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EMERGENT ARCHITECTURES 
IN THE PROVISION OF PUBLIC SERVICES:

WHY CAN’T WE IMPLEMENT A CLEAR PURCHASER ROLE?
EVIDENCES FROM 30 CASES ACROSS THE ATLANTICS
Francesco Longo and Mariafrancesca Sicilia
Abstract
The international public service provision forms development cannot be captured any more with the classical prototypes (in-house, PPP, contracting to other public agency or administration, to private firms or non profit organizations) because they are much more complex. We provide a new classification framework useful to understand their architectures and accountability mechanism. Most of the provision architectures are based on the fundamental NPM suggestion, to split purchaser and provider roles. Evidence from 30 cases across the Atlantic (in US, Germany and Italy) shows that there is a split, but the purchaser role is always weak or absent due to fragmented institutional architectures and confused accountability systems.
1. Introduction
Many different forms of service provision spread out in the last two decades in the public realm all over the world (OECD, 2005; West, 2005; Davis, 2007; Grossi and Reichard, 2008; Brown and Potosky, 2003; Bel and Warner, 2008): corporatization and agencyfication of public organizations, contracting out to private or non profit organizations, PPP, etc. This change is based on the following rhetoric: governments can improve efficiency and quality in public service delivery externalizing it to another organization (Ferris and Graddy, 1991; Hood, 1991; Barlow and Röber, 1996; Kettl, 1993; Savas, 2000). While governments have to focus on policy design and control (Osborne and Gabler, 1992), service providers have to focus on operation management, searching for economy of scale and specializations, with strong incentives for results, aiming to continue to be the service deliverer. Some researchers have shown this split is not always a successful choice for public service delivery (Hirsch, 1995; Boyne, 1998; Lavery, 1999). Some argue that problems derive from the nature of public service markets (Bel and Warner, 2008). We think the problem lies more deeply on the public management tools (better contracting, performance management, and so on) ( Eggers 1997; Savas 2000 ).  
. 
After 20 years of “managerialism” in the public sector, which are the emergent forms and institutional architectures in the provision of services? Are the scholarly discussed prototypes in place or other provision forms are spreading? Do they respect the fundamental needs for any outsourcing form, with a clear purchaser role and related accountability mechanism? 
The aim of the paper is to show the emergent provision forms, behind rhetoric, analyzing in depth their institutional and inter-organizational architectures, in order to understand if the expected accountability and governance systems are in place.

To do this we collected evidence studying 30 cases, on both sides of the Atlantic: 12 in the US, in 3 different States, 9 in Germany in 3 different Lander and 9 in Italy in 3 different Regions.

In section 2 we present a literature review about the possible classification for all different provision forms. In section 3 we present the research methodology used to collect evidence about our cases. In section 4 and 5 we present our findings, introducing a new classification framework and assessing the institutional designs of the purchaser role compared to the needed accountability rules. In section six we discuss possible interpretation of the emergent architectures and finally we present our conclusions.
2. CLASSIFICATION OF PROVISION FORMS AND RELATED ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEMS
Across the world we can observe different institutional arrangements for providing services (OECD, 2005). Savas (1987) identifies ten different institutional structures for delivering services ranging from government in house production to full privatization. Governments have traditionally produced in house public services. 
New Public Management (NPM) over the last few decades has encouraged them to improve their efficiency and responsiveness (Donahue, 1989). In this context the split between purchaser and provider has become a key practice for cost saving and for stimulating efficiency and quality in public service delivery (Ferris and Graddy, 1991; Barlow and Röber,1996; Kettl, 1993; Savas, 2000). These institutional arrangements are based on the assumption that the actor who authorizes and pays for the service is in charge of designing and commissioning the service defining which services are to be provided, the level of service and expenditures. This function is independent of production. Governments can retain the function of arranger, but they can attribute the production to other organizations (Savas, 1987). This situation differs from the privatization which encompasses a complete loss of public responsibility in service delivery. Osborne and Gaebler (1992) refer to changes in public functions as “steering not rowing” suggesting that governments are not the best equipped to be providers, but governments are supposed to plan and monitor services. 
The provider is in charge of “rowing”, offering services in the most efficient way. A strong support to transfer public service delivery outside public organizations comes from the public choice theory. This suggests that since public officials are selfish, if they monopolize service delivery, the result is oversupply and inefficiency (Blais and Dion, 1992; Jackson, 1982; McMaster and Sawkins, 1996; Mueller, 1989). The possibility of comparing several alternative suppliers is considered the panacea for the problems of bureaucratic service provision (Niskanen, 1968). On the contrary, public organizations, releasing from “rowing”, can shift their attention from detailed questions of operational management to strategic management decisions (Barlow and Rober, 1996). Literature points out that how public organizations play their “steering” role is fundamental for guaranteeing the success of the purchaser-provider split (Wesemann 1981; Marlin 1984; Savas 1987, 2000; Kettl 1993; Lavery 1999; Hefetz and Warner, 2004; Brown, Potosky and Van Slyke 2007; Brown and Potoski, 2003; Van, Slyke, 2003; Van Slyke, 2007).
They are required to create a strong role in planning and controlling the services. Steering imposes making those requirements explicit, that are left implicit when services are directly provided in house, specifying requirements in the contract and monitoring them (Stewart, 1993). A high level of detail helps to make the government’s expectations clear to contractors and to public officials and holds the contractor accountable for its performance.). Hefetz and Warner (2004) have highlighted that the absence of a good control system leads to higher levels of contracting back-in.
Since it is essential to NPM on the one hand the idea that the major motivation for introducing the purchaser-provider split is to enhance efficiency and on the other the attention towards citizens, it appears interesting to investigate how the steering function is put in place. 

3.
RESEARCH STRATEGY AND CASES
This article aims at investigating how public organizations act their steering role in a context of purchaser-provider split for the delivery of public services. In particular we have investigated the focus and extension of the “steering” role by multiple case-studies (Yin, 1984).) We chose the cases in order to have a prospective from both side of the Atlantic. In fact, we analyzed four American, three German and three Italian Cities. For each municipality the attention was focused on the provision and purchasing form of three public services (transport, waste-management and social services). Transport, waste management and social services have been chosen in order to have a broad and heterogeneous sample of relevant local public services, usually contracted out to public or private providers. 
Data was collected through original documents (such as budget, reports and outsourcing contracts) and in-depth interviews (Flick, 2002) with the key players in the purchaser-provider relationships. In each case, we interviewed a key manager on both sides of the relationship (purchaser and producer), to get their different perspectives. In addition, in each case, we interviewed a top manager with a broad overview of all the services that had been contracted out (usually the county or city manager) to discuss issues which appeared contradictory. The primary documents were systematically analyzed in order to collect background data. Each interview lasted about one and a half hours. The combination of these two sources of data improves the likelihood of accurate and reliable theory (Eisenhardt, 1989b). All the interviews (70) were conducted asking questions and taking notes. The interview protocol focused on the following aspects:
-the process for selecting the provider and designing the service’s features;
-the institutional and organizational structure of the purchaser-provider split and its related accountability mechanism;
-the description of the relational process (content, frequency and medium of the contacts); 

-the central topics discussed in the relationship (input, output, service standards or outcome issues), in different periods of the fiscal year and different phases of the contract (from start up to the end). 

THE SAMPLE

We chose to investigate the local level of government because, at that level, outsourcing is more widespread (Mandell, 1999). In addition, local governments normally deal with services targeted to end-users and usually have a closer relationship with providers if compared to other levels of government. The research target was to analyze local governments (cities and counties), of the same average size (100,000 +/-30,000 inhabitants) in order to exclude the effect of differences resulting from dimensions. The selection was made in order to get cases from different Regions/States with heterogeneous scenarios with reference to cultural, economic and structural features.
Tab. 1
The sample

	NAME
	LEVEL OF GOVERNMENT
	INHABITANTS

	Manchester 

(New Hampshire)
	City
	99,000

	Salt Lake unincorporated 

(Utah)
	County
	140,000 (unincorporated communities) 

	Somerville (Massachusetts)
	City
	77,000 

	Grand Traverse (Michigan)

Traverse City (Michigan)
	County

City
	84,000

14,500

	Detmold
	City
	73.714

	Erlangen (Bayern)
	City
	104,600

	Offenbach (Hessen)
	City
	119,833

	Pisa (Tuscany)
	City
	87,461



	Sassari (Sardinia)
	City
	129,086



	Sesto S. Giovanni (Lombardy)
	City
	80,886




Manchester (NA) is an autonomous city whose services are focused within its borders. Salt Lake is a big county which runs services for unincorporated communities in a rural landscape. Somerville is a city close to the heart of a big metropolitan area (Boston) to which it is strongly connected. Traverse City and Grand Traverse County are resort areas, with low density population, whose services are based on local government networks. Offenbach belongs to the metropolitan area of Frankfurt, Erlangen is inside a relevant city network together with Nuernberg, Detmold is a pivot city of an area. Sesto S. Giovanni belongs to the metropolitan area of Milan, Pisa is highly interconnected with the cities of its area, Sassari is a solo standing city surrounded from small communities. 
4.
1st FINDING: THE EMERGENT PROVISION FORMS
The general principle of a split between the function of steering and rowing has been translated into a variety of configurations across the types of services, the national contexts and the place characteristics (like competition, size, metropolitan status) as it is shown in Table 1. In order to describe the emergent institutional arrangements the following dimensions appear to be relevant (see also Table 2).

Tab. 2
Provision forms figures

	Purchaser
	Is there a local policy or service standard regulator
	Provider


	How is the provider chosen?
	Financing
	Who collects users’ fee

	Local PA
	Local PA
	In house
	Direct contracting
	Local PA
	Purchaser

	Public Purchaser Agency
	State
	Local PA-owned corporations
	Public tender
	Municipal Holding
	Provider

	State
	State Agency
	Local Autonomous agency
	Institutional

engineering
	State
	

	
	Absent
	Public consortium
	Competition in the market
	Users
	

	
	
	PPP
	
	Central Government
	

	
	
	Other PA 
	
	
	

	
	
	Non profit organizations
	
	
	

	
	
	Private firm
	
	
	


Legend:

Local PA: refers for American cases to Municipalities or Counties, for German cases to Municipalities, for Italian cases to Municipalities and Provinces.

State: refers for American cases to States, for German cases to Lands and for Italian cases to Regions.
Competition in the market refers to accreditation systems which implement competition between a number of providers.
The first item (“purchaser”) analyzes who in theory is in charge of choosing and controlling the provider, defining the service standards and the expected outputs and outcomes, related to a defined amount of revenues (Savas, 1987). The local purchaser role may be played by the Local Public Administration directly, or by the State (the intermediate level of Government), or by an independent authority (related to the local PA or to the State). The role, as will be discussed in section 3, can in fact be played by other actors, when the purchaser does not exercise its function of arranger. The purchaser function can be carried out autonomously or jointly by different actors. This dimension allow us to investigate if a gap exists between the actual and the expected purchaser.
The second item (“local regulator”) asks if there is, at local or intermediate level of government, a public administration, other than the purchaser, in charge of service planning or service standard regulation, without having a purchaser role. The local regulator may be the local PA, the State or a State Agency. The presence of a regulating public authority or level of government allow us to understand if the in the split design is linear or complicated by overlapping with the purchasers’ functions. 
The third item (“provider”) analyzes the nature of the producer and its institutional autonomy from the purchaser (Brown and Potosky, 2003). There may be in house delivery forms, corporations owned by the local PA, local semi-autonomous agencies in some way influenced from the local government, public consortiums, PPPs, corporations owned by other PA, non profit and profit providers. 
The fourth item is about how the provider has been chosen. This item is relevant because Competition is one of the most frequently cited factors relating to successful

contracting ( Savas 1987, 2000 , ICMA 1989, 1992; Kettl 1993; Hodge 2000;

Greene 2002 ). There are different possibilities: direct negotiation,  public tender or accreditation process to implement a competitive arena with many providers (competition in the market). Moreover the provider can be the result of an institutional reform process.
The fifth item analyzes who is actually financing the services, in order to understand the geography of the financial power in the sector. The last item analyzes which institution collects user fees: the provider or the purchaser.
We present, classify and analyze our sample using the figures proposed in table 2.


Tab. 3 Case studies classification
	Case
	Purchaser
	Policy Regulater
	Provider
	How the purchaser is chosen
	Who finances the provider 
	Who collects users’ fees

	Manchester Transport
	Local PA
	Absent
	Local PA-owned corporation
	Direct contracting
	Users 19% 
Local PA 49% 

CG 32%
	Provider

	Manchester Waste Management
	Local PA 
	Absent
	In house 50%
Private firm 50% (recycling)
	Public tender
	Local PA
	Purchaser

	Manchester Social Services
	Local PA
	Absent
	Non profit organization
	Direct contracting
	Providers’ Fund raising 50%; Local PA 50% 
	Provider

	Sommerville Transport
	Local PA
	State
	Other PA (State) owned corporation
	Institutional engineering
	Users 28% 
Local PA 10%
State 55%
Commercial revenues 7%
	Provider

	Sommerville Waste Management
	Local PA 
	Absent
	Private firm
	Public Tender
	Local PA 100%
	Purchaser

	Sommerville Social Services
	Local PA
	Absent
	Non profit organizations
	Public tender between different social programs
	Providers’ Fund raising 50%; Local PA (50%)
	Provider

	Salt Lake Transport
	Local PA
	Absent
	Public consortium
	Institutional engineering
	Users 15% CG 20% sales taxes from the different Local PA 65%
	Provider

	Salt Lake Waste Management
	Local PA
	Absent
	Other PA
	Institutional engineering
	User taxes
	Provider

	Salt Lake Social Services
	Local PA
	Absent
	Non profit organization
	Public tender between different social programs
	Providers’ Fund raising 79%

Local PA 21%
	Provider

	Traverse City Transport
	Local PA
	Absent
	Local Agency
	Institutional engineering
	CG 10%

State 40% Users 15% Provider tax 35%
	Provider

	Traverse City Waste Management
	Local PA
	Local PA
	Private firms
	Competition in the market
	Users 100%
	Providers

	Traverse City Social Services
	Local PA
	State
	Local Agency
	Institutional engineering
	CG 80%

Users 20%
	Provider

	Detmold Transport
	Public Purchaser Agency
	
	Other PA (CG) owned corporation90%
Private firm10%
	Direct contracting
	City Holding 40%

Users 60%
	Purchaser

	Detmold Waste Management
	Local PA
	
	In house
	In house
	Users
	Local PA

	Detmold Social Services
	Local PA
	State
	Non profit organizations 80%

In house 20%
	Competition in the market + In house
	State 32%
Local PA 54%
Users 14%
	Purchaser

	Erlangen Transport
	 Public Purchaser Agency
	Metropolitan Transport Network
	Local PA-owned corporation12%

Other Local PA-owned corporation40%

Private firm48%
	Direct contracting
	City Holding 35%

Users 65%
	Purchaser

(Metropolitan Transport Network)

	Erlangen Waste Management
	Local PA
	
	Local PA-owned corporations
	Direct contracting
	Users
	Provider

	Erlangen Social Services
	Local PA
	State
	In house 27%
Non profit organizations 70%
Private firms 3%
	Competition in the market 

+ In house
	Local PA 80%

Non profit fundraising 10%

Users 10% 
	Providers

	Offenbach Transport
	Local PA
	Metropolitan transport network

	Public consortium 85%

Private firms 15% 
	Direct contracting
	City holding 30%

Users 70%
	Provider

	Offenbach Waste Management
	Public Purchaser Agency
	
	PPP
	Public tender for the PPP private partner
	Users
	Provider

	Offenbach Social Services
	Public Purchaser Agency
	State
	In house 42%

non profit organizations 58%
	Competition in the market

+ In house
	State 11% Local PA 64%

Users 25%
	Providers

	Sesto Transport
	Local PA
	Metropolitan Transport

Agency
	Other Local PA-owned corporation 85%
Private firm 15%
	Direct contracting
	Local PA 10% 

State 60%

Users 30%
	Providers

	Sesto Waste Management
	Local PA
	
	Public consortium
	Direct contracting
	Users 100%
	Purchaser

	Sesto Social Services
	Local PA
	
	Non profit organizations
	Public tender
	Local PA 66%
User 33%
	Purchaser

	Pisa Transport
	Local PA
	Province
	PPP:
Public partners 70%

Private 30%
	Direct contracting
	Local PA 35%

Province 35%

Users 30%
	Provider

	Pisa Waste Management
	Local PA
	
	PPP:

Public partners 60%

Private 40%
	Direct contracting
	Users 
	Purchaser

	Pisa Social Services
	Inter-municipality welfare Agency
	
	Local Health Authority
(Other PA corporation)
	Institutional engineering
	Local PA
	Provider

	Sassari Transport
	Local PA
	
	Public Consortium
	Direct contracting
	State 80% Users 20%
	Provider

	Sassari Waste Management
	Local PA
	
	Private firm
	Public tender
	Local PA + Users 
	Purchaser

	Sassari Social Services
	Local PA
	
	Non profit organizations
	Public tender
	Local PA 90%
Users 10%
	Purchaser


In the Countries analyzed there are diverse institutional forms through which local services are produced and delivered (Table 3). 

Public service forms are very heterogeneous and, as we can see in table 3. In some cases there is a relevant local policy regulator, at the intermediate level of government (State) or at metropolitan level, which represents a third actor in the policy arena besides the purchaser and the provider. Even looking at local services as we did with our sample, the substantial purchasing role is sometimes played by other levels of government other then than the municipality such as the State or Metropolitan network agencies. Public tender is a rarely used when choosing the provider, which derives mostly from direct contracting or institutional reforms (institutional engineering) because most of the provider involve a public partner or a public owned corporation. User fees are collected with different solutions by the providers or by the purchaser. In the second case there is more financial power for the steering function in place, but less responsibility for the provider about market shares. In our sample there are also significant differences in the fees policies, moving from 30% up to 80% of coverage for the same type of services. Service provision forms architectures are very developed and complex, they can be better investigated adopting a comparative perspective We first discuss the national differences, then the features deriving from each policy area and finally the impact of urban geography.
If we look at the impact of the features of the three analyzed service area (public transport, waste collection and social services) we can notice a common and general trend on both sides of the Atlantic, to have public corporations providing mass transport, private firms or public consortiums for waste collection and not for profit organizations for the social services. In public transport there is a strong financial role of the intermediate and the central level of Government, financing both running costs and investments, expecting also a planning role to regulate the strong inter-municipal interdependency in this field. This explains why there are often inter-municipal planning or steering agencies in place. In the transport policy area, the provision forms structures derive generally from institutional engineering processes.

In the waste collection sector we generally find the more classical purchaser-provider split, with clear roles, less inter-municipal dependency, with the purchaser also having the power to collect user fees and a relevant financial power. It is the policy area which has the highest diffusion of public tenders to select providers.

In the social sector we find the biggest differences among all the cases, because the heterogeneity of the local policies and the extension of municipal welfare systems. Generally speaking in the US and in Germany providers, usually non profit organizations are very strong and independent from the public purchaser. In the US the providers strength is due to the fact that the Government subsidizes no more than 50% of the service cost and the rest derives from the providers fundraising. In Germany it is due to the strong commitment to the subsidiary principle where the social actor is expected to be very independent, even if almost entirely financed from public funding. In Italy there is a stronger steering function by local governments toward non profit providers even if local welfare systems do not cover more than 50% of the community needs. So, there is still a lot of room for community or family based social services, completely outside any form of public governance.

In all three countries our sample shows a strong impact deriving from the urban geography on the provision forms architectures especially in the transport sector and, even if with less intensity, in the waste collection area. In our sample we can identify three different geographical clusters: metropolitan areas (Summerville, Offenbach, Sesto S. Giovanni); interdependent municipal networks (Traverse City, Erlangen, Pisa); autonomous cities (Manchester; Detmold, Sassari). In all three metropolitan areas, in the three countries, there have been attempts to implement metropolitan agencies, which are very influential and independent from the other of the public administration. It is usually unclear to whom they are accountable (the State, the Metropolitan City Government, the metropolitan network of municipalities) and this makes them even more powerful, because of unclear governance relations. In interdependent municipal network there are similar attempts to implement Inter-municipal Planning Networks or delivery agencies, but they remain under a clearer control of the major cities government. They act as public consortiums, with clearer control and accountability mechanism. In autonomous cities there are no relevant interdependencies to be managed and the biggest municipality acts as a clear pivot for all the surrounding administrations.

Having analyzed the institutional architectures of the provision forms we move on assessing the strength of the purchaser in the different scenarios.

3. 2nd FINDINGS: ASSESSING THE STRENGTH OF THE PURCHASERS

To assess the strength of the expected purchaser we consider five issues:

· the financial strength of the purchaser;

· the presence of formal service contracts signed between purchaser and provider;

· the organization which substantially designs and decides the service features and standards;

· the organizations which collect user complains;
· who appoints the provider’s board or top management
Tab. 4 Assessment of the purchaser role
	Case
	Assessment of the purchaser role
	Financial strength
	Service

Agreement
	Who decides the service features
	Who collects users’ complains 
	Who appoints provider’s board

	Manchester Transport
	Not in place
	<50%
0 for inv.
	Absent
	Provider
	Provider without reporting
	Purchaser

	Manchester Waste Management
	Substantial
	100%
	Input and service standard based
	Purchaser
	Provider with reporting
	Private firm

	Manchester Social Services
	Weak 
	50%
	Input based for only 50% of service outputs
	Provider
	Provider
with reporting
	Non profit organization

	Sommerville Transport
	Not in place
	
	Absent
	Provider
	Provider
without reporting
	State

	Sommerville Waste Management
	Substantial
	100%
	Output based
	Purchaser
	Purchaser
	Private firm

	Sommerville Social Services
	Weak 
	50%
	Input and output for 50% of the service
	Provider
	Provider without reporting
	Non profit
Organization

	Salt Lake Transport
	Not in place
	65%
	Absent
	Provider
	Provider without reporting
	Counties and cities

	Salt Lake Waste Management
	Not in place
	0%
	Absent
	Provider
	Provider without reporting
	No board

	Salt Lake Social Services
	Weak
	21%
	Input for 21% of the service + 100% output
	Provider
	Provider with reporting
	Non profit

Organization

	Traverse City Transport
	Not in place
	0%
	Absent
	Provider
	Provider without reporting
	Local PA

	Traverse City Waste Management
	Only market regulation
	0%
	Absent
	Providers
	Providers without reporting
	Private firms

	Traverse City Social Services
	Not in place
	0%
	Absent
	Provider
	Provider without reporting
	Local Pas

	Detmold Transport
	Not in place
	100%
	Input and output based
	City Holding
	Purchaser
	Other PA

	Detmold Waste Management
	In house service
	
	
	
	
	

	Detmold Social Services
	Weak
	100%
	Input and output based
	State as strong policy regulator
	Providers without reporting
	Non profit organizations

	Erlangen Transport
	Substantial
	80%
	Input and service standard based
	Metropolitan transport network
and city holding 
	Metropolitan transport network

With reporting
	Network of Cities

	Erlangen Waste Management
	Weak
	0%
	Absent
	Pa owned corporation
	No one
	Local PA

	Erlangen Social Services
	Not in place
	80%
	Absent
	Providers
	No one
	Non profit organization

	Offenbach Transport
	Substantial
	30%
	Input based
	Metropolitan transport network

and city holding
	Providers
	Local PA

	Offenbach Waste Management
	Substantial
	0%
	Input based
	Local PA for service standards, city holding for finance
	Provider with reporting
	4 local PA

3 private partner

2 union


	Offenbach Social Services
	Not in place
	75%
	Absent
	Providers
	No one
	Local PA for public corporation

Non profit organizations

	Sesto Transport
	Not in place
	10%
60%
	Absent
	Metropolitan transport agency and provider
	Provider
	Other PA

	Sesto Waste Management
	Substantial
	100%
	Input based
	Provider
	Purchaser
	Cities

	Sesto Social Services
	Substantial
	100%
	Input based
	Local Pa and provider
	Purchaser
	Non profit organization

	Pisa Transport
	Substantial
	100%
	Input and service standards based
	Provider discussing with purchaser
	Provider with reporting
	PPP’s Public and private partners

	Pisa Waste Management
	Substantial
	100%
	Input based
	Provider discussing with purchaser
	Provider and purchaser (Local PA)
	Local PA

	Pisa Social Services
	Formal 
	100%
	Input and output based
	Provider
	Purchaser and provider
	State

	Sassari Transport
	Formal
	80%
	Input based
	Provider
	Provider
	Local Pa

	Sassari Waste Management
	Substantial
	100%
	Outcome, output and input based
	Purchaser
	Purchaser
	Private firm

	Sassari Social Services
	Substantial
	100%
	Input based
	Purchaser
	Purchaser
	Non profit organization


Generally speaking the actual purchasing role can be substantial, weak or absent. In the first case the role of purchaser is carried out by the expected actor as identified in Table 3, in the other cases the actual purchaser is different from the expected one. The space left by the expected purchaser is often covered by the provider. In German municipalities, the actual purchaser relationships with the provider are managed by the municipal holding. Historically this governance structure is due to fiscal advantages, to balance profitable services (like energy or water supply) with subsidized ones (such as transport or social services). The emergent mission of the holding structures differs from its historical driver, even if it is still in place. The holding acts both as the companies’ owner and service purchaser, with control over the entire financial portfolio and very representative both from a managerial and a political point of view. In many cases (Detmold is the best example) there is substantial overlapping between the members of the holding board and the managers of the individual public corporations. Both politicians and managers are members of the holding and the corporations’ boards, including the heads of the opposition parties, coherently with the bipartisan political tradition of Germany. The holding is formally the owner of the municipal companies and should act as a shareholder, being especially focused on asset value, on financial balance, on production efficiency of its companies. De facto, its institutional role is so strong that there is no room for other units to play the purchaser role. Municipal line units, such as the transport department or the waste department, which are theoretically supposed to play a purchaser role and to define and sign the service contracts with providers, have a weak role. There is a vertical integration along a command and control chain starting from the mayor, to the holdings and its boards, down to the city companies. With the City Holding having a clear financial focus, its steering strategy is input based commissioning. Thus, providers are required to meet input based target/standards, while they are almost autonomous to define outputs and outcome targets. A major consequence of the Holding model is that revenues for the subsidized services depend upon the margins of profitable services, so there may be relevant input and output variation over the years. There is no purchasing budget available defined upon user or citizen needs. The accountability model is based on direct political control for service production, along a power chain, without the split of a purchasing function.

Also in Italy the boundaries between the purchaser and provider tend to remain blurred, as a consequence of the double role played by the Local PA, but the relationships with the provider are managed directly by the Municipality. There is a clearer purchaser-provider split, with the purchaser still the main actor accountable for the service results. 

In the US there is a convergence towards independent providers, with weak relationships with the purchasers. If the provider is a public authority it tends to be a Quango, with significant autonomy in policy design and service planning. Usually the financial mechanism is institutional fixed or defined by the provider itself, without an external purchasing role. Is the provider is a non for profit organization 50% of revenues comes from private fundraising. Thus public purchasers are in a weak position to steer the global outputs since almost 50% of users are outside the public financed programs, giving the provider the power to select the eligible. If the provider is a private firm the steering focus is mostly about inputs and service standards, without clear output or outcome targets. In the US cases, public independent providers are so autonomous so as not to be steered or accountable to local government. A US municipality manager said “the local housing authority is financed by the Central Government, they have their own board and they do what they want: there is no room for us”. In Metropolitan areas, especially in the transport sector, there are at least three different actors which have sufficient and overlapping steering powers: the State, the metropolitan transport authority and the Metropolitan City
In the German social services we studied child care and evidence shows that the State regulation is so strong that there is no room for a significant steering role. The Manager of the social services Department of Detmold said “We have no say in planning the service, although we fund the service”.
Very often the institutional design appears to be very fragmented and confused. The transport manager of Manchester was surprised when he became aware of the fact that its municipality was paying 4.5 million dollars every year to the service provider. Also in Sesto the provision design left the Municipality without its purchasing role “We design nothing”.
In other cases the supposed purchaser does not have sufficient financial power: it happens in all the US social cases, where the purchaser does not cover more than 50% of the service cost, or in many public transport scenarios (i.e. Italy) where revenues come directly from the State or the Central government to providers, cutting every consistency of the local steering power. Revenues sources fragmentation makes the steering power weaker.
The consequences are that often there is no service agreement in place or it is only input based, which means that the provider has relevant freedom for defining output and outcome results. Also user complains are seldom reported to or collected by the purchaser, loosing another steering tool. The manager of the Transport Department in Sommerville said “We do not know if the citizens are satisfied by the service. We don’t have the tool for monitoring their perceptions”. This makes providers frequently independent in designing service features, opposite to the suggestion of the purchaser-provider split rhetoric, where purchasers are supposed to focus only on policy and service design.
There are two counterbalances to the general picture. 

First, when the provider is a public corporation or consortium the supposed purchaser is very much involved in appointing the board and the management of the provider. So often the policy design function moves inside the provider board, disappearing from the purchaser-provider negotiation. A German interviewee said: “The provider’s board acts de facto as the commissioning body: everything happens inside the provider: steering and producing. This keeps some key problems outside the public debate and makes policy making easier”.
Second, there are often a lot of informal relationships going on between the formal weak purchaser and the providers’ top and middle management. In these cases commissioning does not work through structured managerial tools but through informal relationships (MacNeil, 1978; 1985). As the social service manager of Detmold said: “We do not have enough financial power to steer providers. But we talk to them every week about their results, trying to influence their service policy”.
Summing up the institutional design supposed by the NPM purchaser-provider split suggestions is seldom in place. The purchaser is often unclear or fragmented and overlapped, sometimes does not have enough financial strength. Service agreements are generally speaking absent or input based. Providers are almost autonomous in deciding service standards and determining outputs and outcome. Purchasers rarely focus on policy design with structured managerial tools, they act appointing provider members or using informal relationships.
5. DISCUSSION
We have seen that there has been a deep development of public service provision forms, which are always more complex and heterogeneous in their institutional settings. Usually there is a supposed division between some public administration in charge of the steering role and the providers. Evidence from our sample shows us that the purchaser role is not very clear, often fragmented and weak. There hasn’t been a sufficient development on the policy design and commissioning function: related managerial tools and processes are in general absent. We suggest three drivers able to explain this evidence.

First of all there is not a clear cultural and technical framework to design provision forms. NPM suggestions are too general, evocative and vogue to plan in depth governance structures. They are too complex and need specific know how to be designed and implemented. In Governments (especially at local level) there is a lack of competences and organizational responsibility for provision form strategies.
Second, on the ground, at local level, the institutional architecture of service provision forms derive from many different reform processes, which have different visions, change drivers, not always coherent one to another. The State may oblige a metropolitan authority to unify service planning, while individual municipalities implement a local purchasing authority and in the meantime the Central Government directly finances and so selects the new infrastructural investments. There is an institutional fragmentation of competences which makes it impossible to design clear institutional settings on the bottom line.
Third, it may be that it is not so easy to make policy debates explicit focusing an organization only on service design, bringing up to the public debate expected outputs and outcomes, and so the blacklist of excluded potential users. Maybe the NPM suggestion to focus some administrative units on policy design is not available, since, in our sample, policies are usually kept implicit with some opacity for the stakeholders, as a result of complex and confused governance structure.
6. CONCLUSIONS

We have studied the emergent service provision forms at local government in 30 cases, in the US, Germany and Italy, in three different policy fields: public transportation, waste collection and social services. The complexity and heterogeneity of the developed institutional settings need a new framework to classify and analyze the provision forms, since the nature of the producer is not sufficient anymore to understand the main features. We found that it is relevant to understand who plays the purchaser role, if there is a third local regulating authority, how the provider is chosen, who finances the service and who collects user fees, besides the nature of the provider. Using these variables we were able to compare the different cases, both under a national, policy field and urban geography perspective. This gave us the opportunity to assess the strength of the purchaser role and to evaluate the general NPM suggestion of the purchaser-provider split. We find that on average the purchaser role is either weak or confused, spread out between different public actors. In many cases the financial strength of the commissioner is especially limited. So service agreements are absent or input based, transferring a lot of service design power to the provider. If providers are public, local government react focusing on providers’ board appointing, while they rely more on informal relationship if the provider is private. 
The purchase-provider split model, as suggest by the NPM, does not find evidence, in its pure suggestions: many more elements have to be take in account, and their clear identification and modes of management are a broad fields for further research.
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