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ABSTRACT
Involving several levels ranging from policy-making to service delivery, the coor-
dination of regional public organizations is a complex matter. This paper explores 
how relational preconditions affect regional public organizations’ coordination 
activities and outcomes. A model is developed that links relational preconditions 
to coordination outcomes. Even though the coordination mechanisms and instru-
ments are used, the coordination outcome might vary based on the individuals 
and the relationships among individuals. This study suggests that the use of 
coordination mechanisms and in turn coordination outcome, is affected by the 
individuals’ personal beliefs and personal relationships as well as trust in the 
vertical organization.

KEYWORDS Regional public organizations; vertical coordination; preconditions of coordination; coordination 
mechanisms; coordination instruments

Introduction

Public administration challenges inspired public managers to apply private 
organization-based models, leading to multi-level public governance (Bache 
and Flinders 2004). This structure, and the instruments used, caused disaggrega-
tion of and separation between policymaking and management (Osborne 2006, 
2010; Lœgreid et al. 2014) and led to the devolution of functions and specializa-
tion in vertical organizations (Christensen 2012). Such structures created auton-
omous self-centred local levels (Lodge and Gill 2011; Christensen and Lægreid 
2010, 2011; Lægreid et al. 2015) concerned mainly with achieving their own 
objectives (Pollitt 2003; Gregory 2006). As such, government agencies act as self- 
serving agents (Jensen and Meckling 1976) that consider coordination and 
information processing as undesirable or even as a threat to their integrity 
(Wilson 1989).

The more autonomous the levels are, the less they coordinate with others (Bjurstrøm 
2021), which makes the vertical coordination of public organizations – the coordination 
between policy-making, management and the implementation of policies (Baier et al. 
1986)–increasingly complex and challenging. Coordination is ‘ . . . the instruments and 
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mechanisms that aim to enhance the voluntary or forced alignment of tasks and efforts of 
organizations within the public sector’ (Bouckaert et al. 2010, 16).

A wide stream of research examines coordination and collaboration in public 
sector (c.f. Mayer and Kenter 2015; Wilkins et al. 2016; Hudson et al. 1999; 
Costumato 2021; Thomson and Perry 2006; Aunger et al. 2021; Willem and 
Buelens 2007; Peters 2018; Lægreid et al. 2015; Mu et al. 2019). In its broadest 
form, collaboration and cooperation are subsets of coordination (Bouckaert, 
Peters, and Verhoest 2010; Castañer and Oliveira 2020), though outlining and 
analysing their differences is beyond the scope of this study. This study focuses on 
coordination in its broadest form.

Coordination success equates to a higher degree of integration (Puranam et al. 
2012), which is necessary to sustain an organization (Choi and Chandler 2015). 
However, public organizations are not designed for ultimate coordination 
(Chandler 1962; Perrow 1967; Hickson et al. 1969; Thompson 1967), nor can 
one assume that activities must be coordinated in organizations regardless of their 
design (Faraj and Xiao 2006; Heath and Staudenmayer 2000; Ballard and Seibold 
2003; Gulati et al. 2012). Given that the goal of public sector programmes and 
policies is to create public value (Moore 1995; Try and Radnor 2007), vertical 
coordination is needed to bridge public programs and policies with their 
implementation.

The factors that inhibit or facilitate coordination is well discussed in coordina-
tion research (Williamson 1975; Rogers and Whetten 1982, Alexander 1995; 
Palmatier et al. 2007; Moshtari and Gonçalves 2011). Such studies focus on the 
connection between the preconditions and the choice of coordination activities, 
often referred to as coordination mechanisms. The definition of Bouckaert et al. 
(2010) implies that instruments and mechanisms should be used to align the tasks 
and efforts of organizations to achieve coordination; that is, the focus is on 
coordination as an outcome rather than the instruments and mechanisms 
per se. If coordination activities equal coordination outcomes, researcher exten-
sively explored how coordination preconditions influence instruments and 
mechanisms. Research on the association between the preconditions of coordina-
tion and coordination outcomes is scarce.

Besides structural and functional aspects, Palmatier et al. (2007) point out that 
personal relations are also an important precondition. Thus, personal relations as 
a precondition may influence the outcome of coordination activities and the 
coordination outcome. As this aspect seems overlooked in previous research, we 
aim to fill this gap by answering the following research question: How do 
relational preconditions affect regional public organizations’ coordination activ-
ities and outcomes? To address this question, we examine the coordination 
between two administrative levels within Swedish regional public transport 
organizations.

This study makes three contributions to the literature. First, we develop a model 
that connects relational preconditions to coordination-mechanisms and coordina-
tion outcomes in regional public organizations. Second, we find that informal 
relations between individuals often generate the coordination outcome, rather than 
structural and functional aspects. Third, the findings open the way for further 
reflections on the risks of negative side effects in regional public organizations. 
Such risks relate to (1) situations in which agencies may, despite their efforts in 
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structural and functional aspects, be perceived as engaging in ‘policy dressing’ and 
(2) spending resources on creating structures, mechanisms, and instruments, while 
neglecting the influence of individuals’ intentions, relationships, interpretations and 
self-centred views.

Theoretical framework

New public management (NPM) created specialization and decentralization, lead-
ing to more detailed and refined public services. This paradigm also caused 
fragmentation among agencies. The relationships between agencies seems to be 
based on self-interest, where each party will deliver only what is specified 
(Osborne 2010; Boyne 2002; Ferlie et al. 1996; Hood 2005). Previous studies 
argue that emphasizing the performance of single agencies rather than on broader 
goals and values creates strong incentives for single organizations to pursue 
activities that focus on their own organizations (Bouckaert et al. 2010). In addi-
tion to structural difficulties as far-reaching specialization and fragmentation, 
coordination difficulties also lie in the personal agendas of individuals who act 
based on bounded rationality and opportunism (Ouchi 1980; Kalra et al. 2020) in 
the best interests of their subagency (Bourgault 2007). This field of research does 
not yet explain how this leads to coordination difficulties in regional public 
organizations and the connection between informal relations among individuals 
and coordination outcomes.

Coordination

The definition of ‘coordination’ is often assumed. An extensive literature review 
confirms the existence of various definitions (Okhuysen and Bechky 2009; 
Castañer and Oliveira 2020). Therefore, the absence of a unanimous definition 
is not due to ignorance, but to the presence of too many different definitions 
(Alexander 1995).

Early coordination research (Fayol 1949; Taylor 1916; Chandler 1962; Hickson et al. 
1969; Thompson 1967; Stover 1970; Woodward 1970) focused on ultimate organizing 
to coordinate efforts. Contemporary research on coordination assumes that activities 
must be coordinated in organizations regardless of the design, and therefore focuses on 
coordinating activities rather than organizing (Faraj and Xiao 2006; Heath and 
Staudenmeyer 2000; Ballard and Seibold 2003; Malone and Crowston 1990). This is 
based on the belief that the survival of an organization and its members requires 
resource mobilization and coordinating efforts (March and Simon 1958). In a review 
on coordination, Okhuysen and Bechky (2009) described three commonalities in the 
definitions: people work collectively, the work is interdependent, and an outcome is 
achieved. For instance, Koop and Lodge (2014) defined coordination as the attempted 
adjustment of actions among interdependent actors to achieve specified goals. Malone 
and Crowston (1990) focused coordination on the act of managing interdependencies 
between activities performed to achieve a goal. Further, the literature suggested two 
types of coordination, formal and informal, based on contractual and relational 
coordination mechanisms, respectively (Cao and Lumineau 2015; Roehrich et al. 
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2020). We acknowledge both informal and formal coordination mechanisms, though 
we do not distinguish between them as it is not necessary to answer our research 
question.

The vertical fragmentation of the public sector, with levels of specific, nonoverlap-
ping roles and functions, as well as often inconsistent goals, does not necessarily 
require the anticipation of other units’ actions, nor does it justify or encourage parties 
to adapt their actions to others. Therefore, fragmentation can affect the organizations’ 
perceptions of required integration and thus the perceived need for coordination. 
Paradoxically, a central assumption in organization theory is that specialization 
increases the need for coordination (Thompson 1967; Mintzberg 1979). Based on 
Metcalfe (1994), Peters (1998), Alexander (1995) and Thompson (1967), Bouckaert 
et al. (2010) interestingly found the aspects of voluntariness and enforcement. 
Bjurstrøm (2021) discussed why various levels of public organizations might regard 
coordination as undesirable and the connection between the desire for coordination 
and the agencies’ degree of autonomy: the more autonomous, the less desire to 
coordinate with others. The autonomy itself rather than the coordination mechanisms 
challenges the coordination between agencies.

Coordination mechanisms
Having discussed coordination, we now turn to the mechanism of coordination. 
Okhuysen and Bechky (2009, 472) suggested that coordination mechanisms are ‘the 
organizational arrangements that allow individuals to realize a collective performance’. 
Drawing on empirical international comparative research, Bouckaert et al. (2010) 
developed a typology of coordination instruments useful for the coordination of public 
sector organizations. Bouckaert et al. (2010) grouped coordination instruments into 
management and structural instruments, and connected the coordination mechanisms 
with hierarchies, markets or networks to emphasize the mechanism underpinning the 
coordination efforts.

Okhuysen and Bechky (2009) summarized the literature on coordination mechan-
isms by suggesting five coordination mechanisms within an organization: plans and 
rules, objects and representations, roles, routines, and proximity.

Given the research question, we focus on individuals’ coordination activities rather 
than coordination instruments as phenomena. Therefore, our interest is in categories 
with different mechanisms. Srikanth and Puranam (2014) summarized coordination 
mechanisms identified in previous studies into three categories: modularity, ongoing 
communication and tacit coordination. This categorization offers a grouping in which 
mechanisms, despite their practical differences, are organized in a way that explains 
their significance in structural, interpersonal and intangible aspects. Similar groupings 
were useful in other coordination studies. For instance, in their literature review, 
Gulati et al. (2012) used structural, institutional and relational schools of thought to 
discuss how to overcome coordination failures. Therefore, we adopted Srikanth and 
Puranam’s (2014) categorization of coordination mechanisms.

Modularity involves designing public organization in terms of units of tasks and 
responsibilities. Interfaces create a system interaction among the units (Srikanth and 
Puranam 2014) segmented into a tacit practice for coordination between different 
units (Simon 1962). These interfaces (plans, rules and schedules specifying tasks and 
responsibilities) are indispensable to organizing (March and Simon 1958; Scott and 
Davis 2007; Galbraith 1977; Tushman and Nadler 1978), as interdependency is typical 
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of all units in almost all organizations. The focus of the interfaces may vary depending 
on the focus of the organization. For instance, Johnson et al. (2021) argued that when 
focusing on central control, modularity involves interfaces for information. When 
integrated solutions are central, modularity handles dependencies by focusing on 
innovative processes. As the focus on modularity and organizational design manages 
dependencies between units through interfaces, this reduces the need for ongoing 
communication. Thus, whereas ongoing communication constantly updates common 
ground, modularity involves working with a minimal, constant level of common 
ground embedded in the interface.

Ongoing communication, including ordinary interactions between people in inter-
dependent units, is an important mechanism for updating and maintaining common 
ground (March and Simon 1958; Thompson 1967; Okhuysen and Bechky 2009; 
Srikanth and Puranam 2014). Physical closeness and co-locations positively influence 
the amount of interaction and communication (Allen 1977; Okhuysen and Bechky 
2009), while virtual communication technology is limited in terms of updating com-
mon ground. Co-presence helps achieve coordination by creating visibility. 
Organization members can then see what others are doing. This stimulates them to 
update the common ground (Kraut et al. 2002; Olson and Olson 2000). When co- 
location is not possible, people attempt to make the work visible by communicating the 
status of the work through other means (Okhuysen and Bechky 2009). Further, 
ongoing communication and social closeness create awareness between units, thereby 
coordinating through the effect of awareness on the development of trust among 
individuals.

Tacit coordination mechanisms leverage tacit, explicitly shared knowledge, and 
include coordination without the need for ongoing communication (Camerer 2003; 
Srikanth and Puranam 2011). Such mechanisms work in two ways. First, they achieve 
coordination by using pre-existing common ground that may not be specific to the 
task at hand, such as rotating tasks among employees (Ghoshal et al. 1994; Nohria 
and Ghoshal 1997). Second, they build common ground as people observe each other 
when working side-by-side (Clark 1996; Cramton 2001; Gutwin et al. 2004). The 
latter relies on building common ground by observing the work context, actions and 
outcomes, making physical co-location a primary means (Clark 1996; Cramton 2001; 
Gutwin et al. 2004). The former leverages long-term ongoing personal communica-
tion and common ground as it creates awareness among members (Kraut et al. 
2002).

Coordination preconditions
Extensive research examines the preconditions for relationship performance 
(Williamson 1975; Heide and John 1990; Bucklin and Sengupta 1993; Parkhe 1993; 
Morgan and Hunt 1994; Gundlach and Cadotte 1994; Lusch and Brown 1996; Siguaw 
et al. 1998; Wathne and Heide 2000; Cannon et al. 2000; Hibbard et al. 2001). In 
a comparative study, Palmatier et al. (2007) used longitudinal data to provide several 
insights into the key drivers of relationship performance. They concluded that com-
mitment-, trust-, and relationship-specific investments are parallel and equally impor-
tant as key drivers (Palmatier et al. 2007), and placed individuals and relationships at 
the heart of the interorganizational performance. Similarly, Caldwell et al. (2017) 
argued that organizational experience underpins effective coordination and perfor-
mance. In the public context, individual aspects such as members’ ideologies, 
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opportunistic behaviour, the lack of interest in coordination between actors due to 
autonomy, reluctance to share information, partisan politics and relationships between 
the actors arise as facilitators and inhibitors of effective coordination (Bouckaert et al. 
2010). While these preconditions offer potential for extensive analysis, we require 
a broader categorization. Alexander (1995) offered a less detailed, yet broader categor-
ization that captures all these preconditions in an organization or its environment. 
These categories relate to personal agendas and individual relations. The three cate-
gories are: (1) the organization, (2) coordination costs and (3) interaction potential 
(Alexander 1995). Alexander (1995, 21) argued that these preconditions control ‘ . . . 
organizations’ decisions so as to concert their actions and achieve mutually beneficial 
outcomes’.

The organization (i.e. the members of organizations) makes presumptions about 
policies, and these belief patterns shape the members’ approach to coordination 
(Chan and Clegg 2002; Campbell 2001). Alexander (1995) argued that the organiza-
tional structure and its characteristics influence the perception of coordination. For 
instance, the more centralized an organization is, the more likely it is to appreciate 
and engage in coordinated efforts. Other indicators that an organization will be open 
to coordination are informal contacts within the organization and across its subunits; 
trust, a result of shared values; and a history of interaction or common background, 
with free exchange of information and resources (Stephenson and Schnitzer 2006; 
Whetten 1981).

Coordination costs and benefits are important drivers for accepting coordination, 
such as when overhead costs change based on changed modularity or communication 
paths versus the benefits of such changes in modularity. Coordination costs can also 
concern self-interest; that is, perceived threats to personal intentions (Whetten 1981). 
In public organizations, individuals may pursue specific policy and political goals that 
benefit their personal interests and may not seek cooperation for fear of reducing their 
chances of reaching those goals (Bouckaert et al. 2010). Similarly, middle-level officials, 
managers or administrators who view such developments as a threat to their control 
over valuable information (Alexander 1995) or attempts to increase governance 
coherence may undermine or sabotage administrative routines, coordination efforts 
and even legal mandates for implementation.

Interaction potential includes the attitudes and relations between different organi-
zations or divisions (Thomas et al. 2007; Alexander 1995). Previous experience, real or 
perceived task interdependency, resource dependency (Whetten 1981; Alexander 
1995) and previous experiences of similar collaborations and relationships in similar 
contexts may influence such attitudes and relations. Organizations with positive 
experiences have strong prospects for coordination. Despite the task interdependence 
designed to accomplish a task, perceived interdependence can vary. For instance, there 
is high vertical interdependence among politicians, administrative units and autono-
mous organizations to create user-oriented policies and formulate and implement 
them in daily work (Laegreid et al. 2014; Whetten 1981). Despite such interdependen-
cies, organizations may focus on their own missions and perceived independence 
(Alexander 1995).
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Summary

The theoretical framework provides a basis for coordination in public organizations 
and the preconditions influencing the coordination. We discuss NPM reforms and 
their influence on the structure and function of public organizations to clarify coordi-
nation challenges. Deepening the discussion on coordination and coordination 
mechanisms, this study elaborates on the concept of coordination and its precondi-
tions. We also examine the challenges of public organizations’ coordination, empha-
sizing the influence of individuals and their relationships rather than focusing solely on 
structures and functions.

Although the three categories of coordination mechanisms described above are very 
well established in the literature, we examine how individuals and their relationships 
influence the use of these coordination mechanisms, with particular attention to how it 
affects the coordination outcome.

Methodology

Swedish public transport

In Sweden’s 21 regions, regional public transport is governed through Regional Public 
Transport Authorities (RPTAs) and organized via operational departments within the 
regional body or publicly owned corporations. In all except the two largest regions, the 
RPTAs are small departments consisting of one to three civil servants.

While Swedish public transport regulation is comprehensive, it remains open to 
regional interpretation or adaption. The autonomous organizations that deliver the 
public service are self-directing, but they are still linked to administrative regional 
authorities through politically mandated structures. Regional political bodies make 
funding decisions, resulting in several levels of resource dependency.

In this context, three levels of analysis are relevant to this study. The political level 
(Level 1) refers to politicians representing the municipalities directly or indirectly 
through regional/county committees. This level sets the overall policies of regional 
public transport and budget. The level of departments (Level 2) is the core of the 
administration, situated directly below the political level; this is where the RPTAs are 
placed. Quasi-autonomous organizations are present at Level 3, which include agencies 
performing tasks for public organizations. These agencies are organized either as 
operational departments within the regional body or as publicly owned companies. 
In the context of this study, this level is an administrative unit and does not deliver the 
service per se; these quasi-autonomous organizations are assigned to organize the 
regional public transport services. They fulfil their commitment by steering and 
monitoring the procured service performance of the public transport operators. 
Thus, there is also a fourth level, at which the actual public transport services are 
realized and performed. We focus on the coordination instruments between Levels 2 & 
3 and the complexity behind the use of such instruments.

Sampling

We used purposive sampling to select the study participants (Saunders et al. 
2009). We used a pre-study with four semi-structured phone interviews to test 
the appropriateness of the research context and the informants. The pre-study 
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showed three types of regional organizational solutions: (1) the regional federation 
chosen for the RPTA, (2) financial management and (3) the form of the opera-
tional organization for public transport; that is, either through departments within 
the regional body or publicly owned companies. This information guided our 
sampling. We chose six additional cases to broadly represent the different types of 
RPTAs.

The interviewees were selected based on their role within the RPTAs. The 
interviewee had to be active in the RPTA’s daily processes (Level 2), which 
requires communication with politicians in Level 1 and with quasi-autonomous 
organizations in Level 3. As the mapping prior to the study revealed, only 
between one and three individuals in each region are active within Level 2, 
which offered a clear delimitation of the sample. These participants were identi-
fied using each region’s website and the authors were then guided through the 
organizations to find the final participants. The final sample size for this study 
was 10 research participants from 10 regions. Table 1 summarizes the basic 
information of the study’s participants.

Data collection

Before the interviews, we studied all the participants’ regional policy documents 
that RPTAs must create by law. The semi-structured interviews were conducted 
by phone, audio-recorded and transcribed, resulting in approximately 30 hours of 
recorded interviews and 200,000 words. The researcher asked the participants to 
provide their explicit consent to ensure that they agreed to participate in the 
research interview voluntarily. The interview guide focused on the reasons for the 
chosen structure of the regional public transport, long-term goals, the role of 
public transport in its region, how the RPTAs coordinate with the organizer of 
the regional public transport (Level 3), what tools they use and how they follow 
up on the public transport performance (Appendix 1 provides further information 
about the cases).

Table 1. An overview of the cases.

Case
Placement of RPTA (Level 

1 & 2)
Financial 

basis Operational issues (Level 3)

1 County council Taxation Operational departments within the regional body
2 Multi-purpose municipal 

association
Association 

budget
Publicly owned company and operational departments 

within the regional body
3 Regional council Taxation Publicly owned company
4 Regional council Taxation Operational departments within the regional body
5 County council Taxation Operational departments within the regional body
6 County council Taxation Publicly owned company
7 Single-purpose municipal 

association
Self-financing Operational departments within the regional body

8 Multi-purpose municipal 
association

Association 
budget

Publicly owned company

9 County council Taxation Operational departments within the regional body
10 Multi-purpose municipal 

association
Self-financing Publicly owned company
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Figure 1. Data structure: Coordination mechanisms.
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Data analysis

Given the research question, we needed to understand what drives the relational 
preconditions, coordination instruments and activities. We therefore adopted 
two different coding processes: one exploring the insights of coordination 
mechanisms and the other focusing on the relational preconditions. We analysed 
the extensive dataset using the two parallel processes in Gioia et al. (2013) 
method shown in Figures 1 and 2. Step 1, in the first-order of analysis, we 
began the coding by recognizing initial concepts and grouping them into codes 
to create a manageable set of information in the transcripts. We ensured that the 
codes were closely aligned with the participants’ responses using codes closely 
connected to terms used by the participants. Step 2, we composed themes in 
the second-order analysis after identifying these codes. Thus, codes explaining 
the same theme were put together using more descriptive theme labels. This 
coding resulted in (1) eight coordination instruments (Figures 1 and 2) four 
themes for coordination preconditions (Figure 2). Step 3, the second-order 
themes were refined and distilled into aggregate dimensions. Step 4, for both 
analyses (Figures 1 and 2), we reviewed the aggregate dimensions against the 
existing literature and applied existing concepts to explain the second-order 
themes. As such, the aggregate dimensions labels in Figure 1 (modularity, 
ongoing communication and tacit coordination) and aggregate dimensions labels 
in Figure 2 (the organization, interaction potential and coordination cost) 
originate from existing literature (Srikanth and Puranam 2014; Alexander 
1995). We present the coordination instruments and the preconditions of coor-
dination in the findings section. The two parallel analyses confirmed the existing 
literature on coordination mechanisms and relational preconditions. However, 
the second-order themes and the understanding of them based on the first-order 
terms in each analysis made it possible to bridge the two coding processes. It is 
in the interface between these two that the main contributions rest, which we 
present in Figure 3.

Data quality

We relied on Lincon and Guba’s (1985) concept of trustworthiness. To ensure 
the trustworthiness of this study, we followed the guidelines and methodological 
in Gioia et al. (2013) and used member checks on different occasions. All 10 
interviewees had the opportunity to approve the narrative case descriptions. For 
the four cases in the pre-study, the result of the pre-study was presented and 
discussed at an in-person meeting; all participants approved. In addition, the 
findings of the study were presented at a workshop attended by representatives 
of all 21 Swedish RPTAs (including the 10 cases studied) and other national 
actors within Swedish public transport. Informants agreed with the findings and 
the logic of the study and provided feedback that confirmed the analysis. We 
also include context descriptions, quotes and coding schemas.
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Figure 2. Data structure: Coordination preconditions.
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Findings

Coordination instruments and mechanisms

In the first-level coding, which focuses on coordination activities, we identified eight 
coordination instruments (see Figure 1). On an aggregated level, three generic coordi-
nation mechanisms explain these instruments: modularity, ongoing communication 
and tacit coordination.

Theme 1: top-down management
In planning and processes, interviewees spoke about hierarchical objectives and targets, 
as well as performance monitoring. Some cases revealed that RPTAs have policy docu-
ments with compelling goals that lower levels must report on. The targets do not belong 
to the quasi-autonomous department that should meet the goals; rather, they belong to 
the upper level – the RPTAs. The following excerpts from two interviewees indicate the 
methods of top-down management, where the expected performance, performance 
targets, and evaluation of the performance are in the hands of upper management.

The company presents targets specifically designated by RPTAs in all meetings with the 
political committee, which is five times a year. The company is only present for a short time 
during the meeting, briefly presenting its operations and how it is doing financially in relation 
to the ordered traffic by the municipalities. (Case 10)

We have a follow-up model that controls the follow-up in detail. The targets that the company 
must report on have been created by the RPTA. (Case 2)

Theme 2: bottom-up management
The participants provided example policies and targets influenced strongly by the lower 
level organizations that are to realize the goals. Even in higher-level policy decisions, the 
lower level was included in the discussion and seen as a righteous party with valuable 
opinions. Further, the interviewees explained that in these cases monitoring of objectives is 
a joint process in which representatives from different levels work together in a team. This 
trust-based instrument relies on negotiation with and inclusion of the lower level. Bottom- 
up management coordination instruments clarify the lower-level perspective, and can 
therefore be explained with both modularity and ongoing communication. Cases 10 and 
3 offer examples of how RPTAs use bottom-up management coordination instruments.

When we created the regional policy document, the company thought we should reformulate one 
part of the document because it was too detailed. We listened to them and changed it. We have 
a follow-up system that is done once a year and we do this together with the company. (Case 3)

The development of the regional policy document was really a collaboration among the 
company, me, and someone from the infrastructure department. (Case 10)

Theme 3: budget control
When discussing roles and responsibilities, participants mentioned financial manage-
ment and that the tasks and responsibilities can be coordinated and strictly controlled 
by far-reaching budget specifications. They also explained that in such cases the budget 
is directly linked to the operation in detail, a direct principal-and-agent situation. The 
focus is on maintaining the budget and financial framework. Two interviewees 
explained how this tool is used:
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You really have no power to control what the budget should be spent on because the 
municipalities themselves decide; they pay for the traffic they want. (Case 8)

The company should only operate the traffic that has been ordered. The company is not 
allowed to make changes such as the schedules; they have no such authority. (Case 10)

Theme 4: politically oriented financial management
Other participants described financial management as being more loosely connected to 
the overall budget, reflecting the mission and political intention. In these cases, the 
affected organization cannot make financial decisions. The budget is often based on 
taxes, and the organization competes with other public services such as health care or 
urban planning. The political intentions are seen in the size of the budget. However, 
this coordination instrument often offers greater freedom and allows organizations to 
act freely within the budget framework and other declarations of intent.

The regional council supported the national target of doubling the regional public transport 
and, so far, the budget has given room for it. (Case 3)

Within the framework of the budget, the operational department has the freedom to execute, 
take responsibility for, and follow up on operations itself. (Case 1)

The council says, ’You get 738 million, do as much public transport as possible’. (Case 6)

Theme 5: control transcendence
Most regional public organizations consist of several sub-units, each with its own 
hierarchy. When discussing ways to bridge the coordination challenges created by the 
connections of several sub-units, the participants mentioned key individuals with a broad 
span of control. For instance, having the same manager for different departments or 
having the same chairperson in the different levels through the decision-making process 
changes the transcendence of control and can ease coordination. In these cases, authority 
and responsibility are specified, but the transcendent control also creates a formal schema 
for ongoing communication. The interview excerpts below show two examples.

The head of the operational department and the traffic director are the same person and the 
head of the operational department has a far-reaching delegation. (Case 5)

The chair of the Traffic Committee is also chair of the County Council. Before any political 
meetings, we have a small committee that meets up, which consists of the Traffic Committee’s 
chair, vice chair, and administration manager, so we have not experienced any problems in the 
decision making. We reason with the chair of the small committee if we have any thoughts on 
how different issues should be handled, then he handles this further. (Case 1)

Theme 6: consultative committees
When speaking further about coordination challenges arising from the connections of 
several sub-units, participants mentioned groups or committees established to ease infor-
mation distribution among the different organizations and create interorganizational 
information exchange. The interviewees explained that these committees have no decision- 
making power; they just bridge boundaries and create a holistic view to avoid creating new 
formal units whose only aim is to connect distant departments or organizations. As such, 
the exchanged information can be either one-way or two-way depending on the question 
and situation. Two interviewees explained their use of this coordination instrument:
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The Traffic Committee has no formal decision-making power, but they prepare cases and 
decide what to include in the board discussion . . . It is a way for different departments to come 
together before committee meetings. (Case 1)

There is a need for an employee group from both the County Council and the company, but we 
do not need to be placed within the same organization; we can work together anyway. 
Therefore, we have the department for RPTA support within the company. (Case 6)

Theme 7: defined coordination functions
While this theme is reminiscent of consultative committees, another type of grouping 
is used to bridge communication gaps. However, the focus of these functions is to 
monitor and control the organizations that are to be coordinated. Such entities are 
used for direct control and getting access to information that might not otherwise have 
reached them. As such, it seems to be a tool for ongoing communication, albeit only in 
one direction. One interviewee explained this function emphasizing direct control:

I also act as counsel, even when the company has the power to make its own decisions, because, 
yes, I know more than anyone else about the company and laws and regulations. I am the 
RPTA, I am the owner’s representative, I exercise some form of owner supervision while I have 
ongoing dialogue with the company. (Case 10)

For monitoring, these functions need not be formal units within the organizational 
hierarchy. As one interviewee explained, these functions can exist ‘on the side’ with the 
sole purpose of gaining insight:

For municipalities to control the county council that is responsible for public transport, there is 
something called the Transport Board. It has no formal position in the county council or in its 
hierarchy, but is only for the purpose of insight and control. The Transport Board is like an 
ugly duckling. (Case 9)

Theme 8: transcending competencies
Some participants mentioned ways of bringing different entities together to create 
holistic understandings or even declarations of intention, such as through co-location 
and organizational co-existence. These activities focus on bridging organizations, 
entities or people to create visibility and familiarity. In some cases, it is about the 
organizational placement of the department in hierarchy and that such positioning will 
lead to common ground. In other cases, it is about familiarity, where individuals know 
each other either through previous or current co-existence.

The Department of Regional Growth refers to the regional growth, of which public transport is 
a part. It is a logical positioning to have the RPTA placed within that department. (Case 4)

I used to work at the company before I got this position. (Case 3)

I think it would do a lot if we were just sitting in the same building so we could see each other. 
(Case 8)

Coordination precondition

Through the first-level coding, with its focus on the preconditions of coordination 
activities, we identified four themes: the interpretation of the national regulation, the 
municipalities’ trust in the regional council or association, the trust in the quasi- 
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autonomous entities organizing the service, and the intention with the public service. 
On an aggregate level, three dimensions explain these themes: the organization, 
interaction potential, and coordination costs. We describe each theme below and its 
relationship with the aggregate-level dimensions.

Theme 1: municipalities’ trust in the regional council or association
When discussing the regulatory requirements and their interpretation, one interviewee 
explained that the trust of the municipalities governed the placement of RPTA because 
the municipalities must agree on where to place the RPTA within the organization. In 
Case 1, the municipalities had strong confidence in the county council:

In our county, the municipalities have a well-founded confidence in the county council and our 
expertise in traffic matters. (Case 1)

In Case 1, the county council is the RPTA and the county council politicians control 
public transport services in terms of the relevant taxes. The matter of where to situate 
the RPTA then become simple. In Case 2, however, the municipalities were afraid of 
losing control of public transport. They wanted the RPTA to be placed somewhere 
other than within the county council. Case 2 chose a multi-purpose municipal associa-
tion owned by the municipalities of the region. The budget of the RPTA was set by the 
political representative of each municipality. The incongruity in Case 7 was even 
greater; the fundamental distrust in existing associations resulted in a single-purpose 
municipal association for public transport services.

The municipalities could not agree on whether public transport issues should be handled in an 
existing municipal association or county council, so a compromise was made. (Case 7)

In a single-purpose municipal association, the politicians have full control of public 
transport services without having to compromise with other public services. The 
attitudes and relationships between Levels 1 and 2, as well as the trust between the 
levels based on previous experiences (best explained as the precondition of the 
organizations and interaction potential), influenced the structure of the RPTAs. 
Thus, the municipalities’ trust in the regional council or association created a diverse 
structure that required a different type of coordination.

Theme 2: interpretation of regulations
Interpretations of regulations also seem to guide each region in its chosen structure. All 10 
cases seem to agree on the aim of separating strategic and operational platforms. However, 
the cases seem to have different interpretations of doing so requires. Some respondents 
argued that such separation is only achieved by separating the RPTA and the operational 
level by having them in different organizations. Others argued that there is no need to create 
new departments and structures to fulfil the law. Our cases indicate that the interpretation 
of regulations affect the structure of regional public transport. One could argue that the 
various interpretations, reflecting members’ ideologies about policy, influenced their need 
for coordination and the type of coordination instruments.

Theme 3: regional council or association intentions with the service
We find that the organization’s intention with the service influences which coordination 
instruments it uses. As such, the regional organizations not only interpret regulations in 
various ways, but also have different intentions with the service. The intentions seem to 
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be founded either on shared values among the members, explained by the organization 
precondition or opportunistic self-interest among significant factors that influence the 
coordination activities. Some RPTAs argued for the benefits of regional public transport 
services and have a high level of ambition. They use the policies and regulations to 
create the best possible organization fit for the purpose. In Case 1, the RPTA’s interest is 
in demonstrating that it cares about public transport services. In Case 3, the importance 
of public transport is even clearer: it created a large ‘middle management’ organization 
(11 people), while most RPTAs have no middle management.

Some regions consider public transport services as a requirement for public transport 
regulations. These organizations aim to fulfil the minimum regulatory requirements and 
spending taxpayers’ money on more important services. Two interviewees explained:

Public transport is not seen as a service that develops the region; rather it is seen more as a cost 
to keep as low as possible. (Case 9)

We don’t want to hire a lot of people just to have a civil service organization for public 
transport. (Case 5)

Theme 4: the regional councils’ or associations’ trust in the quasi-autonomous 
entity
The level of trust that the regional councils or associations have in the quasi-autonomous 
entity seems to be a precondition for coordination. Low trust seems to lead to a higher 
need for control and monitoring, while high trust results in a low degree of monitoring 
and unanimous goals. Attitudes and relationships between levels seem to influence 
coordination activities, as do shared values and trust based on previous experiences. 
Some regional councils/associations dealt with low trust in the quasi-autonomous entity 
by creating numerous regulatory documents that specify the obligations of each party. 
Other cases portray a high level of trust in the quasi-autonomous entity, where the 
RPTAs and the quasi-autonomous organizations work together as a team to reach 
common goals. In high-level trust situations, some cases have even outsourced all 
responsibilities for public transport services to the quasi-autonomous organization.

Discussion

We explored how relational preconditions affect regional public organizations’ coordi-
nation activities and outcomes. Using Gioia et al. (2013) method, we identified themes 
that explained the preconditions of coordination and the coordination mechanism in 
regional public organizations. We next focus on establishing the actual bridge between 
them. The findings, summarized in Figure 3, highlight the relevance of relational 
coordination preconditions for the coordination mechanisms, and in turn, the coordina-
tion outcome. We used the coordination instruments and mechanism themes, as well as 
coordination precondition themes (Figures 1 and 2) identified in the coding process to 
discuss how individuals and their relationships influence the coordination outcome. The 
relevance of such individual- and relationship-specific preconditions on coordination 
outcomes are in line with findings by Palmatier et al. (2007), Moshtari and Goncalves 
(2011), and Bouckaert et al. (2010).
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Figure 3 shows that relational preconditions; that is, the individuals’ personal beliefs 
and personal relationships in the vertical organization affect coordination outcomes. 
As such, the use of similar coordination instruments can have different coordination 
outcomes depending on the relational preconditions. Below, we elaborate our findings 
in terms of the relational precondition and its influence on the coordination mechan-
ism (Srikanth and Puranam 2014), and in turn, the coordination outcome.

Relational preconditions’ influence on modularity

Modularity in the organization’s design is a main category of approaches to coordinat-
ing in private settings (Srikanth and Puranam 2014). In public settings, modularity 
becomes even more complex because a different paradigm of public management 
guides the organizations towards a general structure of modularity, which limits the 
potential to tailor the organization and because the main intention in public settings is 
not always clear (Mahoney et al. 2009).

NPM favours decentralization in the public sector, which influences the overall 
modularity. This led to an increase in the pillarization and siloization of the public 
sector, resulting in high fragmentation (Osborne 2010; Boyne 2002; Ferlie et al. 1996; 
Hood 2005; Bouckaert et al. 2010). High decentralization and often inconsistent public 
goals foster self-centred agencies, leading to a great need for coordination but 
a disinclination to do so (Bouckaert et al. 2010). Previous research sought to solve 
these modularity issues through structural changes. The challenge is that trust, shared 
values and history of interaction (Stephenson and Schnitzer 2006; Whetten 1981) 
remain influential. As such, the matter of coordination is not only due to structural 
aspects regarding the choice and use of coordination instruments, but also due to 

Figure 3. The influence of relational preconditions on coordination outcomes.
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individual aspects of the agents active in those processes. The organizations included in 
this study consist of several specialized agencies and coordinates via formal channels. 
The themes distilled through the coding process revealed that individuals’ beliefs, 
intentions, trust and relations influence the use of modularity instruments.

NPM creates autonomous organizations that unwillingly coordinate between levels. 
The findings suggest that it can be affected by individuals’ trust, shared values, and 
history of interaction (Stephenson and Schnitzer 2006; Whetten 1981). As such, the 
organization as a precondition is linked to the actual use of modularity. For example, 
organizations interpret the regulation requiring the existence of the RPTAs and the 
separation of strategic and operational platforms differently. While some of the inter-
viewees believe that a clear separation between policy and operational departments in 
required, others interpret the requirements of the law as a formality. The actual use of 
the modularity instruments seems to be based on the interpretation of the RPTAs. 
Accordingly, members’ presumptions about policies are an influencing factor (Chan 
and Clegg 2002; Campbell 2001).

The findings suggest that coordination costs (Whetten and Leung 1979; Alexander 
1995; Bouckaert 2010) regarding monetary benefits for the RPTA, retention of power 
and overall convenience, influence both the choice and the use of coordination 
instruments. Such preconditions to coordination instruments act as a link to modu-
larity in terms of individual and opportunistic behaviour (Verhoest and Bouckaert 
2005; Christensen and Lægreid 2010) among actors in the vertical bodies and likely 
insufficient interfaces. For example, the intention behind the public service affects the 
design of the organization into different units, the use of and relevance of these units, 
and the coordination outcome. While formal modularity indicates central control or 
integrated solutions (Johnson et al. 2021), the use of such coordination instrument is 
affected by individual cost and benefits. This associates coordination costs with 
modularity.

Relational preconditions’ influence on ongoing communication

Ongoing communication dynamically updates and maintains the common ground 
needed to fulfil the intentions of modularity (Clark 1996; Okhuysen and Bechky 2009; 
Srikanth and Puranam 2014). It links modularity to the coordination outcome through 
various coordination instruments. Interactions between organizational members are 
important in ongoing communication (March and Simon 1958; Thompson 1967; 
Okhuysen and Bechky 2009; Srikanth and Puranam 2014). We identified the coordi-
nation instruments that reinforce communication and influence the coordination 
outcome depending on the preconditions. For instance, consultative committees or 
defined coordination functions can be used either for insight and control purposes or 
to actually create interfaces that enable communication. Our findings indicate that 
trust within the vertical organization; that is, the trust of regional politicians and that of 
the RPTAs, influences how the instruments of ongoing communication are used. The 
existence of the ongoing communication instruments does not offer much information 
per se, nor does it offer an understanding of how the instruments actually are being 
used. Instead, an understanding of the different attitudes and relations between the 
different agencies – the interaction potential – is needed to appreciate the relevance of 
the coordination instruments on the coordination outcome. This connects interaction 
potential with ongoing communication.
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Additionally, coordination instruments connected to ongoing communication can 
be used to create interactions or reassure regional politicians. It can also create an 
impression of a well-coordinated organization without actually coordinating tasks. 
When the intention is to create a public service value, the focus is on the coordination 
outcome and the communication instruments then accomplish much more than bare- 
minimum compliance with national regulations. For instance, previous research 
argued that when members meet, they update their common ground (Allen 1977; 
Olson and Olson 2000; Kraut et al. 2002; Okhuysen and Bechky 2009). However, our 
findings indicate that physical co-location can have different uses and outcomes 
dependent on its intention. When monitoring and control are the central reason 
behind the physical and/or organizational co-location, then it does not update the 
common ground. Rather, the co-location as ongoing communication seems to be used 
purely for insight and control. In cases with high trust and unanimous goals between 
the co-located entities, such coordination instruments can be used to enhance coordi-
nation and activate the ongoing communication as coordination instrument. This 
links coordination costs to ongoing communication.

Relational preconditions’ influence on tacit coordination

Tacit coordination finds its foundation in modularity and gives an expectation of 
coordination outcomes. The interpretation of modularity thus expands based on the 
pre-existing common ground among individuals and the ability to establish common 
ground through organizational or physical closeness between entities (Kraut et al. 
2002; Ghoshal et al. 1994; Nohria and Ghoshal 1997; Clark 1996; Cramton 2001; 
Gutwin et al. 2004). Transcending competencies with various instruments such as 
promoting staff, physical and/or organizational coexistence is a theme for tacit coor-
dination in this study. Tacit coordination includes coordination without the need for 
an ongoing communication mechanism (Camerer 2003; Srikanth and Puranam 2011). 
We find that preconditions influence the reason behind using transcending competen-
cies. For example, Case 3 indicates that coordination is easy and based on informal 
contacts, as the civil servant managing Level 2 used to work within the company for 
many years before being promoted. As such, the coordination seems to be based on 
a history of interaction or common background, leading to shared values and trust 
(Stephenson and Schnitzer 2006; Whetten 1981). Further, different attitudes and 
relations between different organizations or divisions (Thomas et al. 2007; Alexander 
1995) between the agencies, shaped by previous experiences (Whetten 1981), influence 
the reason for using transcending competencies. For instance, despite organizational 
interdependence in public organizations (Laegreid et al. 2014; Whetten 1981), specia-
lization and fragmentation can affect agents’ perceptions of the required integration 
between the levels. Further, agents may focus on their own missions and perceive 
independence. Accordingly, organizational co-existence or physical co-location may 
have different coordination outcomes based on how the agents perceive dependence 
(Hibbard et al. 2001; Bouckaert et al. 2010). This links coordination costs, the organiza-
tion, and interaction protentional to tacit coordination.
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Conclusion

Figure 3 visualizes the influence of individuals and their relationships on coordination 
outcomes. The study connected each coordination mechanism with its respective 
preconditions, showing how these preconditions affect the use of each mechanism, 
and thus the coordination outcome. Studies tend to discuss the drivers or inhibitors of 
coordination and assume a desire to coordinate. Doing so misses the preconditions 
that make coordination mechanisms and instruments successful; that is, individuals 
and their relationships. Our research also has important managerial implications for 
practice and policies. If regional public organizations neglect the preconditions of 
coordination, they risk putting organizations in a situation where agencies may, 
despite their efforts on structural and functional aspects, be perceived as engaging in 
‘policy dressing’: creating documents and formal instruments for coordination, albeit 
without the intention to coordinate. Such policy dressing hinders the insight in 
organizations and the accountability of the use of public funding. Such instruments 
can be used in isolation to accomplish their own goals. Furthermore, public organiza-
tions may expend considerable resources creating structures, mechanisms and instru-
ments that ease coordination. By neglecting individuals’ intentions, interpretations and 
self-centredness, as well as their relationships as preconditions of coordination, public 
organizations risk missing the key issue of why differences in coordination outcomes 
exist.

Limitations and future research

Swedish public transport undergone de-regulation and structural changes (Enquist 
and Johnson 2013). In situations of change, the relevance of individual relations may 
have a greater impact on coordination outcomes than in stable situations; therefore, it 
may take an optimistic view of individual relations and the coordination outcome. 
However, if the relevance of individuals and their relationships on coordination out-
comes is not due to de-regulation and structural changes, then the results of this study 
are important for regional public management, especially in countries with strong 
regional impacts such as Sweden. The policies of these regions and their implications 
for important public service silos such as healthcare, education and elderly care may 
depend more on individual-level factors than on national public settings. Such knowl-
edge contributes to regional public management. Future studies should explore our 
findings in other regional public services with different characteristics. Public silos do 
not act in a vacuum; rather, the policy implementation and service delivery is based on 
interdependent policies that aim to create greater coherence and reduce redundancy, 
gaps and contradictions within and between policies (Peters 1998). Increasing our 
understanding of how individual relations may affect or influence the ability to 
implement policies requires further exploration.
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