table A.1 in Appendix
A.

A second problem concerns causal inference. A problem of our analysis is that we
do not know when municipality i started to cooperate in policy area j. Moreover, our
data only allows cross-sectional and not longitudinal analysis. This means that many
decisions to cooperate were made before the measurement of our independent variables.
This has several consequences. First, we cannot make any statements about causal rela-
tionships, only about correlations. If we find, for example, that municipalities with higher
expenditure shares in a certain policy area have a lower propensity to cooperate in that
area, this can mean different things: (1) more spending in an area prevents cooperation
in that area (our argument from above), (2) cooperation lowers municipal spending in a
policy area (e.g. because of cost savings through economies of scale), (3) a third factor
not accounted for in the analysis explains both policy expenditures and intermunicipal
cooperation. Based on our analysis, we cannot know which of the three applies in our
case. Second, the fact that we only have a cross-sectional snapshot of the situation means
that we – strictly speaking – cannot make any statements about other time points, unless
we make a rather strong assumption. The assumption is that the relationships between
different indicators and the differences of the indicators across municipalities and policy
areas remain constant over time. If this does not apply, our analysis just provides a
snapshot of the year 2017 in the canton of Zurich.

A third problem concerns potential omitted variable bias. Municipalities are not alone
in taking their decision to cooperate in a certain policy area. They also need partners
that want to cooperate with them. Intermunicipal cooperation is thus a result of an at
least two- and frequently multi-sided decision. We do not have any information with
which other municipalities the municipalities in our analysis cooperate and we do not
know whether some municipalities would like to cooperate, but cannot because they do
not find a partner. Again, we thus have to make a strong assumption, namely that all
municipalities face equally favorable environments for cooperation.
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Appendix

A Data Sources, Questions, Descriptive Statistics

Table A.1: Policy Fields: Assignment
ID Expenses Canton of

Zurich (2016)
Local Militia Survey (?) Local Bureaucrats Survey (?)

1 Net expenditure Authori-
ties/administration

State order (people, fundamental
rights, institutions and people’s
rights, elections)

Municipal administration: total; Mu-
nicipal administration: population ser-
vices; Municipal authorities

2 Civil rights (minorities, equality,
data protection)

3 Net expenditure Bud-
get/Taxes

Public finances (taxes, subsidies,
austerity measures)

Municipal administration: Financial
administration

4 Net expenditure Public
economy

Economy (industry, trade, com-
merce)

Economic promotion

5 Work (occupational safety, trade
unions, unemployment)

Support and assistance for the unem-
ployed

6 Energy (electricity, water, nu-
clear and renewable energy)

Energy supply

7 Migration (naturalization, inte-
gration, refugees, asylum)

Care for asylum seekers; Integration of
foreigners

8 Crime (prisons, juvenile delin-
quency)

9 Net expenditure Environ-
ment and spatial planning

Construction/real estate (spatial
planning, urban development,
housing)

Spatial planning and zoning; Public
buildings; Approval of planning appli-
cations

10 Net expenditure Educa-
tion

Education (schools, universities,
kindergartens)

Public schools

11 Forestry/Agriculture Landscape and site protection
12 Net expenditure Health Health (health care, food, veteri-

nary, health promotion and pre-
vention)

Support and care for the elderly; Spi-
tex; Retirement and nursing homes;

13 Net expenditure Environ-
ment and Spatial planning

Environment (drinking water,
air pollution, waste, recycling)

Environmental protection; Water sup-
ply

14 Sports/Recreation Sport/Sports Facilities
15 Net expenditures Culture

and Recreation
Culture Culture

16 Infrastructure (disposal, recy-
cling, roads, water supply)

Waste water/sewage system;
Waste/disposal

17 Net expenditures Legal
protection and security

Security (military, defence, civil
protection, police)

Fire brigade; Municipal police tasks

Continued on next page
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Table A.1 – Continued

ID Expenses Canton of
Zurich (2016)

Local Militia Survey (?) Local Bureaucrats Survey (?)

18 Net expenditures Trans-
port

Transport (private and public
transport)

Public transport; Private transport
(road construction/traffic calming)

19 Net expenditures Social
welfare

Social policy (family policy, so-
cial insurance, social assistance,
social services, external child
care)

Youth work; Social assistance; Supple-
mentary childcare for families; Care for
drug addicts;

20 Technology (science, telecommu-
nications, broadcasting, meteo-
rology)

Municipal Administration: IT

21 External relations of the munici-
pality

Note. The basis for the assignment of policy areas is column 3 (two policy areas have no correspondence in
the other two data sources: ID 2 and 21). “;” separates individual policies in column 4. Data on local ex-
penditures is not available for all policy areas. For two policy areas (ID 9 and 13), the same expenditure
indicator is assigned.

Table A.2: Question Wording: Surveys
Variable Question Source

Inter-Municipal
Cooperation

Do you perform the following tasks yourself, in intercommunal
cooperation schemes (IMC) or with private providers? [List of 32
tasks from Table A.1, column 4]

(Ladner et al.,
2017)

Internal Production (=0)
IMC (buying services from other municipality) (=1)
IMC (scheme under public law) (=1)
IMC (scheme under private law) (=1)
Private Provider (=1)
No Local Task/Does Not Apply (=0)

Independent Vari-
ables

Which policy area do you most frequently deal with in your militia
work? [List of 21 policy areas from Table A.1, column 3]

(Freitag, Bundi and
Witzig, 2019)

Please tick the box to indicate the extent to which you agree with
the individual statements on your priority area [Don’t agree at
all–Totally agree]

Importance This area is relevant for my municipality
Autonomy In this area, there is a lot of room for manoeuvre at the municipal

level (in comparison to other areas)
Salience The area is often discussed in the media/public
Conflictivity The area is often the subject of political conflicts
Legitimacy Pres-
sure

The tasks performed in this area are often challenged by other
actors (political actors, population)
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Table A.3: Descriptive Statistics
N Mean SD Min P25 P75 Max

Intermunicipal Cooperation 4,128 0.382 – 0 0 1 1
Relevance 4,128 3.146 0.178 2.795 3.070 3.285 3.500

Importance 4,128 3.666 0.201 3.000 3.567 3.810 4.000
Autonomy 4,128 2.626 0.258 2.140 2.500 2.760 3.270

Politicization 4,128 2.791 0.348 1.667 2.610 3.060 3.227
Salience 4,128 2.941 0.327 2.000 2.750 3.200 3.420

Conflictivity 4,128 2.768 0.465 1.000 2.570 3.100 3.480
Legitimacy Pressure 4,128 2.663 0.299 2.000 2.465 2.910 3.120

Policy Spending/Total Spending 2,455 0.102 0.114 −0.021 0.039 0.119 0.712
Log. Population Size 4,128 8.310 1.152 5.820 7.533 8.978 12.918
Population Size 4,128 10,209 36,857 337 1,869 7,929 407,447
Urbanization

Low 4,128 0.253 – 0 0 1 1
Medium 4,128 0.623 – 0 0 1 1

High 4,128 0.123 – 0 0 0 1
Net Assets/Capita (1,000 CHF) 4,128 1.926 3.138 −11.102 0.090 3.620 10.128
Taxes/Capita (1,000 CHF) 4,128 3.266 1.848 1.634 2.274 3.561 15.069

B Policy Perceptions as Individual Indicators

Main results: Differences to policy perceptions as factors

1. The perceived autonomy in a policy has a negative association with cooperation,
but only when policy spending is controlled for

2. The perceived legitimacy pressure/outside interference in a policy area is positively
associated with cooperation probability, particularly so when policy spending is
included in the model

3. The results of the individual indicators vary by category in the multinomial logit
model as long as policy spending is not included. When included, they display the
same pattern across all the different ways of cooperation (see Table B.3)

21



Table B.1: Inter-Municipal Cooperation (=1): Logistic Regression Models
Importance 1.356∗∗∗ 10.982∗∗∗ 14.585∗∗∗ 12.032∗∗∗ 16.499∗∗∗

(0.218) (0.858) (1.420) (0.905) (1.497)
Autonomy 0.577∗∗∗ −3.722∗∗∗ −2.350∗∗∗ −4.137∗∗∗ −2.597∗∗∗

(0.153) (0.362) (0.482) (0.384) (0.515)
Salience −0.911∗∗ −3.969∗∗∗ −5.681∗∗∗ −4.441∗∗∗ −6.525∗∗∗

(0.382) (0.519) (1.056) (0.553) (1.153)
Conflictivity −0.524∗∗ −7.180∗∗∗ −4.930∗∗∗ −7.757∗∗∗ −5.275∗∗∗

(0.230) (0.723) (1.347) (0.753) (1.405)
Legitimacy Pressure 1.003∗∗∗ 9.879∗∗∗ 8.287∗∗∗ 10.706∗∗∗ 9.004∗∗∗

(0.270) (0.766) (1.262) (0.802) (1.310)
Policy Spending/Total
Spending

−6.112∗∗∗ −0.548 −6.768∗∗∗ −0.101

(0.534) (1.573) (0.570) (1.757)
Log. Population Size −0.255∗∗∗ −0.338∗∗∗ −0.437∗∗∗ 4.011∗1011 −1.158∗1012

(0.034) (0.051) (0.056) (2.075∗1012) (3.445∗1012)
Net Assets/Capita (1,000
CHF)

−0.015 −0.013 −0.012 4.514∗1010 −1.303∗1011

(0.013) (0.019) (0.020) (2.336∗1011) (3.876∗1011)
Taxes/Capita (1,000
CHF)

0.016 −0.002 −0.002 7.799∗1010 −2.252∗1011

(0.020) (0.029) (0.031) (4.036∗1011) (6.698∗1011)
Constant −3.441∗∗∗ −23.034∗∗∗ −35.966∗∗∗ −4.371∗1012 1.262∗1013

(0.791) (2.822) (4.725) (2.261∗1013) (3.754∗1013)

Policy FEs No No Yes No Yes
Municipality FEs No No No Yes Yes

Observations 4,128 2,455 2,455 2,455 2,455
Log Likelihood −2,613.069 −1,266.826 −1,170.712 −1,154.568 −1,045.832
Akaike Inf. Crit. 5,244.139 2,553.652 2,387.424 2,583.136 2,391.665
Note. Coefficients are log odds from logistic regression models (glm(,family="binomial") in R);
∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01.
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Table B.2: Intermunicipal Cooperation: Multilevel
Logistic Regression Models

(1) (2)

Importance 0.286∗∗∗ 2.282∗∗∗
(0.045) (0.176)

Autonomy 0.156∗∗∗ −0.996∗∗∗
(0.040) (0.095)

Salience −0.310∗∗ −1.354∗∗∗
(0.128) (0.174)

Conflictivity −0.255∗∗ −3.426∗∗∗
(0.109) (0.341)

Legitimacy Pressure 0.313∗∗∗ 3.043∗∗∗
(0.083) (0.233)

Policy Spending/Total Spending −0.723∗∗∗
(0.063)

Log. Population Size −0.371∗∗∗ −0.429∗∗∗
(0.081) (0.097)

Urbanization (B=Medium)
High −0.001 −0.204

(0.191) (0.230)
Low −0.197 −0.151

(0.152) (0.183)
Net Assets/Capita (1,000 CHF) −0.045 −0.052

(0.066) (0.079)
Taxes/Capita (1,000 CHF) 0.018 0.005

(0.062) (0.074)
Constant −0.484∗∗∗ −1.216∗∗∗

(0.068) (0.119)

Observations 4,128 2,455
Level-2 130 130
Log Likelihood −2,578.865 −1,256.611
Akaike Inf. Crit. 5,181.730 2,539.223
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 5,257.637 2,614.699
Note. Coefficients are log odds from multilevel logistic re-
gression models (glmer(,family="binomial") in R); ∗p<0.1;
∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01.
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