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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this research is to highlight the impact of integrative leadership behaviors on
network performance in local government networks.
Design/methodology/approach – The data were retrieved from a survey conducted on 362 local
government network leaders in Italy. Their leadership behaviors were compared with the level of network
performance anonymously self-reported.
Findings – The findings show that high frequency in the usage of a specific category of behavior does not
always lead to high performance in local government networks. Moreover, leadership behaviors leading to
highly performing networks are not always engaged most frequently by networks’ leaders.
Originality/value – This research gives an empirical contribution to a neglected topic: network leadership.
Moreover, the authors attempt to highlight how it is able to influence network performance.
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Introduction
Networks are relatively stable patterns of social relations among interdependent actors. More
specifically, networks ought to be interpreted as connective tissue tying together individuals
and organizations working toward shared aims and governed through structures of
interdependence involving multiple organizations both public and private, where one unit is
not merely the formal subordinate of the others in some larger hierarchical arrangement
(O’Toole, 1997; Stiver, 2017).

Leadership in networks is viewed as a process aimed at “building trust and mutual
understanding and negotiating joint goals” (Huxham and Vangen, 2000, p. 1,171). It is
variously labeled as integrative leadership, collaborative leadership, network leadership or
interorganizational leadership (Connelly, 2007; Chrislip, 2002; Silvia and McGuire, 2010;
Kiefer and Montjoy, 2006; Sun and Anderson, 2012; Alexander et al., 2001; Umble et al., 2005;
Vangen and Huxham, 2003).

However, network leadership has been considered to be a Cinderella (Avery, 2004; Mandell
andKeast, 2009; Silvia andMcGuire, 2010; Baker et al. 2011; CrosbyandBryson, 2017) due to the
fact that, for a long time, some peculiarities of networks such as the absence of hierarchical
authority,no formal subordinationand interactionbasedonexpertise, trust and legitimacyhave
been translated into the misbelief that networks are leaderless (Lipnack and Stamps, 1994).
Consequently, inorder toalign the interestof thedistinctnetworkmemberswith the cooperative
whole, strong leadership is necessary (Bryson et al., 2006; Lemaire and Provan, 2010).

The literature has steadily developed on networks management and governance,
including coordinatingmechanisms, institutional design and performance assessment, due to
the complexities that differentiate networks from single-agency structure. In regard to
network performance evaluation, the purpose of this research is to contribute to the network
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performance literature in local government networks by investigating the influence of
leadership on six dimensions of performance as mainly cited in the literature: cost savings,
service quality improvement, financial incentives, better bargaining, more tailored services,
easier access to technology (Steiner, 2003; Cepiku and Meneguzzo, 2004).

We test the hypothesis that integrative public leadership has an impact on the level of
performance in networks by using Van Wart’s (2004, 2008) threefold categorization
of leadership behavior in a particular form of intermunicipal networks (unions of
municipalities). The purpose is to determine which of the three behavioral categories (people-
oriented; task-oriented; organization oriented) is able to lead to better performing networks.

The paper is structured as follows. Firstly, we summarize the literature on network
leadership and network performance. Secondly, we explicate the content of our analysis,
unions of municipalities and how this form of intermunicipal collaboration can be considered
to be a network. Thirdly, we investigate the extent to which Italian mayors adopt different
behaviors in leading local government networks. Lastly, we analyze the correlation between
three leadership behavior categories and the level of performance reached as a consequence
of the engagement of the behaviors belonging to the three categories by the presidents of
municipalities (network leaders).

Network leadership
Over the last 20 years, there has been an increase in the use of collaborative networks among
state and local governments (Silvia, 2011). Van Slyke and Alexander note that the increased
use of networks in the public sector presents “a significant departure from leading large,
centralized, hierarchically arranged institutions in which the leader guides followers who are
employees of their organization” (2006, p. 364). However, whereas it is doubtless that
considerable attention has been paid to networks, there has been much less explicit
discussion on their leadership (Mandell and Keast, 2009).

In order to avoid confusion between leadership and management, at this stage, a clear
distinction between the two concepts ought to bemade. Leadership is a purpose-driven or goal-
influencing process based on values, ideals, vision, symbols and emotional exchanges, and it
occurs between a leader and a follower, groups of followers or institutions.Management, on the
other hand, is task-driven, resulting in stability grounded in rationality, bureaucratic means
and the fulfillment of contractual obligations (Bryman, 1992; Antonakis and Day, 2017).

Several leadership theories have developed in an attempt to understand this phenomenon,
including formal and informal leadership, the leader as a person, leader behaviors, the effects
of a leader, the interaction process between leader(s) and follower(s) and the importance of
social cognition as well as context (Antonakis and Day, 2017). However, the literature on
network leadership is still nascent and the topic has received far less attention than other
instruments of network management.

A consistent stream of research has heavily questioned the view of leadership as a role
performed by an individual. More specifically, the principle that forthrightly attributes top-
down and formal leadership to single-agency structures and distributed and informal
leadership to networks has been strongly contested in the literature (Crosby and Bryson,
2005; Fernandez et al., 2010; Jopling and Crandall, 2006, p. 17). Consequently, leadership
should be treated as a shared and dispersed endeavor among members of organizations
operating at multiple levels of the hierarchy. Bryson, Crosby and Stone (2006) identify both
formal and informal leadership positions in networks emphasizing the absence of a net
leadership border between formal and informal leadership in networks.

UhlBien and Marion (2007) define network leadership as leadership of change where
traditional leadership, based on organizational frameworks gearing toward efficiency and
control has limited applicability to this new context (Streatfield 2001). In fact, three tensions
have been identified in the literature as intrinsic to networks: (1) efficiency versus
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inclusiveness; (2) internal versus external legitimacy; (3) flexibility versus stability
(Provan and Kenis, 2007, pp. 242–246). In order to fully understand the peculiarities that
characterize networks, many scholars endeavored to compare them to single organizations,
and several complexities emerged from the comparison, including: different perspectives of
the actors involved with the problem, with the desired solution or the best institutional
arrangements to solve the issue; varied commitment from the partners to the network goals;
culture clash and power issues; loss of autonomy, coordination fatigue and commitment of
time and resources; lack of incentives to cooperate and consequent blockades to collective
action, potential for reduced accountability byparticipants and network closeness; few rewards
for the role in networks as compared to the role in organizations; absence of important actors;
poor deployment of resources; erroneous task integration, among others (Kickert et al., 1997,
p. 9; Provan andMilward, 2001; HuxhamandVangen 2000;Mandell andKeast, 2008; Kenis and
Provan, 2009, p. 444).Whereas in the agency context, a leader has the responsibility to evaluate
performance, punish and reward personnel (Van Slyke and Alexander 2006) and, often times,
has the authority to hire and fire, the network leader has none of these powers.

The aforementioned issues make traditional leadership inapplicable to networks and,
therefore, the necessity of an integrative public leadership has emerged in the plethora of the
academic field. Consequently, few definitions of integrative public leadershipwere generated.
For instance, Crosby and Bryson (2010, p. 211) define it as the ability of “bridging diverse
groups and organizations together in semi-permanent ways, and typically across sector
boundaries, to remedy complex public problems and achieve the common good.” In addition,
Bryson et al. define leadership in/of networks or integrative leadership as a process of
“aligning initial conditions, processes, structures, governance, contingencies and constraints,
outcomes and accountabilities such that public value is created” (Bryson et al., 2006, p. 52).

In the field of network leadership studies, we noticed that two interrelated key issues have
occurred: moving toward a shared or distributed leadership concept and focusing on behavior
rather than the organizational position. The focus onnonhierarchical, collectivistic leadership is
particularly valuable within informal networks (Mumford et al., 2012) and has been steadily
increasing with several different theories (Yammarino et al., 2012; Friedrich et al., 2016). In his
investigation of local governments, Svara (1994) also promotes a nonhierarchical leadership by
describing the newmodel of facilitative leadershipwhere the leader accomplishes objectives by
enhancing the efforts of others. More specifically, in order to empower network members and
therefore working effectively together, facilitative network leaders seek to stress collaboration
and collective leadership rather than seeking power for themselves.

In regard to the second issue, leadership researchers focused on the behavioral styles that
leaders enacted and how they treated followers (Rainey, 2003; Van Wart, 2004, 2005, 2008;
Fernandez, 2008). The influential Ohio State University (Stogdill and Coons, 1957; Fleishman,
1953) and University of Michigan (Yoder et al., 1952) studies identified two overarching
leadership factors generally referred to as consideration (i.e. supportive, person-oriented
leadership) and initiating structure (i.e. directive, task-oriented leadership). Scandinavian
scholars such as Ekvall andArvonen (1991) and Lindell and Rosenquist (1992a; 1992b) added
a third category – change-oriented behaviors – and a preliminary test revealed that a three-
dimensional model offered a better fit with the data (Blake and Mouton, 1964; Ekvall and
Arvonen, 1991; Fernandez, 2008). Inconsistent findings suggested that the success of the
leader’s behavioral style must be contingent on the situation. As a result, leadership theory in
the 1960s began to focus on leadership contingencies. Subsequent research focusing on
contingency and dyadic theories of leadership, and charismatic and transformational
leadership, still keeps a focus on behaviors (Fernandez, 2008; Nahavandi, 2009).

Also the literature on public leadership – which can be defined as “leadership for the
common good, for the purpose of creating public value” (Getha-Taylor et al., 2011, p. i84) – has
considerably expanded in recent years and has embraced and nurtured research on network

Leadership and
performance

179



leadership (Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2016). As a result, the behavioral categories have been
enriched, and more recently, models incorporating skills, traits, behaviors and styles along
with situational elements have been proposed. Consistent with this approach to leadership
research, we adopt a model commonly used in the leadership literature (Van Wart, 2004,
2008), which includes three kinds of behavior: task-oriented, people-oriented and
organization-oriented, with the latter two being complementary rather than separate roles.

Network performance
The links between leadership and performance in networks have not been investigated. In
fact, after an early focus on network structure and its impact on network performance
(Provan and Milward, 1995; Kickert et al. 1997), the importance of network management and
governance for network performance has become a prominent topic in the literature on public
networks (Mandell, 2001; Meier and O’Toole, 2001; Klijn et al., 2010; Ysa et al., 2014; Klijn et al.,
2016). In addition, the acknowledgment of the “dark side” of networks (O’Toole and Meier,
2004; Provan and Kenis, 2008; Raab and Kenis, 2009: 198; Sørensen and Torfing, 2009) has
resulted in an increase of theoretical and empirical interest in the issue of network
performance assessment and evaluation in different sectors such as mental health (Provan
and Milward, 1995), children’s welfare (Graddy and Chen, 2006), education (Meyer and
O’Toole, 2001) and environmental-related projects and policies (Van Bueren et al., 2003;
Verweij et al., 2013).

Networks face a great variety of challenges mainly due to turf conflict and community
accountability (Weiner and Alexander, 1998), which, in turn, see tensions in networks as the
main source of clash (Lemaire, 2012). According to McGuire and Agranoff (2011), there are
three categories of limitations that lead to tensions in networks: limitations due to working
within the bureaucratic state, operational limitations and performance limitations. One of the
causes of network performance limitations is “multidimensionality of performance
measures” (Lemaire, 2012: 47). Therefore, we endeavor to overcome performance
limitations by assessing only dimensions of performance that better represent local
government networks and, therefore, make the evaluation of the impact generated by the
engagement of different leadership behaviors categories homogeneous and reliable.

Provan and Milward (2001) have identified three levels of performance for assessing
networks: the community, the network and the organizational level. Community-level
performance can be defined as the extent to which a network satisfies “the needs and
expectations of those groups within a community that have both direct and indirect interest
in seeing that client needs are adequately met” (Provan and Milward, 2001, p. 417; Verweij
et al., 2013). Network-level performance refers to the outcomes of network activity as a
specific arrangement that shows to what extent the network is a viable and sustainable form
of organization (Provan and Milward, 2001, p. 417; Klijn et al., 2010, p. 197).

Organization-level performance refers to the extent to which the organizations taking part
in the network benefit from their involvement (Provan and Milward, 2001). Although there
may be several reasons for an organization to join a network, the trade-off between the
resources invested and the benefits gained should be positive for all network members. Costs
are an important dimension in network settings and are not only related to financial burdens,
which an organization incurs in joining the network; costs can also be related to time spent on
networking activities that would otherwise be dedicated to internal organizational tasks
(Agranoff and McGuire, 1999).

From the analysis of the literature of network performance, emerged the presence of very
limited research investigating whether and how network leadership is able to influence
network performance. Therefore, we strive to enrich the network performance literature by
investigating how leadership behavioral categories, more specifically people-oriented,
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task-oriented and organization-oriented (Van Wart 2004; 2008), are able to lead to better
performing networks and to what extent.

In regard to the context analyzed in this research, intermunicipal networks, we considered
the most cited performance dimensions highlighted by the intermunicipal cooperation
literature as the main goals pursued by the unions of municipalities: cost savings, service
quality improvement, financial incentives, better bargaining, more tailored services, easier
access to technology (Steiner, 2003; Cepiku and Meneguzzo, 2004).

Intermunicipal networks: unions of municipalities
The network literature has long ago focused on local government (Svara, 1987; 1990, 1994;
2002) or intermunicipal collaborations, which can assume various forms (Cepiku and
Meneguzzo, 2004; Hulst et al., 2009; Feiock and Scholz, 2010; Sorrentino and Simonetta, 2011).
Arn and Friederich (1994) and later Steiner (2003) consider intermunicipal collaboration as
“the fulfilment of a public municipal task by two or more municipalities jointly or by a third
legal entity” (Steiner, 2003, p. 553), whereby the activity serves at least two municipalities
simultaneously (Steiner, 2001).

Among these forms, unions of municipalities, the object of our analysis, have been
extensively adopted in different countries (Bovaird et al., 2002; OECD, 1997). However, they
are much more demanding than other kinds as they consist in the creation of a new
administrative coordination authority, endowed with legal and political responsibilities
similar to a municipality. Thus, they are much more binding also from a political point of
view. In addition, they better display those characteristics that are found to define networks
in the literature: they have a NAO type of governance; some network management functions
are formally envisaged; they involve multiple organizations with different stakeholders,
organizations’ cultures and methods of operation; each partner has both common and
different missions and, above all, its own interests that must be met (Rhodes, 1997, p. xi; Klijn
and Teisman, 1997; Agranoff, 2003, p. 11; Bingham and O’Leary, 2007, p. 10).

In several European countries, local governments have become increasingly autonomous,
yet are too small to carry out all the functions delegated by the central government. Therefore,
networking and collaboration are expected to contribute to an improvement in the efficiency
of local services and in terms of consistency and effectiveness of public policies, by
emphasizing functional rather than administrative demarcations. Intermunicipal
collaboration principally aims to provide reliable services to citizens who live in small
municipalities characterized by limited resources but with the same needs as citizens living in
bigger communities. Therefore, there is a great variation in local capacity to meet different
types of requirements. This is especially true in small municipalities, which often face
depopulation and an aging population. They are increasingly challenged to find renewal
strategies and action plans to secure municipal service obligations at a reasonable cost and to
find competent staff.

More recently, intermunicipal networks have also become part of cutback packages
adopted in countries under fiscal stress, including Italy, where almost 70% of the
municipalities in Italy have less than 5,000 inhabitants and often fail to perform two-thirds of
the functions they are liable for (ISTAT, 2018). According to Giacomini and Sancino (2016),
intermunicipal cooperation has been implemented in Italy in order to achieve savings in the
overall spending review strategy, difficultly pursued by the central government. In
particular, Giacomini et al. (2018) examined the effects of intermunicipal cooperation in 280
Italian municipalities, showing that in more than two-thirds of the municipalities analyzed,
there were benefits in terms of cost reduction and better public services.

Therefore, it is not surprising that networks are of the utmost importance and strongly
preferred to mergers, with 87% of all Italian local governments taking part in at least one
cooperation type (Anci, 2004; Cepiku, 2006; Cepiku et al., 2016).
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The unions of municipalities are the most structured form of intermunicipal collaboration
in Italy and were introduced in 1990 with the network leader formally elected from one of the
mayors of the partner municipalities.

However, although the aimwas to provide a tool assisting very small local governments in
efficiently carrying out their functions, they registered an initial slow diffusion. In fact, after a
decade, there were only 16 unions of municipalities. In 1999, a new law (n. 265) removed some
obstacles, and consequently, the number of unions reached 206 in 2003, 362 in 2015, 468 in late
2016 and 537 units in 2018 (Ancitel, 2018).

In 2010, intermunicipal cooperation became compulsory for small municipalities (i.e.
having less than 5,000 inhabitants or less than 3,000 in case of municipalities belonging to
mountain communities). Subsequently, municipalities that adopt the network form in
delivering services benefit from fiscal incentives granted by the regions and subventions
granted by the central government. These are based on the number of functions associatively
conducted rather than on the number of inhabitants.

However, on January 24, 2019, the Constitutional Court through the sentence n. 33 allows
local governments to avoid being part of a network if it does not bring any financial benefits
or service improvements. This sentence, in fact, lightened the compulsoriness for
municipalities to be part of the union if it is not advantageous to them.

It is worth noticing that unions of municipalities are a particularly apt unit of analysis
when studying integrative leadership, due to their peculiarities that identify them as
networks.

Research aims and methods
The aim of this research is to investigate the influence of leadership on network performance.
The purpose is to better understand if leadership – a neglected network management
instrument – is able to influence network performance and to what extent. Six performance
dimensions have been considered: cost savings, service quality improvement, financial
incentives, better bargaining, more tailored services, easier access to technology.

We test the hypothesis that integrative leadership, identified through three leadership
behavior categories (Van Wart, 2004, 2008), is able to influence the level of performance in
local government networks in Italy.

The three leadership behavior categories analyzed are people-oriented, task-oriented and
organization-oriented behaviors, respectively. They refer to 36 leadership behaviors
exhibited in guiding networks and illustrated in Table 1.

The analysis relies upon survey data. In order to receive responses as unbiased as
possible, an anonymous Web-based questionnaire was sent out across the country in
September 2015 and remained open throughout the year 2017. Prior to retrieving data
through the online survey, we decided to pilot test the survey by conducting two pilot face-to-
face interviews with the double aim to test the comprehension of the questionnaire and the
reliability of the answers. The pilot-testing interviews also aimed to erase any doubts that
might have arisen from answering the questions. However, the initial responses to the online
survey were not representative of the population as the majority being from northern Italy.
Therefore, the survey remained opened for an additional timeframe duringwhich only central
and southern networks could reply.

Our statistical population was composed of 362 presidents (networks’ leaders) who are
accountable for the 362 networks (unions of municipalities). The list was generated using
contact information gathered from Ancitel, which is a company belonging to ANCI, the
National Association of Italian Municipalities. According to David (1938), a sample size equal
or superior to 25 suffices to calculate the correlation and our sample is larger than 25. More
specifically, we collected 72 completed questionnaires, which represent approximately
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19.89% of the entire statistical population. In the literature, lower respondent rates were
considered valid to regard the sample as representative of the population tested. For instance,
in Silvia and McGuire’s analysis (2010), the respondent rate was evidently lower than ours
(16.77%). In our analysis, 68 questionnaires were considered valid as a result of 4 out of 72
invalid questionnaires due to the lack of the information given.

Respondents are analyzed and distributed per population and regions as indicated in Table 2.
While the first section of the survey dealt with questions regarding sociodemographic

information, the size of the network, its geographical localization and history, the second
section posed the following question to the respondents (network leaders): “How often do you
engage in the following behaviors within your union of municipalities?” The answer was
spread over 36 behaviors (VanWart, 2008) using a five-point Likert scale: “never,” “seldom,”
“occasionally,” “often” and “very often,” from one to five.

In the third section of the survey, the presidents of the local government networks were
anonymously asked to assess the level of performance of their unions, along six dimensions
(cost savings, service quality improvement, financial incentives, better bargaining, more
tailored services, easier access to technology), using a five-point Likert scale: “never,”
“seldom,” “occasionally,” “often” and “very often,” from one to five.

In our analysis we compared the frequency usage of the three categories of leadership
behaviors (people-oriented; task-oriented; organization-oriented) exhibited by the leaders (the

People-oriented behaviors Task-oriented behaviors Organization-oriented behaviors

Inspiring enthusiasm for a project Scheduling the work to be done Publicizing the network’s goals and
accomplishments

Brainstorming Letting network members
know what is expected of them

Keeping the network in good
standing with higher authority

Permitting the network members to
use their own judgment in solving
problems

Assigning network members to
particular tasks

Keeping the group in good standing
with stakeholders outside of
network

Permitting the network to set its
own pace

Deciding how tasks will be
performed

Encouraging support from
superiors among network members

Sharing the leadership role with
other network members

Making sure staff roles are
understood by the network
members

Encouraging support from
stakeholders outside of your
network

Putting suggestions made by the
network into operation

Asking that network members
follow standard rules and
regulations

Identifying stakeholders

Treating all network members as
equals

Taking charge when
emergencies arise

Identifying resources (equipment,
supplies, finances, etc.)

Looking out for the personal welfare
of network members

Acting without consulting the
network

Changing the network’s structure

Settling conflicts when they occur in
the network

Keeping work moving at a
rapid pace

Establishing a shared vision

Maintaining a closely knit network Coordinating the work of the
network

Influencing the network’s values
and norms

Creating trust among network
members

Establishing agreement
regarding the nature of the
tasks

Establishing member commitment
to the network ’s mission

Freely sharing information among
network members

Selecting performance
measures

Using incentives to motivate
network members

Source(s): Adapted from Van Wart (2004, 2008)
Table 1.

Leadership behaviors

Leadership and
performance

183



presidents of the unions) in leading their networks. Afterward, the leadership behaviors were
compared with the level of performance reached in the unions in terms of mean, and the
relative correlation coefficient was built and analyzed to investigate the alleged linkage
between leadership behaviors and performance in local government networks. We only
considered correlation coefficient significant at 1%, α 5 0.01, p < 0.001, and more
significantly, there was sufficient evidence to conclude that there was a significant linear
relationship between x (leadership behaviors) and y (performance dimensions) as the
correlation coefficients were significantly different from 0.

Findings
As shown in Table 3, approximately half (47.1%) of our unions of municipalities responding
to the survey aremore than 10 years old, while a relatively slight portion (40.3%) is composed
of 2–4 municipalities. Moreover, the president of the union, the object of our interview, is in
the 48.5% of the cases at the beginning of his/her experience.

Table 4 illustrates how often network leaders engage in each of the 36 leadership
behaviors that shape Van Wart’s construct (2004, 2008). Leaders ranked the extent of use of
each behavior on a 1–5 scale, from never (assigning a value of 1) to very often (assigning a
value of 5).

As shown in Table 4, among the top ten behaviors, five belong to people-oriented
behaviors. The leadership behavior used most in leading networks is by far treating all as
equals with a mean of 4.00, followed by keeping the network in good standing with higher
authority with an average value of 3.85. The third most used behavior in leading local

Total Italian unions of
municipalities Respondent unions

Population group n8 % n8 %

Less than 1.999 16 4.42% 4 5.56%
Between 2.000–4.999 46 12.71% 9 12.50%
Between 5.000–9.999 80 22.10% 12 16.67%
Between 10.000–19.999 100 27.62% 20 27.78%
Between 20.000–59.999 93 25.69% 22 30.56%
More than 60.000 27 7.46% 5 6.94%
Total 362 100% 72 100.00%

Regions
North–East (ER, FVG, TAA, VE) 59 16.30% 15 20.83%
North–West (LI, LO, PI, VDA) 108 29.83% 21 29.17%
Centre (LA, MA, TO, UM) 52 14.36% 9 12.50%
South (AB, BA, CAL, CAM, MOL, PU) 58 16.02% 13 18.06%
Islands (SA, SI) 85 23.48% 14 19.44%
Total 362 100% 72 100.00%

Number of years since the
establishment Number of municipalities per union Years of presidency

>10 years 47% 2–4 municipalities 40% 1st year 48%
8–10 years 19% 5–7 municipalities 31% 2nd year 18%
6–7 years 18% 8–10 municipalities 21% 3rd year 18%
4–5 years 12% >10 municipalities 8% 4th year 4%
1–3 years 4% 5th year 12%

Table 2.
Respondents to the
survey

Table 3.
Features of unions of
municipalities
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government networks is putting suggestions into operations, which might be useful to find
agreed solutions to problems and initiatives. The fourth behavior is establishing a shared
vision, necessary in order to preserve identity and motivation. The existence of unlike and
common missions between members, different cultures and method of operation can
germinate conflicts and slowdowns.

At the bottom of the rank we find acting without consulting the network and changing the
network’s structure, and the reason could be that consultation is crucial for the network to
keep functioning and that the network’s mission and identity ought to be jointly shared and
pursued among the network’s members.

At this point of the research we can compare the mean values aggregated for each
behavior category (Table 5).

The mean usage for all 36 behaviors used in networks is 3.54 (Table 4), which shows that
in the aggregate, network leaders exhibit these behaviors in networks slightly less than
“often” but more than “occasionally.”

Leadership behaviors in networks (P-O-T)* Type of behavior Mean usage Rank

Treating all as equals p 4 1
Keeping in good standing with higher authority O 3.85 2
Putting suggestions into operation p 3.84 3
Establishing a shared vision O 3.78 4
Maintaining a closely knit municipality/network p 3.76 5
Looking out for the personal welfare p 3.75 6
Taking charge when emergencies arise T 3.69 7
Keeping work moving at a rapid pace T 3.68 8
Influencing values and norms O 3.65 9
Sharing leadership role p 3.63 10
Coordinating the work T 3.62 11
Scheduling the work to be done T 3.61 12
Freely sharing information p 3.6 13
Permitting to set its own pace p 3.6 13
Deciding how tasks will be performed T 3.6 13
Permitting to use own judgment in solving problems p 3.57 16
Establishing member commitment to mission O 3.57 16
Identifying resources O 3.57 16
Establishing agreement regarding the nature of the tasks T 3.56 19
Creating trust p 3.54 20
Inspiring enthusiasm for a project p 3.53 21
Letting all know what is expected of them T 3.53 21
Keeping the group in good standing with stakeholders O 3.52 23
Using incentives to motivate p 3.51 24
Selecting performance measures T 3.51 24
Publicizing goals and accomplishments O 3.51 24
Brainstorming p 3.44 27
Asking to follow standard rules and regulations T 3.43 28
Making sure individual roles are understood T 3.42 29
Assigning to particular tasks T 3.38 30
Encouraging support from stakeholders O 3.34 31
Settling conflicts when they occur p 3.33 32
Encouraging support from superiors O 3.31 33
Identifying stakeholders O 3.26 34
Changing the network’s structure O 3.15 35
Acting without consulting T 2.87 36

Note(s): * People-oriented behaviors; T 5 Task-oriented behaviors; O 5 Organization-oriented behaviors

Table 4.
Integrative leadership
behaviors (ranked by

extent of use)

Leadership and
performance

185



The highest mean registered in integrative leadership belongs to people-oriented behaviors
with a mean value of 3.62, and it demonstrates their dominance in leading networks in
comparison with both organization-oriented (3.50) and task-oriented behaviors (3.49), with the
latter more related to monitoring and assessing work, operations planning, clarifying roles
and objectives, informing, delegating, problem-solving and managing innovation and
creativity (Van Wart, 2008: 192). Organization-oriented behaviors registered a mean value of
3.50 (almost the same as the mean value registered by the task-oriented leadership behaviors
category, 3.49), where in the top five leadership behaviors, five are organization-oriented and
none are task-oriented.

In order to visually compare the differences in usage in each of the 36 leadership behaviors
engaged by 68 respondents to the survey (presidents of the unions ofmunicipalities), Figure 1
shows the ranking expressed in terms of length of the horizontal bars, which are displayed in
three different colors according to the three leadership behaviors categories. The black line
shows people-oriented behaviors, while the gray and the light gray lines show
organization-oriented and task-oriented leadership behaviors, respectively.

The shorter is the bar, the higher the ranking for that specific behavior (from 1 to 36). The
sequence of bars shows general propensity and, more in detail, how differently a specific
leadership behavior is averagely engaged by the presidents of local government networks,
allowing a more visual and direct comparison of the usage of the three leadership behaviors
categories.

As shown in Figure 1, in the top three behaviors, two are people-oriented and ten of the 13
people-oriented behaviors are ranked in the top 17. Van Wart’s people-oriented behaviors
involve “consulting, planning and organizing personnel, developing staff, motivating,
building and managing teams, managing conflict, and managing personnel change.”

Regarding the category of task-oriented behaviors, almost half of the 12 task-oriented
behaviors placed in the top 15, where taking charge when emergencies arise is the most used
leadership behavior, followed by keeping work moving at a rapid pace and coordinating the
work, which is an essential part of managing and coordinating multiple partners within the
networks. Letting all know what is expected of them is positioned in the middle of the ranking
due to the prevalence of informal rules. At the bottom of the ranking of the leadership
behaviors adopted by local government networks’ leaders, there is acting without consulting,
confirming the relevance of consultation in leading networks.

In the category of organization-oriented behaviors, only three of the 11 organization-
oriented behaviors placed in the top 15 and with almost two-thirds of the behaviors placed at
the bottom of the ranking. Within this category, keeping in good standing with higher
authority and establishing a shared vision ranked in the top five leadership behaviors
exhibited by the presidents of the unions ofmunicipalities. More specifically, they ranked two
and four because they are considered necessary in order to preserve identity and motivation.
In addition, influencing values and norms and establishing member commitment to mission
ranked in the top 16, and this may be motivated by a higher heterogeneity of aims and
organizational cultures inside a local government network.

In the last part of our research we analyzed the link between leadership behaviors and
performance reached in networks. More specifically, in order to test the hypothesis according

Network value

People-oriented 3.62
Task-oriented 3.49
Organization-oriented 3.50
Total mean 3.54

Table 5.
Leadership behaviors
in networks distributed
by mean value
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to which integrative public leadership has an impact on the level of performance in local
government networks, we compared the leadership behaviors engaged in every single union
of municipalities (explanatory variables) with six performance dimensions (response
variables): cost savings, service quality improvement, financial incentives, better bargaining,
more tailored services, easier access to technology.

In addition, to guarantee reliability of the responses, the performance dimensions analyzed
were anonymously assessed by the presidents of the unions through a five-point Likert Scale.
Afterward, we built the correlation coefficient between the two variables (Table 6).

Results show that integrative leadership behaviors have a positive impact on the
performance level reached in local government networks. More specifically, as Table 6 shows,
all three categories of leadership behavior (people–task–organizational-oriented) are
positively correlated to the average level of performances measured. All correlation
coefficients are statistically significant at 1%, p < 0.001.

The more consistent the leadership is in terms of mean value, the higher is the average
level of performance reached through the engagement of that specific leadership behavior
category. More specifically, in the 68 unions ofmunicipalities analyzed, leaders implementing
one of the different organization-oriented behaviors performed most effectively, registering
the highest correlation coefficient at 0.58. People- and task-oriented behaviors show a
marginally lower correlation with performances accomplished, at 0.49 and 0.47, respectively.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to investigate if integrative leadership is able to affect network
performance in one of the intermunicipal union collaboration types: unions of municipalities.

More specifically, we examined Van Wart’s (2004; 2008) threefold categorization (people-
oriented, task-oriented and organization-oriented) of leadership behaviors engaged by the
presidents of the Italian unions ofmunicipalities (public networks’ leaders) and analyzed their
impact on six performance dimensions: cost savings, service quality improvement, financial
incentives, better bargaining, more tailored services, easier access to technology (Steiner,
2003; Cepiku and Meneguzzo, 2004).

We also compared the frequency usage of each leadership behavior category expressed in
terms ofmeanwith the level of performance achieved in the unions ofmunicipalities (object of
our analysis) and the relative correlation coefficient was built to show the existence, and the
extent, of linear dependence between the independent or explanatory variables (leadership
behaviors) and the dependent or response variable (network performance).

Surprisingly, findings showed that the high frequency in the usage of a specific category
of leadership behavior does not always lead to high performance in networks.

More specifically, people-oriented behaviors were, on average, the most frequently
integrative leadership category engaged by the local government leaders. In particular, two
specific behaviors (treating all as equals and putting suggestions into operations) placed in the
top three behaviors in the ranking.

The organization-oriented behavior category is the second most frequently used among
unions of municipalities. In particular, keeping the network in good standing with higher

Leadership behaviors – networks performance
Correlation coefficient

People-oriented 0.49***
Task-oriented 0.47***
Organization-oriented 0.58***

Note(s): Asterisks indicate the significance of the coefficients at 1% (***) when p < 0.001

Table 6.
Correlation between
leadership behaviors
and performance
within unions of
municipalities
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authority ranked second in the top five integrative leadership behaviors with an average
value of 3.85. This can be explained by the fact that the latter is an important integrative
behavior because it motivates commitment and support from network participants and
stakeholders (Silvia and McGuire, 2010) and strengthens the legitimacy of the network
(Milward and Provan, 2006). As Table 6 shows, organization-oriented behaviors registered
the highest correlation with network performance even though it did not register the highest
frequency adoption (Table 5).

Lastly, the task-oriented behavior category, which includes those actions related to
“monitoring and assessing work, operations planning, clarifying roles and objectives,
informing, delegating, problem solving, andmanaging innovation and creativity” (VanWart,
2008, p. 192), registered the lowest value of both the average frequency usage of leadership
behaviors in networks (Table 5) and correlation with network performance (Table 6). Only
two leadership behaviors (taking charge when emergencies arise and keeping workmoving at a
rapid pace) ranked in the top ten most used leadership behaviors in leading local government
networks expressed in terms of average adoption.

The analysis of linear dependency between leadership behaviors and performance
allowed us to conclude that leadership can be considered as a performance determinant in
leading local government networks. Therefore, we can accept the initial hypothesis according
to which integrative public leadership has an impact on the level of performance in networks
due to the fact that all three leadership behaviors categories analyzed are positively
correlated to the performance reached within the networks. More specifically, from the
analysis of the alleged link between leadership behaviors and performance reached in unions
of municipalities, organization-oriented behaviors resulted as the most influential behaviors
in terms of performance, followed by people-oriented and task-oriented (see Table 6).

It is worth noticing that even though leadership behaviors belonging to the
organization-oriented category registered the highest correlation coefficient with the
performance reached, they are an average and not the most used leadership behaviors by
leaders of local government networks compared to both people-oriented and task-oriented
categories. Among these organization-oriented leadership behaviors we have: identifying
stakeholders, changing the network’s structure, establishing a shared vision, influencing the
network’s values and norms, establishing member commitment to the network’s mission. This
inverse relation between performance and frequency usage may be due to the fact that
organization-oriented behaviors are mainly related to initial activities implemented by the
leader at the establishment of the network. Once they have been converted into actions, these
leadership behaviors may lose relevance for the functioning of the network throughout the
years, while other leadership behaviors such as people-oriented and task-oriented may be
considered more relevant for the functioning of the network.

Conclusions
Overall, our findings confirm the hypothesis according towhich leadership is able to generate
an impact on performance in networks. More specifically, all three leadership categories
taken into consideration in our analysis, people-oriented, task-oriented and
organization-oriented (Van Wart, 2004;2008), have demonstrated to have an impact on
local government networks (unions of municipalities), which is our context of analysis. The
empirical analysis of the extent of the impact of leadership behaviors on performance can be
considered an enhancement in the network performance literature. In fact, our results show
that all organization-oriented behaviors resulted as the most influential behaviors in terms of
performance, followed by people-oriented and task-oriented.

However, there is no connection between the frequency in the usage of specific leadership
behaviors and their impact on the performance of the network. Findings show that the high
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frequency in the usage of a specific category of leadership behavior does not always lead to
high performance in networks. More specifically, leadership behaviors belonging to the
organization-oriented category registered the highest correlation coefficient with the network
performance even though they are not themost used leadership behaviors by networks’ leaders
compared to both people-oriented (the most frequently used) and task-oriented categories.
Therefore, this paper should influence practitioners’ activities, especially in regard to the
engaging in specific leadership behaviors that lead to better performing networks.

However, this study presents its own limitations. Among all, the main drawback is the
self-declaration of the performance level achieved by the network leaders. However,
the entirely voluntary participation in the interview and the anonymity granted to the
respondents gave high expectations of validity, reliability and accuracy of responses. In
addition, the study does not include some independent control variables such as age and
gender of the network leader (president of the union of municipalities) that might influence
the engagement of specific types of leadership behaviors and, therefore, impact the network
performance. This new prospective could be included in future additional research. In
addition, future research could involve multiple case studies, which could deepen the
investigation and therefore overcome the limitations of the survey andwhich is not often able
to perceive and detect the nuances of phenomenon explored.

Future research could address other forms of intermunicipal collaborations that exist in
Italy such as memorandums of understandings; conventions; program agreements; joint
implementation of functions; consortia andmountain communities, and it could also consider
other national contexts such as the French intercommunalit�e, the Spanishmancomunidad, as
well as similar aggregations in Germany and Switzerland.
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