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Abhandlungen  

dms – der moderne staat – Zeitschrift für Public Policy, Recht und Management, 8. Jg., Heft 1/2015, S. 113-127 
 

Claire Kaiser 

Top-down versus Bottom-up: Comparing 
Strategies of Municipal Mergers in Western 
European Countries 

Abstract 
Some countries have reduced the number of local
units in a drastic way (e.g., Germany, United King-
dom, Denmark). In other countries, there have been
no major territorial reforms (e.g. Switzerland,
France). The purpose of this paper is to investigate
the following main research question: What are the
factors that influence a country’s merger activities?
To answer this question, an analytical framework
considering the institutional context, territorial struc-
ture, incentives for mergers, and so-called policy
windows has been developed. 16 Western European
countries have been selected for the analysis. Using
Crisp-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis 
(csQCA), this paper shows what configurations of
factors are associated with a high merger activity: a)
an open policy window when municipalities are
small, b) an open policy window in municipalities
with a low degree of local autonomy, or c) incentives 
given by higher-ranking state levels for amalgama-
tions in small municipalities with a low degree of lo-
cal autonomy. 
 
 
 
 
 
Key words: Municipal merger, amalgamation, strat-
egy, Crisp-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis
(csQCA) 

 Zusammenfassung 
Top-down versus Bottom-up: Ein Vergleich von Ge-
meindezusammenschlussstrategien in westeuropäi-
schen Ländern 
Während einige Länder die Zahl der lokalen Gebiets-
einheiten drastisch reduziert haben (z.B. Deutschland, 
Vereinigtes Königreich, Dänemark), gab es in anderen
Ländern keine großangelegten Territorialreformen 
(z.B. Schweiz, Frankreich). Mit diesem Artikel soll 
die folgende Forschungsfrage untersucht werden: 
Welche Faktoren beeinflussen die Fusionstätigkeit in 
diesen Ländern? Zur Beantwortung dieser Frage 
wurde ein analytischer Rahmen entwickelt, welcher 
den institutionellen Kontext, die Territorialstruktur, 
Anreize für Gemeindezusammenschlüsse sowie so-
genannte ‚Politikfenster‘ berücksichtigt. Für die 
Analyse wurden 16 westeuropäische Länder ausge-
wählt. Mittels der Methode Crisp-Set Qualitative 
Comparative Analysis (csQCA) zeigt der Artikel die 
Kombinationen von Faktoren auf, welche mit einer 
hohen Fusionsaktivität assoziiert sind: entweder a) 
ein offenes ‚Politikfenster’ bei kleinen Gemeinden, 
b) ein offenes ‚Politikfenster‘ in Gemeinden mit we-
nig Autonomie oder c) Anreize für Zusammen-
schlüsse in kleinen Gemeinden mit geringer Auto-
nomie.  
 
Schlagworte: Gemeindezusammenschlüsse, Ge-
meindefusionen, Strategie, Crisp-Set Qualitative 
Comparative Analysis (csQCA) 

Introduction 

Since the Second World War, territorial reforms of local government have taken place in 
many European countries (e.g., Kersting/Vetter 2003). Of high importance are amalgama-
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tion reforms, which can either be approached top-down or bottom-up. While several 
countries have drastically reduced the number of local units in one or several major terri-
torial reforms (e.g., Germany, United Kingdom, Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark), other 
countries have chosen partial up-scaling strategies (e.g., Switzerland) or have not con-
ducted territorial reforms at all (e.g., France, Italy) (Baldersheim/Rose 2010).  

Existing literature on territorial reform strategies and processes, often descriptive, 
case-based, and limited to single countries, is extensive (Steiner 2002; Swianiewicz 2010; 
Vrangboek 2010; Wollmann 2010; De Ceuninck et al. 2010, etc.). The advantages and 
disadvantages of territorial up-scaling have been discussed frequently among these schol-
ars (e.g., Keating 1995; Council of Europe 2001; Fox/Gurley 2006). Reasons in favour of 
mergers are often related to more efficiency and effectiveness in service provision and the 
strengthening of municipal autonomy (Steiner 2002; Reingewertz 2012), whereas argu-
ments raised against mergers are that smaller units have a higher input legitimacy (Lad-
ner/Bühlmann 2007; De Ceuninck et al. 2010). Some comparative work on local govern-
ment reforms is also available (e.g. Kersting/Vetter 2003; Baldersheim/Rose 2010; Woll-
mann 2012). Kuhlmann/Wollmann (2013) find that European subnational territorial struc-
ture displays persistent differences and divergence in relation to fragmentation and size. 
However, within country clusters, there seem to be cross-national trends and thus, con-
vergence. An upscaling reform strategy has been chosen by countries of Northern Europe 
(England, Denmark, Sweden and some German Länder, for example, North Rhine-
Westphalia and Hesse). On the other hand, a ‘Southern European’ reform pattern, the so-
called ‘trans-scaling’ strategy (Baldersheim/Rose 2010) with inter-municipal cooperation, 
instead of mergers, can be found in France (Marcou 2010), in some Swiss cantons, and 
some German Länder (for example, Rhineland-Palatinate, Schleswig-Holstein) but also in 
Italy, for example. 

While we know from previous research that factors like the institutional context 
(Kersting/Vetter 2003), incentives (Steiner/Kaiser 2013), or policy windows matter for 
local government reforms (Bundgaard/Vrangbaek 2007), it is yet largely unexplored how 
these factors play together and in what combinations of causes influence the merger activ-
ity in a country.  

Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to investigate the following question: what 
combinations of causes influence the merger activities in the selected countries? Based on 
an analytical framework, the amalgamation strategies in 16 selected Western European 
countries are compared. Using Crisp-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (csQCA), this 
paper aims to show what configurations of factors may be associated with a high merger 
activity in the selected countries.  

For the purposes of this paper, the term ‘merger’, as understood by Steiner as the 
‘complete surrendering of independence by one or several municipalities’ (Steiner 2003, 
p. 554), is used synonymously with the term ‘amalgamation’. The focus lies on municipal 
amalgamation reforms and not territorial reforms, such as inter-municipal cooperation or 
regionalisation.  

Comparative research approach and case selection 

The knowledge we gain by the comparative research approach applied in this paper ‘pro-
vides the key to understanding, explaining and interpreting diverse historical outcomes 
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and processes and their significance for current institutional arrangements’ (Ragin 1987, 
p. 6). For this comparative cross-national study, the 16 major Western European countries 
have been selected, which are included in the categorisation of European local govern-
ment systems by Hesse and Sharpe (1991) and its amendment by Kersting and Vetter 
(2003). Even though the number of as many as 16 countries may seem high for a compar-
ison in a research paper, it helps to address the ‘many variables, small N’ problem (Lijp-
hart 1971).  

The data for the paper was collected through literature review and an expert survey. 
For the literature review, both international comparative works on local governments as 
well as country specific literature was studied. The expert survey was mailed to academic 
experts specialised in local government research in the 16 countries included in the analy-
sis.1 

Because territorial reforms in Western European countries began to spread after 
World War II, the period of examination for this study ranges from 1950 to 2010.  

The data is analysed using the Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) method (Ri-
houx/Ragin 2009). QCA is suited for this study not only because it can be applied in this 
‘small-N’ research design (Berg-Schlosser et al. 2009). QCA embeds features from both 
qualitative and quantitative approaches: while being based on the logic of Boolean alge-
bra, it is still case-oriented, meaning that ‘each individual case is considered as a complex 
combination of properties’ (Berg-Schlosser et al. 2009, p. 6). Instead of focusing on cau-
sation of individual variables only, QCA allows the examination of a combination of con-
ditions, which is highly relevant for the research context of this study. Despite there being 
the advanced QCA version with fuzzy sets, this paper sticks to a crisp set analysis in order 
to reduce the danger of arbitrary coding (Sager 2008). In crisp-set QCA, each condition 
has a binary code (1 for presence of the attribute and 0 for absence of the attribute). This 
implies that qualitative differences between cases that are more in or out of a set need to 
be established (Schneider/Wagemann 2012), which is done by calibration.  

Amalgamation strategies 

In the context of this paper, strategies are defined as ‘the procedures of decision-making 
adopted by policymakers in order to accommodate interests and stakeholders affected by 
policy initiatives’ (Baldersheim/Rose 2010, p. 12). Strategies for municipal amalgama-
tions may be distinguished along two dimensions: from bottom-up to top-down and from 
comprehensive to incremental. A bottom-up merger strategy may be defined as an idea 
and proposal of boundary change that is generated at the municipal level affected by a po-
tential merger (Steiner/Kaiser 2013). As a rule, these mergers are voluntary, that is, it is 
the municipalities or their citizens, respectively, that decide autonomously whether they 
want to amalgamate with one or more neighbour municipalities, without threats of inter-
vention or law enforcement by the superior state level, in case the merger fails. Top-
down, on the other hand, means that an intervention is made by central government (or by 
the superior state level) and changes are imposed on local governments (Baldersheim/ 
Rose 2010, p. 13). Top-down approaches usually involve coercion, that is, the higher-
ranking state level can force a municipality to merge with one or more neighbour munici-
palities against the will of the municipality concerned or the majority of its citizens (see 
also Drechsler 2013). In reality, however, merger strategies may not always be encoun-
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tered in their pure top-down or bottom-up form. Mixed strategies are possible and com-
mon, too. A mixed strategy may be a semivoluntary ‘carrot and stick’ strategy: in a first 
phase, bottom-up proposals for amalgamation perimeters are made by the local govern-
ment. In a further phase, if municipalities fail to formulate bottom-up proposals, top-down 
interventions will follow (see, for example, Wollmann 2010). A further distinction can be 
made between comprehensive and incremental approaches (Baldersheim/Rose 2010, p. 
13): a comprehensive strategy involves the analysis of the local government structure in 
the country at one time and can therefore be seen as a conceptual and normative approach. 
In the incremental approach, only part of a country’s territorial structure is considered for 
reform, which may occur in steps. A reform may be considered more or less radical, de-
pending on the cultural norm and the initial situation in a country (Kersting/Vetter 2003, 
p. 334). Different countries have chosen different reform strategies for their territorial 
structure for various reasons. Thus, this means that organising the territorial structure of 
local government is not ‘merely a random outcome from the toss of some unseen dice’ 
(Baldersheim/Rose 2010, p. 9). 

Table 1 provides an overview of the state structure, subnational government structure 
and main amalgamation strategy of the selected countries.  
 
Table 1: State structure, subnational government, and amalgamation strategy of the se-

lected countries 

Country State structure Subnational government2 Amalgamation strategy3 

Austria federal 2,357 municipalities, 9 states (Länder) no amalgamation strategy, except 

Land Styria 

Belgium federal 589 municipalities, 10 provinces, 6 communities 

and regions 

mixed strategy 

Denmark unitary 98 municipalities, 5 regions top-down with ‘voluntary’ choice of 

partner, comprehensive 

Finland unitary 415 municipalities, 1 province top-down, comprehensive 

France unitary 36,683 municipalities, 100 départements, 26 re-

gions 

trans-scaling 

Germany federal 12,312 municipalities, 323 counties, 16 states 

(Länder) 
mixed strategy 

Greece unitary 1,034 municipalities, 50 prefectures top-down, comprehensive 

Ireland unitary 114 local authorities no amalgamation strategy 

Italy unitary 8,101 municipalities, 108 provinces, 20 regions trans-scaling strategy, incremental 

Netherlands unitary 443 municipalities, 12 provinces mixed strategy, incremental 

Norway unitary 430 municipalities, 19 county councils bottom-up, incremental 

Portugal unitary 4,251 parishes, 308 municipalities, 2 autono-

mous regions 

no amalgamation strategy 

Spain federal 8,112 municipalities, 50 provinces, 17 autono-

mous communities 

top-down, incremental 

Sweden unitary 290 municipalities, 18 county councils, 2 regions no amalgamation strategy 

Switzerland federal 2,596 municipalities, 26 cantons mixed, incremental 

United Kingdom unitary 434 local governments, 35 county councils, 

Greater London Authority, 3 devolved nations 

top-down, incremental 

Source: Loughlin /Hendriks/Lidström 2011 and expert survey 2014 
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It becomes evident that the range of merger strategies reaches quite wide, from cases 
where mergers are implemented quite easily, such as England (Copus 2010; John/Copus 
2011; John 2010), to countries where territorial mergers pushed by superior state levels 
were unimaginable for a long time, such as in France (Hertzog 2010). It is only with a Re-
form Act of 2010 that a simplification of the amalgamation procedure is discussed again 
in France (Kuhlmann/Wollmann 2014).  

Analytical framework 

To analyse the amalgamation strategies in different countries, an analytical framework is 
developed, including four conditions and one outcome variable4. Reforms can have dif-
ferent goals or consequences depending on the setting within which they occur 
(Kersting/Vetter 2003, p. 19), so it is important to consider the specific circumstances of 
the country. This is done here by including the four conditions ‘institutional context’, ‘ter-
ritorial structure’, ‘incentive system’ and ‘policy window’ as factors influencing the mer-
ger activity in a country (see figure 1).  
 
Figure 1: Analytical framework 

Conditions  Outcome 

Institutional context   

Merger activity 
Territorial structure  

Incentive system 

Policy window  

 
The analytical framework in this study builds on the framework describing the process of 
territorial choice by Baldersheim and Rose (2010)5.  

Conditions 

Institutional context: As a theoretical explanation for territorial reforms, Kuhlmann/ 
Wollmann (2013, p. 166) use historical institutionalism as a line of theory. Historical in-
stitutionalism applied to administrative reforms implies that ‘decisions are always to be 
viewed in the light of long-term institutional developments of the political-administrative 
systems because these are effective as path dependencies’ (Kuhlmann/Wollmann 2014, p. 
47; Kaiser 1999). The condition ‘institutional context’ is aligned with the theory of histor-
ical institutionalism, because it is often historically shaped. Facilitation or blockage of lo-
cal government reforms may be affected by a country’s institutional context (Kersting/ 
Vetter 2003, p. 347). The local context is concerned with central-local relations and the 
importance of local government (Baldersheim/Rose 2010, p. 16 et seqq.). Local govern-
ment in Western Europe plays a crucial role, as it has a relatively high degree of control 
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about a certain territory. However, the function and role of local government systems in 
the political systems vary between Europe’s states (John 2001, p. 7). To assess the coun-
tries under consideration, the Hesse/Sharpe (1991) typology of Western European local 
government systems is used, which categorises them according to their constitutional sta-
tus, political and functional role, and their degree of local autonomy (Hesse/Sharpe 1991, 
p. 606 et seqq.). Three country groups are identified: First, local governments in countries 
of the Franco-group (France, Italy, Belgium, Spain, Portugal, and, partly, also Greece) 
have a high constitutional status. Control from above is strong, dependency on the central 
state is high, and the degree of local autonomy is low. Second, in the Anglo-group (Unit-
ed Kingdom and Ireland), local government only has a low constitutional status on the na-
tional level. Still, control from the higher-ranking state level is small in day-to-day policy 
making, and local government possesses a medium degree of autonomy. Third, the 
Northern and Middle European country group unite the Scandinavian countries (Norway, 
Sweden, Finland, and Denmark), the German-speaking countries (Austria, Germany, and 
Switzerland) as well as the Netherlands. Decentralisation is most distinct in these coun-
tries and local democracy per se has a high significance. Local government possesses a 
high constitutional status and a high degree of autonomy in decision and policy making. 
Accordingly, control from above is rather low (Hesse/Sharpe 1991, p. 606 et seqq.; 
Kersting/Vetter 2003, p. 22). With the selected cases, all three country groups of this ty-
pology are represented. In federal countries like Germany and Switzerland, local govern-
ment reform is not a matter for central government, but for the county level, i.e. Länder 
and cantonal authorities. The number of municipalities and their size in the States is, 
therefore, often diverse (Kersting et al. 2009; Walter-Rogg 2010; Ladner 2011; Stei-
ner/Kaiser 2013). 

In order to operationalise the institutional context for the QCA analysis, the presence 
or absence in the set of countries with a high degree of local autonomy (AUTON) is used 
in this study. Local autonomy may be understood in terms of functional responsibility of 
local authorities and local governments’ degree of discretion when deciding about public 
services (Page/Goldsmith 1987; Kersting/Vetter 2003). Municipalities in countries where 
local autonomy is high would, thus, rather try to stay ‘autonomous’. Therefore, hypothesis 
1 assumes a negative effect of local autonomy on amalgamation reforms: AUTONlow → 
MERGER (where AUTONlow stands for low degree of local autonomy). For the condi-
tion institutional context/local autonomy (AUTON), according the Hesse/Sharpe’s typol-
ogy presented above, the countries are dichotomised into countries with a low or medium 
degree of local autonomy (AUTONlow) on the one hand, and countries with a high de-
gree of local autonomy on the other hand. 

 
Territorial structure: The size of political entities matters, because it is believed to affect 
citizen effectiveness and system capacity (Dahl/Tufte 1973, p. 20 et seqq.). The territorial 
profile of local government in the intergovernmental setting is looked at in regard to state 
levels, number of units, and average population in order to gain an overview. For the 
QCA analysis, the mean size of the municipalities in the year 1950 is therefore selected to 
operationalise the territorial structure. The average size is easily comparable between 
countries, whereas the number of municipalities would also depend on the size of the 
country. Based on the argument that mergers are intended to achieve more efficient and 
effective service provision (e.g., Reingewertz 2012), and empirical findings which indi-
cate that smaller municipalities are more likely to merge (Steiner/Ladner/Reist 2014), hy-
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pothesis 2 assumes a negative relationship between the size of local units and merger ac-
tivity: SIZElow → MERGER. Table 3 shows the average municipal population size of 
each country in the year 1950. 
 
Table 2: Average size of municipalities 1950 

Population size of municipalities 1950 (mean) 

Austria   1,706 

Belgium   3,242 

Denmark   3,286 

Finland   7,367 

France   1,115 

Germany   2,011 

Greece   1,250 

Ireland 27,092 

Italy   5,926 

Netherlands   9,879 

Norway   4,368 

Portugal 27,859 

Spain   3,046 

Sweden   2,819 

Switzerland   1,516 

United Kingdom 24,959 

Source: Steiner 2002, p. 176 
 
For the population size of local units (where SIZElow stands for low average size of the 
municipalities), the threshold for the calibration is set at an average population size of 
10,000 inhabitants because there is a massive distance between the countries with rela-
tively smaller municipalities–with a maximum average population size of 9,879 in the 
Netherlands–and the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Portugal, which already in 1950 had 
municipalities with an average population size of over 25,000 inhabitants, which legiti-
mises this threshold. 

 
Incentive system: Incentive systems may be defined as conditions knowingly designed by 
a higher-ranking state level to influence municipalities’ merger activities. Given that local 
governments react to incentives according to the system’s design, the incentive system set 
by the superior state level is decisive for the municipalities’ reform behaviour (Stei-
ner/Kaiser 2013; Kaiser 2014). As a ‘carrot’, some higher-ranking governments offer fi-
nancial incentives to their municipalities in the case of merger. Positive incentives, such 
as financial contributions, or negative incentives, such as a reduction of transfer payments 
in the fiscal equalisation, may impose some pressure on municipalities. In the case of fi-
nancially weak municipalities, these negative incentives can have some coercive charac-
ter. The distinction between voluntary and coercive amalgamation can therefore be fuzzy 
in cases (Swianiewicz 2010, p. 20). The incentives are assumed to lead to more merger ef-
forts (Steiner/Kaiser 2013), thus the following hypothesis 3: INCENT → MERGER. 
Countries in which financial incentives for mergers (INCENT) exist are coded as 1, coun-
tries without financial incentives as 0. 

 
Policy window: ‘The policy window is an opportunity for advocates of proposals to push 
their pet solutions, or to push attention to their special problems’ (Kingdon 1995, p. 165). 
A window often opens because political actors change or because a new problem captures 
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their attention. According to the policy window model by Kingdon, a policy window is 
open when three ‘streams’ are joined: the problem stream (is the condition defined as a 
problem?), the policy stream (are there alternative solutions?), and the politics stream (is 
the political climate positive for change?). An open policy window facilitates policy 
change, and major changes in public policy have resulted from such windows of oppor-
tunity. However, it might only open infrequently and for a short time period (Kingdon 
1995). With such a policy window, mergers are more likely assumed to occur. Without an 
open policy window, issues are less likely to come into real action and are therefore not 
taken up (Kingdon 1995). Hypothesis 4 is therefore WINDOW → MERGER. For the cal-
ibration, countries in which a policy window for mergers (WINDOW) is existent, that is 
all three streams (problem, policy and politics) according to Kingdon’s policy window 
model are open, are coded as 1, countries without it as 0. 

Outcome 

The merger activity (MERGER) of a country refers to the number of municipalities that 
disappear during a given time period. Whereas in most countries, the reform periods are 
rather short (e.g., a couple of years), they extended to decades in other cases. Table 2 il-
lustrates the number of municipalities and amalgamation activities of the selected coun-
tries between 1950 and 2010. 
 
Table 3: Change of the territorial structure 

1950 2010 ∆1950-2010 

Austria 4,065 2,357 -42.0 

Belgium 2,669 589 -77.9 

Denmark 1,303 98 -92.5 

Finland 547 415 -24.1 

France6 37,997 36,683 -3.5 

Germany7 33,932 12,312 -63.7 

Greece 5,975 1,034 -82.7 

Ireland 109 114 4.6 

Italy 7,802 8,101 3.8 

Netherlands 1,015 443 -56.4 

Norway 744 430 -42.2 

Portugal 303 308 1.7 

Spain 9,214 8,112 -12.0 

Sweden 2,498 290 -88.4 

Switzerland 3,097 2,596 -16.2 

United Kingdom 2,028 434 -78.6 

Source: Loughlin/Hendriks/Lidström 2011; Steiner 2002 
 
The outcome merger activity (MERGER) is operationalised as the percentage change in 
the number of municipalities between the years 1950 and 2010. The threshold is set at 
minus one half (-50 per cent), which is legitimised by the fairly large gap between Nor-
way (-42.2%) and the Netherlands (-56.4%). 

Even though not all factors that possibly explain the municipalities’ merger activities 
can be included in the QCA, some further variables should at least be born in mind at this 
point due to their importance for an international comparison of territorial reforms with a 
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long period of examination: demographic situation, financial performance and technolog-
ical progress should be mentioned. Also, the access (Page/Goldsmith 1987) of local polit-
ical actors at higher-ranking state levels (e.g. ‘cumul des mandats’), which is characteris-
tic for the Southern European countries (Kuhlmann/Wollmann 2013), and possible change 
in the political culture within a country over the years. Furthermore, the patterns of con-
flict, which are concerned with advocacy coalitions and alliances of opposition of territo-
rial reforms, may have an influence on the merger activity (Baldersheim/Rose 2010). 

Qualitative Comparative Analysis: Truth Table and Results 

Table 4 shows the crisp-set truth table. Contradictory configurations were resolved (using 
“good practices” by Rihoux/Ragin 2009) and Boolean minimization was conducted using 
the software fsQCA 2.0. The model is specified as MERGER = f (AUTONlow, SIZElow, 
INCENT, WINDOW). For an easier interpretation of the results, codes in crisp-set QCA 
are assigned in the correct direction, that is the presence ([1] values) is theoretically asso-
ciated with a positive ([1] values) outcome, which is why countries with a high degree of 
local autonomy are assigned a [0] and countries with a medium or low degree of autono-
my a [1]. Correspondingly, countries with large municipalities are assigned a [0] and 
those with small municipalities a [1]. There are 16 possible combinations (24) of which 
eight constellations of the four conditions occur in this sample, so there is limited diversi-
ty and logical remainders, which often occur in social science data (Schneider/Wagemann 
2012). The specification of the model in this paper (the ratio of conditions to cases) meets 
the recommended contradictions and consistency benchmarks (Marx/Dusa 2011).  
 
Table 4: Truth Table 

Country Outcome Conditions 
Concept Merger activity Institutional 

context 
Territorial  
structure 

Incentives Policy  
window 

Abbreviation MERGER AUTONlow SIZElow INCENT WINDOW 

Austria 0 0 1 1 0 

Belgium 1 1 1 1 0 

Denmark 1 0 1 0 1 

Finland 0 0 1 1 0 

France 0 1 1 0 0 

Germany 1 0 1 1 1 

Greece 1 1 1 0 1 

Ireland 0 1 0 0 0 

Italy 0 1 1 0 0 

Netherlands 1 0 1 0 1 

Norway 0 0 1 1 0 

Portugal 0 1 0 0 0 

Spain 0 1 1 0 0 

Sweden 1 0 1 0 1 

Switzerland 0 0 1 1 0 

United Kingdom 1 1 0 0 1 

 
Crisp-set analysis provides us with the following complex, parsimonious, and intermedi-
ate solutions8 (tables 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10):  
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Table 5: Complex Solution of csQCA  

Solution Outcome Raw  
coverage 

Unique  
overage 

Consistency 

~AUTONlow*SIZElow*WINDOW  MERGER 0.57 0.57 1.00 

AUTONlow*~INCENT*WINDOW  MERGER 0.29 0.29 1.00 

AUTONlow*SIZElow*INCENT*~WINDOW MERGER 0.14 0.14 1.00 

 
Table 6: Summarised Complex Solution of csQCA 

Summarized Solution Outcome Consistency Coverage 

~AUTONlow*SIZElow* 

WINDOW + AUTONlow* 

~INCENT*WINDOW  

+ AUTONlow*SIZElow* 

INCENT*~WINDOW 

MERGER 1.00 1.00 

 
Table 7: Parsimonious Solution of csQCA 

Solution Outcome Raw 
coverage 

Unique 
coverage 

Consistency 

WINDOW MERGER 0.86 0.86 1.00 

AUTONlow *INCENT MERGER 0.14 0.14 1.00 

 
Table 8: Summarised Parsimonious Solution of csQCA 

Summarized Solution Outcome Consistency Coverage 

WINDOW + AUTONlow *INCENT MERGER 1.00 1.00 

 
Table 9: Intermediate Solution of csQCA 

Solution Outcome Raw coverage Unique coverage Consistency 

WINDOW*SIZElow MERGER 0.71 0.57 1.00 

WINDOW*AUTONlow MERGER 0.28 0.14 1.00 

INCENT*SIZElow*AUTONlow MERGER 0.14 0.14 1.00 

 
Table 10: Summarised Intermediate Solution of csQCA 

Summarized Solution Outcome Consistency Coverage 

WINDOW*SIZElow +  

WINDOW*AUTONlow + 

INCENT*SIZElow* 

AUTONlow 

MERGER 1.00 1.00 

 
The complex solution, that is the solution barring counterfactuals, shows that higher mer-
ger activities occur when a) local autonomy is high, the size of municipalities is small, 
and there is an open policy window or b) in the absence of incentives when autonomy is 
low and there is an open policy window or c) when local autonomy is low, the size of 
municipalities is small and there are incentives for merging in the absence of an open pol-
icy window. This formula is quite complex and can be simplified using counterfactual 
analysis. The parsimonious solution, which also incorporates logical remainders, gives us 
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the following result: either a) an open policy window or b) incentives for the municipali-
ties to merge when local autonomy is low are associated with a high merger activity. The 
intermediate solution shows that merger activity is higher a) in small municipalities when 
there is an open policy window, b) in municipalities with a low degree of local autonomy 
when there is an open policy window, or c) in small municipalities when autonomy is low 
and there are incentives given by higher-ranking state levels for amalgamations. While 
none of the variables is a necessary condition, WINDOW is a sufficient condition for the 
outcome in the parsimonious solution. Both fit measures ‘consistency’ and ‘coverage’ 
show a value of 1.00 in all summarised solutions.  

Discussion  

Based on an analytical framework, this study analysed and compared amalgamation strat-
egies in 16 Western European countries. Merger strategies as well as merger activities 
vary a lot between the Western European countries. Whereas the number of municipal 
units was often reduced drastically in top-down reforms, such as the Greek territorial con-
solidation (Hlepas 2010), the Danish structural reforms (Blom-Hansen/Heeager 2011; 
Vrangboek 2010) or the UK amalgamations (John 2010), the effects are much smaller for 
example in Switzerland where many cantons pursue a participatory bottom-up approach 
(Steiner/Kaiser 2013) or in France, where a trans-scaling strategy is applied (Cole 2011). 
Using Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), this paper contributes to the discussion 
concerning what combinations of factors influence the country’s amalgamation activities.  

The intermediate solution–the most interpretable of the three solutions provided by 
csQCA–showed that merger activity is higher in small municipalities when there is an 
open policy window. This result is not surprising, because amalgamation reforms in Eu-
rope were often introduced to create rationalised and more efficient local government 
units which are able to appropriately and independently fulfil their tasks (Steiner/Kaiser 
2013). This was the case for example in the Danish structural reform 2007–2009, which 
was introduced because small municipalities which were not able to adequately handle 
complicated social issues and lacked the necessary expertise in financial affairs (Vrang-
boek 2010). The dual aim of the territorial reforms in the German regional states was typ-
ically to increase the administrative capacity and efficiency of local government on the 
one hand and to strengthen local democracy on the other (Wollmann 2010). In line with 
Kingdon’s policy window model (1995), the results of this study emphasise the im-
portance of an open policy window for the implementation of amalgamation reforms. If 
the timing and the circumstances are not right, as was the case in the French consolidation 
trial in 1972 (when the ‘Marcellin’ law which foresaw a drastic reduction of the number 
of municipalities failed; Kerrouche 2010), there is the threat of a blockage for territorial 
reforms for a very long time. In Denmark, on the other hand, a couple of problems in the 
systems acted as a trigger for acceptance of a radical reform (Vrangbaek 2010; Bund-
gaard/Vrangbaek 2007). It could thus be said that the success of a territorial reform also 
depends on whether the timing is right.  

Furthermore, the analysis showed that merger activity is higher in municipalities with 
a low degree of local autonomy when there is an open policy window. Mergers are more 
easily introduced when municipal autonomy is low. This result is in line with the corre-
sponding hypothesis in this paper, assuming a negative effect of local autonomy on mer-
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ger reforms, reasoning that municipalities with a high local autonomy would rather try to 
stay ‘autonomous’ instead of amalgamating with one or more neighbour municipality.  

According to the intermediate solution, there are also more mergers when municipali-
ties are small, autonomy is low and there are incentives given by higher-ranking state lev-
els for amalgamations. It is not surprising that where incentives for mergers are given by 
higher-ranking state levels, they seem to play a certain role, as they are designed to influ-
ence the municipalities’ behaviour and the local decision authority includes the possible 
benefits when discussing merger (Kaiser 2014).  

To put the paper into a larger context, it should be said that amalgamation strategies, 
upon which the focus was laid in this paper, are by no means the only reform strategy 
pursued when modernising local governments (see, for example, Kuhlmann/Wollmann 
2014). In some countries, inter-municipal cooperation was established as an alternative to 
mergers. Also, territorial reforms often go along with functional reforms. Regionalisation 
is also an important topic on many countries’ reform agenda. Amalgamation reforms may 
also be part of larger reform projects comprising new layers of government, functional 
and/or financial changes between the levels of government and others (Kersting/Vetter 
2003, p. 336). 

Anmerkungen 
 

1 These experts are all participants of the COST action IS1207 ‘Local Public Sector Reforms: An Interna-
tional Comparison’. For further information see www.cost.eu/domains_actions/isch/Actions/IS1207 

2 Data 2010 
3 Data 2014 
4 QCA uses the term ‘condition’ and ‘outcome’ for what is referred to as ‘independent’ and ‘dependent’ 

variables in quantitative methods. 
5 In their framework on the process of territorial choice, Baldersheim and Rose (2010) describe the four el-

ements ‘institutional context’, ‘framing and choice of amalgamation strategy’, ‘pattern of conflict’ and 
‘reform outcome’ and the interactions between these elements. First, they distinguish the element ‘institu-
tional context’ according to the two contextual dimensions ‘national’ (consociatal/majoritarian) and ‘lo-
cal’ (low importance/high importance). With focus on the local context, the institutional context is also 
included in this study here. Second, they describe ‘framing’, which is about what arguments are presented 
by policy entrepreneurs in favour of reforms, and ‘strategies’, where they distinguish between the scope of 
the reform (comprehensive/incremental) and the room for local voice (top-down/bottom-up). In this paper, 
this element is represented in the chapter about amalgamation strategies, where the countries’ amalgama-
tion strategies are specified. Third, the element ‘patterns of conflict’ is about advocacy coalitions and alli-
ances of opposition of territorial reforms. Even though not explicitly considered as a condition in this pa-
per’s QCA, it is mentioned as a possible influencing factor and is supposed to be associated with the ‘poli-
tics stream’ which is considered in the condition ‘policy window’ in this paper. Fourth, the element ‘re-
form outcome’ in the Baldersheim/Rose framework is understood as upscaling, downscaling or trans-
scaling movements. In this paper’s analytical framework, the ‘reform activity’ is included as the outcome 
variable, considering changes of the territorial structure towards larger or smaller units. Detailed analysis 
of trans-scaling movements, i.e. cooperation between units, would go beyond the scope of this paper, 
which is why they are only mentioned marginally here. 

6 Number of municipalities in 1952 (instead of 1950). 
7 In 1950, BRD counted 24,156 municipalities and DDR 9,776. For comparison reasons between the coun-

ties, the BRD and DDR data have been added up. 
8 In QCA, the complex solution makes no assumption about logical remainders, the parsimonious solution 

contains all simplifying assumptions and the intermediate solution only allows easy counterfactuals to be 
included. The complex solution results in complicated interpretations. The parsimonious solution often 
rests on numerous counterfactual claims about logical remainders, which is why its interpretation should 
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be treated with care. The intermediate solution uses theory as a guide as to which logical remainders are 
assumed to be associated to the outcome. The intermediate solution term lies between complexity and par-
simony and is often the most interpretable one (Schneider/Wagemann 2012). 
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