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ABSTRACT
Many studies have sought to identify the contingency factors of success in various network governance mechanisms. Despite the 
relevance of their results, the contingency factors that determine the establishment of specific governance forms remain unclear. 
Through a qualitative comparative analysis of 13 networks of health and social care integration in Milan (Italy), we explore how 
diverse configurations of contingency factors produce different governance forms. The results highlight three models. The first 
clarifies the pathways for centralized governance; the second focuses on those resulting in decentralized governance, and the 
third demonstrates the existence of hybrid pathways that can lead to hybrid outcomes, underlining the importance of including 
other contingency factors and assessing them periodically over time. These results yield theoretical and practical insights into 
how various factors may collectively influence the establishment of centralized/decentralized governance.

ABSTRACT
Numerosi studi hanno cercato di identificare i fattori di contesto che determinano il successo dei diversi meccanismi di gov-
ernance all'interno dei network. Nonostante la rilevanza dei risultati ottenuti, le ragioni che spingono i network ad adottare 
specifiche forme di governance rimangono poco chiare. Attraverso un'analisi qualitativa comparativa di 13 network nati per 
rafforzare l'integrazione sociosanitaria a Milano (Italia), questa ricerca esplora come la presenza di uno o più fattori di contesto 
possa condurre a differenti forme di governance. I risultati evidenziano tre modelli: il primo chiarisce i percorsi che portano 
a una governance centralizzata; il secondo si concentra su quelli che conducono a una governance decentralizzata; il terzo 
dimostra l'esistenza di percorsi ibridi che possono dar luogo a esiti altrettanto ibridi, sottolineando l'importanza di includere ul-
teriori fattori e di valutarli periodicamente nel tempo. Questi risultati offrono spunti teorici e pratici su come i fattori di contesto 
possano influenzare l'instaurarsi di una governance centralizzata o decentralizzata all'interno dei network.

1   |   Introduction

Networks as forms of decision-making and service structure 
have drawn growing attention in the public administration 

and management literature (Bianchi et  al.  2021; Nowell and 
Milward 2022). Following Provan and Kenis (2008), we broadly 
define a network as a “group of three or more legally autono-
mous organizations that work together to achieve a collective 
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goal”(Provan and Kenis 2008, 231). The potential benefits of net-
works in integrating resources, sharing information, delivering 
innovative solutions, and addressing cross-boundary problems 
are widely acknowledged (Provan and Milward  2001; Wang 
and Ran 2023). However, while numerous public networks have 
been established and facilitated over recent decades, many have 
failed to endure for reasons such as power asymmetry, account-
ability deficits, and high transaction costs, resulting in frag-
mented and unfavorable public services (Miles and Snow 1992; 
Tunisini and Marchiori 2020).

In response to this challenge, extensive research has inves-
tigated the contingency factors that determine network per-
formance (Cepiku et  al.  2021; Cristofoli and Markovic  2016; 
Turrini et al. 2010). Among them, significant attention has been 
paid to the “governance” of public networks, understood as the 
“process of coordinating and controlling joint action across the 
network,”1 which can be classified into three basic organiza-
tional forms according to “their distinct structural properties” 
(Provan and Kenis 2008, 219): network administrative organiza-
tion (NAO), lead organization (LO), and shared participant (SP). 
Studies on this topic typically start from a specific governance 
form, but whereas earlier research focused on individual factors 
affecting network performance, more recent work has focused 
on identifying the best set of contingency factors for a network's 
success (van den Oord et al. 2023).2 The results reveal that all 
three traditional forms of network governance have the poten-
tial to be successful (Raab et al. 2015; Willem and Gemmel 2013) 
and that each form of network governance has preferable “reci-
pes” for effectiveness, that is, combinations of contextual, man-
agerial, and “soft” factors (Cristofoli et al. 2017).

Despite their relevance, extant studies on the preferable combi-
nation of contingency factors for each of the three traditional 
forms of network governance reveal inconsistencies and chal-
lenges in their implementation. This is partially because contin-
gency factors can change over time, making the suitability of 
governance forms transitory rather than static (Lacatus  2022; 
Mitterlechner 2018; Owen and Currie 2022). This is also due to 
the existence of hybrid forms of network governance—an im-
portant topic that has been explored only sporadically, yielding 
limited insights into the preferable “recipes” that enable their 
success (Hermansson  2016; Patala et  al.  2022; van den Oord 
et al. 2023). Additionally, the drivers of networks' effectiveness 
are numerous and closely correlated, making network effective-
ness difficult to predict (Klijn et al. 2025).

To overcome these challenges, this paper does not measure the 
effectiveness or success of network governance or prescribe op-
timal solutions. Instead, building on the work of Provan and 
Kenis  (2008),3 we investigate the mechanisms through which 
four contingency factors—trust density, network size, level of 
goal consensus, and the need for network-level competence—
lead to centralized, decentralized, or hybrid forms of gover-
nance. Unveiling these mechanisms is important, as only by 
doing so can we better understand why certain forms of gov-
ernance are adopted in practice, regardless of whether their 
performance is ultimately successful (see Beagles  2021; Costa 
et al. 2022; Hermansson 2016). In this way, the present article ex-
plicitly responds to van den Oord et al.'s (2023) call for research, 
who argue that “few network studies examined (contingency 

factors) related to network governance, (and) when scholars did, 
they often study them in isolation or not in relationship to gover-
nance mode” (p. 1570).

Specifically, we adopt a configurational rather than a classic 
contingency approach (Mintzberg 1979; Shenkar and Ellis 2022) 
to identify the complex causal links between combined contin-
gency factors and governance forms in real-life cases. To con-
solidate our contribution, we develop a taxonomy of network 
governance configurations—distinct combinations of con-
textual contingency factors and governance forms—that re-
flect the complexity of real-world practice (Hotho 2014; Meyer 
et al. 1993). Such a taxonomy can provide a foundation for more 
nuanced explanations and predictions of network behavior, in-
cluding—but not limited to—questions of effectiveness (Nowell 
and Milward 2022). Accordingly, we pose the following research 
question: Which configuration(s) of the four contingency fac-
tors explain the occurrence of centralized and decentralized 
governance?

Following a configurational approach, we demonstrate that the 
causality between contingency factors and governance forms is 
complex rather than linear, meaning there are multiple potential 
paths in which contingency factors can configure and lead to the 
adoption of different governance forms. Thus, we refrain from 
formulating explicit hypotheses (Fischer and Schläpfer  2017). 
Instead, to extract diverse paths and identify the underlying 
causal complexity, we conducted a qualitative comparative 
analysis (QCA) of 13 cases of health and social care integra-
tion in Milan (Italy). Relying on data from 26 interviews and 
63 documents and websites, we suggest a taxonomy of network 
configurations that describes two paths toward decentralized 
governance and three paths toward centralized governance. 
The discussion section elaborates on the detailed mechanisms 
supporting each path.

2   |   Literature Review

2.1   |   Network Governance Forms

In their seminal paper, Provan and Kenis (2008) suggest two di-
mensions for categorizing network governance: the presence of 
a broker organization and whether that organization is internal 
or external to the network (Keast 2016). Based on these dimen-
sions, they classify network governance into three forms: (1) 
Shared-participant (SP), whereby a network is governed collec-
tively by the members themselves; (2) Lead-organization (LO), 
whereby “all major network-level activities and key decisions 
are coordinated through and by a single network participant” 
(Provan and Kenis 2008, 235); and (3) network administration 
organization (NAO), whereby a separate entity is set up as an 
external broker to govern the network and its activities. Provan 
and Kenis  (2008) further explain that both the LP and NAO 
forms involve coordinating brokers to sustain the network and 
are therefore more centralized than the SP form.

Numerous scholars endorse this classification, but more recent 
literature has challenged it by exploring hybrid forms of network 
governance (Berthod et al. 2017; van den Oord et al. 2023). For 
instance, Patala et al. (2022) and Baraldi et al. (2022) respectively 
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examined the hybrid combinations of LO-SP and NAO-SP, both 
as polycentric governance forms that invite network members 
into collective decision-making. Similarly, other scholars argue 
that centralized governance forms (i.e., LO and NAO) also re-
quire shared leadership (Hermans et al. 2019) or at least some 
communication and coordination mechanisms to strengthen 
the relationships and exchanges among network members 
(Dooley and Gubbins 2019; Maron and Benish 2022; Willem and 
Gemmel 2013).

Moreover, a growing number of scholars emphasize that net-
work governance is able not only to combine elements but also to 
evolve over time (Mitterlechner 2018; Moretti and Zirpoli 2016; 
Provan et al. 2009; Span et al. 2012). However, there is no con-
sensus on the general direction of such evolution; that is, whether 
it tends to move from a more centralized to decentralized form 
(Span et al. 2012; Vermeiren et al. 2021) or in the opposite direc-
tion (Provan and Kenis 2008).

Integrating previous research, scholars such as Cristofoli and 
Markovic (2016) and Klaster et al. (2017) suggest analyzing dif-
ferent forms of network governance along a continuum rather 
than in a categorical framework. We support this argument and 
particularly focus on two ends of this continuum: centralized 
governance and decentralized governance. The former refers 
to networks that are prominently brokered, governed by and 
through a lead organization that is a network member (i.e., LO) 
or an external administrative entity (i.e., NAO). In comparison, 
the opposite extreme includes networks that are governed en-
tirely by the member organizations that comprise the network 
(i.e., SP) or may not have a distinct governance form and struc-
ture at all (Cristofoli and Markovic 2016).

2.2   |   Contingency Factors Affecting Network 
Governance

In their original paper, Provan and Kenis (2008) identify four crit-
ical contingency factors that affect overall network governance: 
trust, goal consensus, network size, and the need for network-
level competencies. They further propose that the ideal match-
ing between these factors and different governance forms can 
“predict the successful attainment of network-level outcomes” 
(p. 236). This argument aligns with the broader discourse on col-
laborative governance, which acknowledges the significance of 
context and conditions in determining collaborative processes, 
strategies, and performance (e.g., Ansell and Gash 2008; Ansell 
and Miura 2020). The relationships between contingency factors 
and governance forms, as well as their impact on network effec-
tiveness, have been extensively explored (e.g., Cepiku et al. 2021; 
Cristofoli and Markovic 2016; Lucidarme et al. 2018). We now 
delve into these relevant studies.

2.2.1   |   Trust

Trust refers to “a relationship that reflects the willingness to ac-
cept vulnerability based on positive expectations about anoth-
er's intentions or behaviors” (Provan and Kenis  2008, 237). It 
is a common theme in network and governance studies, often 
viewed as an important antecedent to collaboration (Wang and 

Ran 2023) and a critical condition for network performance and 
sustainability (Cristofoli et al. 2019; Klijn et al. 2016).

Researchers provide more nuanced explanations regarding the 
importance of trust for different forms of network governance. 
There is a consensus that trust-building is particularly crucial 
for decentralized governance, as it helps leverage different re-
sources, mobilize collaboration, and reduce transactional costs 
(Cepiku et  al.  2021; Isett et  al.  2011; Wang and Ran  2023). 
However, the role of trust in centralized governance remains 
contested. Scholars such as Provan and Kenis  (2008) and 
Vasavada (2013) claim that trust is less relevant because inter-
actions are limited to dyadic relationships with the leading or-
ganization. Conversely, others believe that trust remains crucial 
for effective centralized governance, as it can facilitate recogni-
tion of the leading member's role and foster a sense of ownership 
among organizations (Klaster et al. 2017; Vermeiren et al. 2021), 
thereby ensuring network stability (Owen and Currie 2022).

2.2.2   |   Goal Consensus

Having a shared or at least congruent goal has been widely re-
garded as a fundamental condition for the sustainability of all 
forms of network (Lemaire 2020). Particularly for decentralized 
network governance, in which members interact frequently 
with one another (Bayne et al. 2017), addressing misalignment 
across members and maintaining a high level of goal consen-
sus is crucial to facilitate joint action (Bin Chen 2010). Provan 
and Kenis (2008) suggest that when goal consensus is low, cen-
tralized governance (especially LO) is more appropriate, as the 
lead or NAO organization can select a goal independently or in 
consultation with a subset of network members (Provan and 
Kenis 2008). However, more recent scholars challenge this argu-
ment, contending that a coherent goal is a fundamental require-
ment for establishing any form of network governance—even a 
centralized one (Heard-Lauréote 2018; Lemaire 2020).

2.2.3   |   Size

In general, larger networks are believed to have more difficulty 
managing complex relationships. Therefore, compared to de-
centralized governance (Provan and Kenis  2008; Wang  2016), 
the centralized form is deemed more suitable, as the effort of 
managing all relationships is concentrated in one organization, 
freeing members to manage individual links (Costa et al. 2022). 
Particularly, recent research has empirically discussed the im-
portance of a NAO in managing extremely large networks, high-
lighting its potential to balance the need for a robust network 
structure with the need for adaptations and flexibility (e.g., Mu 
and Cui 2024; Willem and Gemmel 2013).

For small-sized networks, many scholars argue that decentral-
ized governance is preferable, since network members have 
more chances to communicate directly, establish relation-
ships, and develop trust (Raab et al. 2015). Small network size 
is often linked with low heterogeneity among members, which 
facilitates collaborative and shared governance (Fischer and 
Schläpfer 2017), but there are exceptions. For instance, Cepiku 
et  al.  (2021) identify a subset of centralized networks that are 
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composed of fewer than four organizations, and Beagles (2021) 
identify cases with fewer than eight organizations.

2.2.4   |   Need for Network-Level Competencies

A common goal cannot be achieved solely through the dis-
persed resources and competencies of network members 
(Lindencrona et al. 2009). Instead, network-level competencies 
are needed, such as coordinating skills to integrate network 
members (Keast  2016) and capabilities for securing funding, 
developing innovation, managing tasks, and resolving conflicts 
(Aoki et al. 2023; Cope and Goodship 1999; Planko et al. 2017). 
According to Provan and Kenis  (2008), the need for network-
level competencies depends on two elements: the nature of tasks 
(more difficult tasks require more competencies) and the extent 
of external demands (greater demands and pressure require 
more competencies).

Provan and Kenis (2008) argue that when there is a greater need 
for network-level competence, centralized governance is more 
likely to be adopted. Many subsequent studies have confirmed 
this view, adding that the NAO, as a centralized form, is par-
ticularly suitable (Beagles  2021; Hoflund  2012). Conversely, if 
the need for such competencies is low (i.e., tasks are simple or 
external pressures are mild), decentralized governance tends to 
emerge (Van Der Voort et  al.  2020). However, differing views 
exist. Scholars suggest that a high need for network-level compe-
tence can equally lead to decentralized governance, as it offers 
greater flexibility to attract voluntary contributions from exist-
ing members (Wister et  al.  2014) and new ones (Lindencrona 
et al. 2009). Jones (2017) further emphasizes that the emergence 
of new digital technologies increases the need for network-level 
competence, regardless of the specific form of governance.

In summary, existing research has advanced our understand-
ing of both the forms and the contingency factors of network 
governance. However, relatively few studies have attempted to 
link these two research streams; when they do, many focus on 
proposing the “perfect match” between contingency factors and 
governance forms from a normative perspective, whereas em-
pirical investigations remain scarce. Despite a few exceptions 
(e.g., Beagles 2021; Costa et al. 2022), limited attention has been 
paid to how multiple contingency factors configurate the choice 
among different governance forms. Our study addresses this 
critical gap. The following section describes our methodology.

3   |   Cases and Methodology

This article empirically examines the combinations of four 
contingency factors—trust, goal consensus, size, and need for 
network-level competencies—and their joint impact on the 
choice among varying forms of network governance. Based on 
the literature review, we believe that these factors may interact 
in a complex way that conventional regression analysis can-
not fully capture; so we need a method that can extract diverse 
paths and clarify the underlying causal complexity. Qualitative 
Comparative Analysis (QCA) is particularly suitable for this 
task—it considers varying configurations of conditions (in this 
article, the four contingency factors) and their joint effect on an 

outcome (here, a centralized or decentralized form of network 
governance) (Di Paola et al. 2025; Fischer and Schläpfer 2017). 
This section explains our QCA approach, including the empiri-
cal setting, data collection, calibration, and analysis.

3.1   |   Case Selection

This research investigated 13 cases of network governance that 
aimed to promote health and social care integration in Italy. At 
the end of 2022, an Italian national law—followed by a series 
of regional laws—called on local healthcare authorities to col-
laborate with municipalities in delivering integrated services. 
Because the Italian healthcare system is highly decentralized 
(Lal et al. 2021), various regional approaches to organizing and 
managing networks have emerged. As our interest is not in 
studying the role of norms in network governance, we selected 
a context that shares a common regulatory framework while 
still offering broad variations in governance forms, specifically 
the Local Health Authority of Milan, which embraces 3,464,165 
habitants, 9 healthcare organizations, and 193 municipalities 
(Ministry of Health 2021). To select relevant instances, we ad-
opted purposeful sampling using two criteria.

First, we selected only cases involving at least three network 
members, following the definition of network proposed by 
Provan and Kenis (2008). In Italy, formal social care is publicly 
funded, provided by local municipalities, and may be subcon-
tracted to cooperatives or other private entities (Ministry of 
Work and Welfare  2021). Informal social care is provided by 
third-sector organizations through voluntary activities, which 
often complement formal social care. Accordingly, the health-
care party in our cases is always a healthcare organization 
(through healthcare districts), whereas the social care parties 
may include municipalities (through social districts), private 
providers, and third-sector organizations.

Second, we included only cases that were actively operating 
during a specific period (i.e., from September to November 
2023), as they evolve constantly over time (Miller et al. 2021). To 
obtain a comprehensive understanding of the overall picture of 
health and social care integration in Milan, we began our data 
collection by interviewing respondents from all nine healthcare 
organizations, asking them to pinpoint the integration networks 
in which they were involved. This yielded a shortlist of 20 cases. 
From there, we included only those involving at least three 
organizations, cumulating in 13 cases. We then checked and 
confirmed their activation status. These 13 cases constitute the 
empirical basis of our study (Table A1).

3.2   |   Fuzzy Set QCA

We adopt fuzzy set QCA (fsQCA), which is appropriate for two 
key reasons. First, QCA models conjunctural causation, ac-
counting for how different configurations of conditions interact 
to produce an outcome rather than assessing the independent 
effects of individual conditions. Second, QCA models causal 
asymmetry, meaning that the conditions sufficient for one out-
come may not simply be inverted to explain the absence of that 
outcome (Ragin 2008). Moreover, QCA allows for the systematic 
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comparison of a medium number of cases (typically between 10 
and 100 cases), which is too large for multiple case study and 
too small for most traditional statistical techniques (Fischer and 
Schläpfer  2017). In our study, QCA enables identifying cross-
case patterns as well as seeking rich within-case interpretations 
(Callens 2023).

Between crisp and fuzzy sets, we adopt fuzzy sets because that 
approach allows for partial membership in sets, which bet-
ter captures the complexity of real-world practices (Cristofoli 
et al. 2019). More precisely, rather than a binary classification 
(1 for full membership, 0 for full nonmembership), fuzzy sets 
allow for intermediate values (i.e., 0.67 and 0.33), indicating par-
tial presence or absence (Schneider and Wagemann 2012). This 
allowed us to classify cases with different levels of network cen-
tralization (from completely decentralized to fully centralized) 
and the presence of contingency factors (from completely present 
to always absent). The process of assigning membership scores 
to each case for the outcome and conditions is called calibration 
(Section 3.4). Once we had identified the factors or combinations 
of factors that are sufficient or necessary for a given outcome, we 
interpreted and analyzed these findings by returning to the raw 
data as described in the Results section (Raab et al. 2015).

3.3   |   Data Collection

To enhance research validity, prevent common source bias, and 
ensure an effective calibration of the contingency factors and 
outcomes, we employed data triangulation by drawing on multi-
ple sources of information. First, we conducted semi-structured 
interviews with 26 respondents, including the healthcare co-
ordinators of integration practices (directors of community 
services or representatives from healthcare organization man-
agement), the representatives of municipalities (directors or rep-
resentatives from local social service agencies), and other health 
and social care professionals involved in the practice (e.g., social 
workers, psychologists). The outline of interviews asked respon-
dents to describe the practice of integration in terms of actors 
involved, tools, activities, and protocols applied, and enablers 
or barriers encountered during the process (Table  A2). It was 
sent 1 week prior to the interview together with a privacy no-
tice explaining the purpose of this study and how interview data 
would be used, giving respondents time to prepare and provide 
consent to participate. The interviews were recorded (approxi-
mately 30 min each) and transcribed. Before analyzing the data, 
we anonymized the transcript of each interview and sent it to 
the interviewee to check its accuracy and confirm consent. The 
anonymized and approved transcripts were stored in a secure 
online folder, accessible only to the research team. Once the 
transcripts were finalized, the audio recordings were deleted.

We asked the respondents to share any available protocols 
or guidelines explaining the process of integration, which 
amounted to 46 documents. We further complemented the in-
terview data with 17 documents published on healthcare orga-
nizations' and municipalities' websites. The approved interview 
data and the collected documents were analyzed using qualita-
tive content analysis with a deductive approach (Mayring 2000). 
In addition, we conducted three expert meetings to validate the 
data and emerging findings, which involved the director of the 

Local Health Authority of Milan, four Majors’ representatives of 
the overall municipalities involved, and other experts and man-
agers from the Local Health Authority. The adoption of multiple 
data sources enables data triangulation and increases the credi-
bility and validity of findings. Table A3 provides an overview of 
the data collection.

3.4   |   Operationalization and Calibration

Due to the exploratory nature of our QCA and the qualitative 
data collected from interviews and documents, the calibration 
and operationalization process involved interpretive judgment 
grounded in careful case-level analysis. At the same time, we 
adopted a series of procedures to enhance analytical consistency 
and transparency (FitzGerald et al. 2023).

First, two of the authors independently analyzed the inter-
view and documentary data and assigned membership scores 
for both the outcome and the conditions of each case based on 
thematic coding. They followed shared calibration rules, which 
the research team had developed and agreed upon in advance 
(see Table  A4). Table  A5 shows examples of how each of the 
four conditions and the outcome were operationalized and cal-
ibrated. Second, after separate calibration, the resulting scores 
were compared. Any inconsistencies were discussed with the 
full research team, including two practitioner coauthors. Third, 
to further validate the final coding decisions, the cases with 
inconsistencies were also reviewed in three meetings with ex-
ternal experts. The following sections explain the rationale and 
process behind the assignment of membership scores for the 
outcome and each condition, including examples from the cases 
in which calibration was more complex.

3.4.1   |   Level of Centralization of Network Governance

As explained in the literature review, the form of network gov-
ernance is operationalized along a continuum according to the 
level of centralization. Provan and Kenis  (2008) propose three 
governance forms, explicitly categorizing the SP form as “highly 
decentralized” compared to its two counterparts. However, they 
do not clearly distinguish between the NAO and LO forms in 
terms of centralization. Subsequent studies have offered diver-
gent views, indicating that the level of centralization can vary 
according to the role of the NAO or LO. For example, some 
NAOs serve “merely” as operational and communicational cen-
ters, resulting in more decentralized governance (Giest  2015; 
Nowell et  al.  2018), whereas others act as decisive central au-
thorities, managing the network from the top down (Cristofoli 
and Markovic 2016; Wang 2016). This variability depends on fac-
tors such as resource needs (Huang and Provan 2008) and power 
dynamics (Maron and Benish 2022).

To clarify the terminology, we adopt Altamimi et  al.'s  (2023) 
definition of (de-)centralization as “the locus of decision-making 
authority, which indicates how resources and authority are al-
located within an organization or across organizations” (p. 22). 
The decisive factor here is the distribution of decision-making 
authority. With substantive empirical insights from our cases, 
we calibrated NAO as the most centralized governance form 
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6 Public Administration, 2025

because, when present, NAOs held decisive authority and cen-
trally coordinated the network. By comparison, in our empirical 
setting, LOs held less decision-making authority, emerging more 
informally as network members who gradually assumed a lead-
ing role. Unlike NAOs, LOs combined coordination responsibil-
ities with direct involvement in service provision. We therefore 
define the LO as the second-most centralized form.

In addition, following Cristofoli and Markovic  (2016), we in-
clude a fourth form—the flat, relatively unstructured, and not 
formalized network governance—as the most decentralized 
form. This governance form was observed in some of our cases, 
which did not fit into the three traditional forms proposed by 
Provan and Kenis (2008).

Based on these considerations, we coded 1 for a network gov-
erned by a NAO, 0.67 for those governed by a LO, 0.33 for ones 
governed by multiple organizations (SP), and 0 when the gover-
nance was flat and unstructured (Cristofoli and Markovic 2016). 
Although we acknowledge the existence of other hybrid forms 
of network governance, we considered these four categories 
as clear reference points along a continuum. During the inter-
views, we asked respondents to report the actors involved and 
their roles and responsibilities within the network (Table A3). 
Their responses were triangulated with information collected 
through the desk analysis. We calibrated the final scores ac-
cording to rules reported in Table A4. Most cases were clearly 
distinguishable into the four governance forms. In Case 6, how-
ever, the decision between LO and NAO was initially debated. 
Although there was an organization that coordinated the net-
work, interview data revealed that it lacked decision-making 
power over other actors, leading us to calibrate it as LO (0.67).

3.4.2   |   Trust, Goal, Size, and Need for Network-Level 
Competencies

Trust was operationalized according to Cepiku et  al.  (2021), 
with each case coded from 0 (no trust within the network) to 10 
(very positive evaluation of trust within the network). We coded 
the level of trust in all interview and documentary data for each 
case. The case was scored 1 when more than half the scored data 
were higher than 8; 0.67 when more than half the data were 5 
to 8; 0.33 when more than half the data were lower than 5; and 
0 when more than half the data were below 3. For example, in 
Case 5, five interviewees described a long history of collabora-
tion and mutual reliability among partners, with coded trust lev-
els consistently above 8, leading to a score of 1.

Goal consensus was assessed following Lemaire (2020) by eval-
uating how strongly the interviewees perceived alignment be-
tween their organization's goals and those of the network. Each 
interview and relevant document was coded on a scale from 0 
(no goal consensus) to 10 (full goal consensus). For example, in 
Case 9, the respondents expressed conflicting views on the net-
work's priorities and defined their organizational targets very 
differently. They also noted that within the network, different 
parties had different objectives, and that disagreements and 
misaligned agendas occurred frequently. With most scored data 
falling below 3, we calibrated this case as 0, indicating no goal 
consensus. In some cases, the coding was not straightforward, 

and the two researchers assigned different initial scores. In Case 
6, for instance, while some interviewees described a shared 
long-term mission, others emphasized ongoing tensions over 
short-term objectives and differing assessment criteria. After 
team discussion and consultation with external experts, we cali-
brated this case as 0.67 to reflect partial consensus.

Size was assessed by counting the number of organizations in 
each network. In doing so, we defined thresholds according 
to previous research (e.g., Beagles 2021; Callens 2023) and the 
characteristics of our cases. A crossover point of 4 was chosen, 
as the health and social care integration in our dataset usually 
included three types of social actor (municipalities, third-sector 
organizations, and cooperatives) and one type of healthcare 
actor (health district), giving four as the minimum expected 
composition. Thus, we assigned 0 for networks with fewer than 
four organizations, 0.33 to those with 4–7 organizations, 0.67 to 
those with 8–12 organizations, and 1 for those with more than 
12 organizations.

Need for network-level competencies was operationalized ac-
cording to Saz-Carranza et  al.  (2020). We assigned a score of 
1 to cases in which interviewees and documents described ex-
plicit initiatives to develop shared competencies among parties 
involved in the network (e.g., training, fundraising). A score of 
0 was given when no such need or effort was mentioned (Saz-
Carranza et  al.  2020). Intermediate scores (0.33 or 0.67) were 
applied when partial or informal efforts were reported. For in-
stance, in Case 11, none of the seven interviewees mentioned 
any initiative or need for network-level capacity-building, 
and the collaboration across actors (i.e., health organizations, 
schools, municipalities) operated on an ad hoc basis, resulting 
in a score of 0. For each case, we calibrated the values by using 
the qualitative rules reported in Table A4. Table A6 illustrates 
the calibrated dataset that reports the membership scores of the 
contingency factors and outcome for each case.

3.5   |   Analysis

We performed the QCA analysis using fsQCA software, ver-
sion 4.1 (Ragin 2008). Following the standards of QCA analy-
sis (Schneider and Wagemann  2012), we started by analyzing 
necessary conditions. This phase aims to identify individual 
factors that are always present when the outcome, which in our 
case is dual: the occurrence of centralized governance (RQ1) or 
of decentralized/unstructured governance (RQ2), occurs (Oana 
et al. 2021) (as displayed in Table A7). We considered a condition 
necessary for the outcome only if it had a consistency of at least 
0.90 (Ragin 2008).

Next, we conducted an analysis of sufficient conditions. The 
sufficient conditions are the single factor or combinations of 
factors that, whenever they occur, the outcome also occurs 
(Oana et  al.  2021). We constructed two truth tables for our 
two research questions (Cho et al. 2023). The first truth table 
(Table  A8) shows all possible combinations of contingency 
factors that can cause centralized governance (RQ1), and the 
second truth table (Table A9) is for decentralized/unstructured 
governance (RQ2) (Schneider and Wagemann  2012). In each 
table, cases were matched to specific rows (i.e., combinations 
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7

of conditions). We had to create two truth tables because QCA 
is rooted in “causal asymmetry”: factors that are not suffi-
cient for centralized governance may also be insufficient for 
decentralized governance (Greckhamer et  al.  2018, 490). We 
included only combinations that were linked to at least one em-
pirical case, following Schneider and Wagemann's standards of 
practice (2012) (Callens 2023). Moreover, we excluded combi-
nations with a raw consistency lower than the cutoff value of 
0.80 (Ragin 2008).

We performed a minimization process for both truth tables. During 
the minimization process of Table A9, two prime implicants arose: 
(1) ~N. of network participants × ~Network-level competencies 
and (2) ~Goal consensus × ~Network-level competencies. Since the 
first prime implicant is fully consistent with existing theoretical 
findings, we chose to select only the first implicant. To determine 
how far this choice affected the intermediate solution, we also ran 
a second model by selecting only the second implicant and a third 
model by selecting both implicants and then compared the results 
(Legewie 2013). The solutions of all three models were identical 
(the second and third models are reported in Tables A10 and A11, 
respectively), confirming the viability of the intermediate solution 
that we obtained by running the first model (which is displayed 
in Table 3) (Ragin 2008). We chose to interpret the QCA results 
by referring to the intermediate solutions instead of the complex 
and parsimonious solutions, as the former do not “allow removal 
of necessary conditions” (Casady 2023, 18; Ragin 2014). The inter-
mediate solutions that arose from the two minimization processes 
were considered meaningful because their consistency was equal 

to or higher than 0.8 (Cristofoli et al. 2019). Moreover, no contra-
dictory cases emerged, as there were no cases that exhibited the 
combination of contingency factors but not the outcome (Callens 
and Verhoest 2023).

4   |   Results

The 13 cases in this study are distributed against the crossover 
point regarding outcomes: seven cases exhibit centralized gov-
ernance and six cases show decentralized/unstructured gover-
nance (Table 1).

The necessity analysis revealed that none of the four contin-
gency factors is individually necessary for establishing either a 
centralized governance or a decentralized/unstructured gover-
nance. Indeed, as reported in Table A7, no single contingency 
factor has a consistency higher than 0.90.

The sufficiency analysis identified 16 possible combinations of 
the four contingency factors for both types of outcome (i.e., rows 
of Tables A8 and A9). Among these, we included four rows for 
centralized governance and four for decentralized/unstructured 
governance. Rows without linked empirical cases or that did not 
meet the consistency threshold were excluded (Oana et al. 2021). 
By referring to the included combinations, the minimization 
process identified one intermediate solution for centralized gov-
ernance and one for decentralized/unstructured governance, 
which are reported below.

4.1   |   Combinations of Contingency Factors That 
Can Cause Centralized Network Governance

The intermediate solution for centralized network governance 
(RQ1) indicates three possible paths (Table 2).

4.1.1   |   The Beacon Path (ID 4, ID 12)

A large, cohesive group guided by a central authority and a 
clearly defined goal, much like ships navigating toward a beacon.

TABLE 1    |    Set membership of the cases for outcomes and forms of 
integration.

Outcome: network 
governance structure

N of 
cases Cases

Centralized 
governance

Above 0.5 7 2, 3, 4, 6, 
10, 11, 12

Decentralized/
unstructured 
governance

Below 0.5 6 1, 5, 7, 
8, 9, 13

TABLE 2    |    Intermediate and complex solutions for the presence of centralized network governance (Y; RQ1).

Beacon path Captain's path mandated path

Trust . O X

Goal consensus O X X

Size O X O

Need for network-level competencies X O O

No. of cases ID4 (0.67, 1); ID12 (0.67, 0.67) ID10 (0.67, 0.67) ID2 (0.67, 1)

Consistency 1 0.80 1

Raw coverage 0.42 0.21 0.26

Unique coverage 0.32 0.15 0.16

Overall solution consistency 0.93

Overall solution coverage 0.74
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8 Public Administration, 2025

In this configuration, the presence of a leading organization (either 
a LO or a NAO) aided the coordination and management of a large 
group of network members working together toward a common 
goal, which simplified exchanges among numerous members. The 
presence of shared goals was important to promote the members' 
commitment and clarify the direction of joint efforts. Surprisingly, 
centralized governance was established even when the need for 
network-level competencies was low. Looking at the cases, two 
main reasons arose. First, the need was low because members 
had already developed relevant competencies in prior years. For 
instance, in ID 4, network members had a long history of collab-
oration during which they organized several training courses to 
build up network-level competencies. Second, in some cases, the 
leading organization possessed such competencies. In ID 12, the 
leading organization was in charge of developing, updating, and 
sharing a public service charter. Because it had detailed knowl-
edge of the full service as well as the necessary skills, there was 
no need for broader network-level competencies. This case also 
illustrates why trust is not always a fundamental condition for es-
tablishing centralized governance forms. In ID 12, members had 
only recently known one another, as the network was less than 
1 year old. Despite medium-low levels of trust, a capable leading 
organization enabled the network to function effectively.

4.1.2   |   The Captain's Path (ID 10)

A small, trusted team with diverse views, guided by a central 
figure, like a captain leading a crew through complexity.

In this configuration, one organization pursued a goal that could 
not be achieved without support from other organizations. Thus, 

it established a network and assumed a leadership role, inviting 
organizations with the needed resources and competencies to 
join. The key driver for their participation was a longstanding, 
trust-based relationship with the leading organization. These 
members recognized that the leading organization lacked the 
full set of competencies required to achieve its purpose, and they 
acknowledged that the purpose itself could generate long-term 
social benefits. Therefore, they were willing to contribute ef-
forts. As the number of such committed members was typically 
small, the size of the network remained limited.

Case ID 10 embodies this combination of contingency factors. 
Facing pressure to facilitate hospital discharge, the healthcare 
district needed not only its internal competencies but also sup-
port from social districts to guarantee continuity of care when 
patients returned to their homes. The trustful relationships be-
tween the healthcare district and social districts, along with the 
shared understanding of the network's societal value, motivated 
the social districts to participate. However, this willingness was 
restricted to a small number of actors with whom the health-
care district had strong links. For this reason, other actors that 
are typically important in hospital discharge processes were 
not involved (such as nursing homes and third-sector organiza-
tions). Importantly, although the network was purpose-driven, 
it lacked clearly defined and widely agreed-upon goals related 
to hospital discharge and continued home care, and there were 
no agreed-upon performance metrics. Put differently, while the 
long-term purpose was recognized, immediate alignment in or-
ganizational targets was lacking.

4.1.3   |   The Mandated Path (ID 2)

A large group compelled to address a new, underexplored, and 
challenging issue, relying on external and centralized leadership.

In this path, a large and centralized network was established in 
response to a directive from a national or regional authority to 
address a specific societal problem in the short term. This public 
authority remained in the network as a NAO (i.e., an external 
agency responsible for decision-making and coordination), man-
aging the dyadic links with network members and in charge of 
organizing training courses to equip network members with the 
competencies for collaboration.

This was the case in ID 2, wherein the Regional Health 
Authority decided to launch a new integrated service for the 
early diagnosis of mental-health issues among young peo-
ple. This initiative included establishing networks comprising 
schools as well as health, social, and nonprofit organizations. 
Each network included over 12 members, many of whom had no 
prior relationships. The new service was added on top of exist-
ing responsibilities and was therefore not a priority for most of 
the newly joined organizations. Different organizations offered 
varying interpretations of the network's specific goals. However, 
the top-down mandate from the Regional Health Authority en-
abled collaboration within the networks. The Regional Health 
Authority took a leading role in all the networks in overseeing 
service developments, tracking achievements and costs, and 
facilitating capacity-building by organizing both online and in-
person training courses.

TABLE 3    |    Model 1: Intermediate and complex solution for the 
presence of decentralized/unstructured governance (~Y; RQ2) with the 
first prime implicant (i.e., ~N. of network participants × ~Network-level 
competencies).

Campfire path
Why Not? 

Path

Trust O

Goal consensus O X

Size X X

Need for network-
level competencies

. X

No. of cases ID6 (0.67, 0.33); 
ID8 (0.67, 0.67); 
ID13 (0.67, 0.67)

ID9 (1, 1); 
ID11 (1, 1); 

ID7 (0.67, 1)

Consistency 0.80 1

Raw coverage 0.40 0.55

Unique coverage 0.25 0.40

Overall solution 
consistency

0.89

Overall solution 
coverage

0.80
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4.2   |   Combinations of Contingency Factors That 
Can Cause Decentralized/Unstructured Network 
Governance

The sufficiency analysis identified two solutions that are suffi-
cient for the establishment of decentralized/unstructured gover-
nance as displayed in Table 3.

4.2.1   |   The Campfire Path (ID 6, ID 8, ID 13)

A small, aligned group with high trust and goal consensus, 
working together around a shared purpose, like individuals 
gathered around a campfire.

In this path, member organizations recognized that they could 
not achieve a goal alone; so they spontaneously formed a small 
network. Given the importance that members put on the shared 
goal, all members tended to participate in decision-making pro-
cesses. The small size of the network allowed members to jointly 
govern the network, reducing the need for formal network-level 
competencies, which varied across cases.

Case ID 8 exemplifies this configuration. Here, health and so-
cial districts collaborated to assess patients with complex social 
and healthcare needs and select the most suitable set of services 
by choosing from existing service offerings. The importance of 
evaluating complex cases conjunctively was recognized by both 
parties, as a lack of support from one side usually reduced ser-
vice effectiveness. For this reason, health and social care profes-
sionals had been working together for years, resulting in strong, 
trustful relationships. In this case, the health and social districts 
organized a set of meetings for sharing best practices and mo-
dalities. However, this was not always so, as seen in case ID 13. 
This discrepancy shows that the development of network-level 
competencies often depends on the preferences of the members 
involved.

4.2.2   |   The Why Not? Path (ID 9, ID 11, ID 7)

A small group established to address complex social challenges, 
lacking consensus on network goals while relying on one anoth-
er's support.

In this path, network governance was flat and loosely struc-
tured, with members connected in the absence of clearly de-
fined roles or responsibilities. That said, the members shared the 
broad, long-term purpose of health and social care integration 
(i.e., providing better services and improving patients' overall 
life conditions) and generally recognized the specific purposes 
of the network, such as addressing heat-related health risks in 
case ID 9. However, members did not prioritize these network-
level purposes within their own organizational agendas, and no 
shared performance metrics were in place. Instead, each actor 
maintained its own organizational goals, so a shared under-
standing of specific network goals was not achieved.

ID 9 embodies this dynamic well. The health districts launched 
a service to support vulnerable patients affected by summer 
heatwaves and invited social districts to collaborate by reporting 

new patients and preventing health emergencies. While the so-
cial districts did not regard this service as a priority, they chose 
to participate, acknowledging the long-term social value of the 
initiative. After the initial set-up, collaborations proceeded on 
an ad hoc basis, largely relying on the professionals' experiences 
and availability on both sides. New patient assessments were 
sometimes conducted by health districts, sometimes by social 
districts, and occasionally by both. Interactions were limited 
primarily to early-stage information exchange. Beyond that, 
each party managed its care responsibilities independently. 
Because the links between members were few and relatively 
straightforward, there was no need to formalize roles or develop 
specific network-level competencies. However, we did find that 
the network was officially acknowledged in written documents 
and policies, and interviewees consistently self-identified as 
members.

We understand this path, aligning with the other four, as a 
form of purpose-oriented networks, in line with Nowell and 
Milward's  (2022) taxonomy. Despite differences in short-term 
priorities, members recognized the value of the network in both 
tangible ways (e.g., information sharing, reducing silos) and in-
tangible ways (e.g., broader societal benefit). What differentiates 
this path is its looser coordination; collaboration was sporadic, 
goal alignment was partial, members preserved their individual 
agendas as a priority, and no need for strong network-level com-
petencies was perceived.

5   |   Discussion

Our research explores how contingency factors drive forms of 
network governance. Building on Provan and Kenis (2008), we 
identified four contingency factors—trust, goal consensus, size, 
and need for network-level competencies—as conjunctional 
conditions and examined their joint, interactive effects on cen-
tralized (i.e., NAO or LO) or decentralized (i.e., SP or unstruc-
tured) governance. Much of the existing literature in the “Provan 
school” either focuses on the effect of single or combined con-
tingency factors on network performance or seeks to prescribe 
which governance form “fits best” in a given situation (van den 
Oord et  al.  2023, 1565). Our study differs because we do not 
measure network effectiveness. Instead, we identify different 
paths in which these factors cluster together to produce different 
governance forms (Meyer et al. 1993). They represent paths that 
exist in practice, not what should exist for effectiveness.

Our findings are novel, but our analytical logic is not. Our work 
views “networks as organizations” (Whitford et  al.  2020, 77) 
and is rooted in the tradition of organization studies that exam-
ines “the conditions that tell us why the organization designs 
its structure as it does” (Mintzberg 1979, 215). Specifically, we 
take a configurational rather than a contingency perspective 
(Miller  1996), which means that we accept that there is no 
universally best way to organize—outcomes depend on con-
tingencies—yet we also contend that studying isolated con-
tingency factors (such as organization size) “does not explain 
much of anything” (Kimberly 1976, 2) and is “bound to confuse” 
(Mintzberg 1979, 225). Instead, we investigate how “sets of con-
tingencies configurate” (Mintzberg 1989, 93) and underpin dif-
ferent governance choices.
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Crucially, many organizational researchers emphasize the im-
portance of alignment between contingency factors and gov-
ernance forms. They argue that performance suffers when 
misalignment occurs and that such organizations (in our 
study—networks) may not be sustainable (see “quantum leaps,” 
Mintzberg 1989, 96). Organizations therefore “seek stability and 
certainty in their dealing with the elements that constitute their 
“relevant” environment” (Nowell and Milward  2022, 16). Our 
study, however, contributes by mapping the variety of config-
urations within a given time frame, paving the way for future 
research to examine how configurations evolve over time.

Our findings show that empirical practice is messier than what 
is presented in classical organizational theory (Mintzberg 1979). 
Five forms of network governance were distinguished based 
on a QCA of on-the-ground practices. Together, they establish 
a taxonomy—“a classification based on empirically observ-
able characteristics” (Nowell and Milward  2022; 16, see also 
Miller 1996). Such a taxonomy is important, as it creates a ter-
minological foundation for more nuanced research and opens 
the door to future studies on the evolutionary dynamics between 
forms. While prior studies have suggested various classifications 
of network governance (e.g., Isett et al. 2011; Keast et al. 2004; 
Milward and Provan  2006), our taxonomy differs by linking 
network governance research to its environmental context. This 
responds to increasing calls from scholars such as Nowell and 
Kenis (2019), Lemaire (2020), and Nowell and Milward (2022).

To further theorize our findings, we developed an integrated tax-
onomic framework based on the five distinct forms of network 
governance. Shown in Figure  1, this framework is structured 
along two dimensions: the vertical axis represents different con-
tingency factors, and the horizontal one captures different lev-
els of centralization. The five paths are positioned according to 
their varying extents of centralization, and each path is associ-
ated with a specific configuration of contingency factors. Based 
on their similarities, we further synthesized these five paths into 
three broader categories, termed the centralized model, decen-
tralized model, and hybrid model.

The centralized model, comprising the Mandated and Beacon 
Paths, underscores that centralized governance is often adopted 
when networks involve numerous members (Costa et al. 2022). 

The nature of centralized governance may vary according to the 
level of trust (which we found is highly relevant to the history of 
collaboration) and the level of goal consensus. When members 
lack both a common goal and trust, an external and authorized 
entity (a directive NAO) is often necessary (Mandated Path) 
(Provan and Lemaire 2012; Segato and Raab 2019). Conversely, 
when members share a common goal, no matter the level of 
trust, centralized network governance still tends to emerge but 
is more likely to take the form of a LO (Beacon Path) (Provan 
and Kenis 2008). Members recognize the need for a LO, partic-
ularly to address conflicts and provide essential network-level 
competencies (Provan and Lemaire 2012; Raab et al. 2015).

The decentralized model (comprising the Campfire Path) aligns 
with the idea that decentralized forms of governance are often 
established when networks have a small number of members, 
a long history of collaboration, and a high level of goal consen-
sus. Coherent with the extant literature, the Campfire Path fea-
tures networks in which members recognize the shared value 
of collaboration, are willing to contribute, and are able to do so; 
shared governance is possible because of the limited number of 
members (Provan and Kenis 2008).

The hybrid model (comprising the Captain's Path and Why Not? 
Path) is a hybrid of the two previous models, including two con-
figurations. The Captain's Path describes small networks with 
strong, trustful relationships among members, similar to the 
second model introduced above. However, unlike in the sec-
ond model, a shared goal is absent. In the Captain's Path, the 
network is initiated by one organization that lacks the required 
competencies to achieve its own goal. It invites the voluntary 
involvement of other organizations based on strong preexisting 
ties and a long history of collaboration (Brass et al. 2004). In line 
with Provan and Lemaire  (2012), this initiating organization 
must remain as the LO, managing its collaborations with other 
members, resulting in medium-level centralized governance. 
Similarly, the Why Not? Path is associated with small network 
size and a lack of goal consensus. However, because of the sim-
plicity of network tasks and low external pressure, there is little 
need for network-level competencies, and the governance re-
mains decentralized and unstructured. Despite its loose struc-
ture, this path satisfies three key characteristics: self-referencing 
(the network has a shared identity and members endorse their 

FIGURE 1    |    Taxonomic framework of the mechanisms for establishing network governance. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.
com]
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affiliation with this identify); bounded membership (member-
ship is defined and members can identify and distinguish them-
selves from nonmembers); and conscious affiliation around a 
shared purpose (a long-term objective of health–social care inte-
gration is shared, whereas a short-term agreed objective is miss-
ing). For these reasons, this path is consistent with the other 
four, as all are types of purpose-oriented networks (Nowell and 
Kenis 2019; Nowell and Milward 2022).

In summary, the framework offers a comprehensive understand-
ing of how environmental and organizational contingency factors 
shape different forms of (de-)centralized network governance. The 
results reveal that none of the four contingency factors proposed 
by Provan and Kenis (2008) can alone explain the occurrence of 
a specific governance form. Rather, the extent of centralization is 
the result of the interplay of multiple contingency factors. With the 
first and second models, this study largely confirms the traditional 
configurations offered by earlier studies (see Raab et  al.  2015; 
Costa et al. 2022). However, it also reveals possible hybrid config-
urations that challenge the centrality of goal consensus stressed 
by Lemaire  (2020) and points to the viability of unstructured 
forms of governance in line with Wang and Ran (2023).

6   |   Conclusion: Implications for Theory and 
Practice

Our study responds to longstanding calls for research on the con-
textual dynamics of network governance (Lemaire et al. 2019; 
Nowell and Kenis  2019) and specifically on how contingency 
factors relate to governance forms (van den Oord et  al.  2023). 
Through a QCA of 13 health–social care networks in Milan, Italy, 
we identified five distinct configurations of contingency factors 
that lead to the establishment of either a centralized (RQ1) or 
decentralized (RQ2) form of network governance. These five 
configurations were further synthesized into three overarching 
models, forming a solid taxonomic framework. This framework 
also “creates a shorthand” (Nowell and Milward 2022, 6) that 
practitioners can use as reference points to match governance 
form choices with specific contingency factors.

6.1   |   Contribution to Theory

This study contributes to the theoretical understanding of net-
work governance and its contingency factors in three ways. 
First, it confirms the strong alignment between network size 
and the level of network governance centralization (Costa 
et al. 2022; Raab et al. 2015) yet it also reveals that size alone 
is not a necessary condition. Instead, size interacts with other 
contingency factors to jointly determine the choice of central-
ized or decentralized governance. The novelty of this study lies 
in organizing these possible combinations into three models, as 
illustrated in Figure 1. The first two models confirm most of the 
findings of Provan and Kenis (2008) and later scholars (Wister 
et al. 2014). In comparison, the third model, aligning with the 
findings of researchers such as Nowell and Kenis (2019), chal-
lenges the widely held assumption that a shared goal is neces-
sary for network governance (Provan et al. 2007). It suggests the 
existence of hybrid configurations, thereby opening new ave-
nues for future research.

In addition, this study reveals that, beyond the four contingency 
factors identified by Provan and Kenis (2008), there are at least 
three other factors that appear to play a crucial role. (1) The 
presence of a mandated organization, typically an external and 
super-party entity (a decisive NAO), can directly lead to central-
ized governance. Such an organization can offset the absence 
of trust and goal consensus, as suggested by Saz-Carranza et al. 
(2020). (2) The recognition of a broader societal purpose often 
acts as a fundamental precondition for organizations to engage 
in networks (Provan and Lemaire 2012). (3) While network size 
is an important contingency factor, the level of network com-
plexity also matters (Cepiku et  al.  2021). Complexity may not 
only influence the need for network-level competencies but also 
shape the specific forms of governance (when complexity is low, 
unstructured governance often emerges).

Lastly, our study highlights an additional form of network gov-
ernance beyond the three traditional forms proposed by Provan 
and Kenis (2008). This form is characterized by a flat structure in 
which the decision-making power is shared among members. At 
the same time, the roles and responsibilities are loosely defined, 
and organizations manage their relationships with one another 
informally. This confirms recent findings on the presence of hy-
brid forms of network governance (van den Oord et al. 2023) and 
suggests that, beyond the level of centralization, the extent of 
structural formality or informality may be an equally important 
axis for classifying governance forms (Wang and Ran 2023).

6.2   |   Contribution to Policy and Practice

We highlight three important implications for practitioners and 
policymakers. First, we call for a shift in focus—from solely 
managing intra- and interorganizational processes to paying 
closer attention to the broader context and configurations of net-
works. Network governance is shaped by a complex and evolving 
set of contingency factors that must be better understood to be 
managed effectively. Second, our framework in Figure 1 offers a 
practical toolkit. It presents differentiated governance forms as 
options and offers guidance on when and where each is most ap-
propriate, helping practitioners make informed decisions about 
how to structure network governance. Third, network size and 
goal consensus can serve as quick diagnostic cues to anticipate 
whether a centralized or decentralized form is more suitable. 
The framework also shows that hybrid forms of governance are 
not only viable but may also be better suited under certain condi-
tions. By applying this framework, practitioners can design gov-
ernance arrangements that better fit their context, strengthen 
coordination, and ultimately improve public service delivery.

6.3   |   Limitations and the Way Forward

We acknowledge four key limitations, each of which offers direc-
tions for future research. First, this study does not assess effec-
tiveness. We believe that before evaluating results or prescribing 
solutions, it is crucial to understand what actually happens in 
practice, and this is our study's most valuable contribution. 
However, our findings provide a foundation for future research 
to examine which of these configurations may lead to better 
performance under given conditions. Second, and related to 
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the first points, our study was conducted over a relatively short 
time frame (i.e., 6 months) and did not explore the evolution 
of network governance over time. Some governance forms we 
identified, such as the Why Not? Path, may be unstable or tran-
sitional in nature. These dynamics deserve further attention. As 
Nowell and Milward (2022) argue, “Environmental fluidity and 
complexity explained the significant variation in organizational 
design and characteristics” (p. 16). While many existing studies 
assess network success through static performance metrics (e.g., 
Cepiku et al. 2021), we suggest future research adopt a longitu-
dinal approach to investigate the long-term sustainability and 
adaptability of different governance forms, as performed by few 
pioneering studies (e.g., Ma et al. 2025).

Third, this paper is based on qualitative data collected from a 
single empirical context—health and social care integration in 
Milan, Italy. The specific culture and organizational features 
may limit external validity and generalizability. In particular, 
we emphasize two considerations. On the one hand, our calibra-
tion treated NAO as the most centralized form, which reflects 
the actual practice in our context and aligns with some previous 
studies (e.g., Cristofoli and Markovic 2016). However, this is not 
always the case, as many studies present opposite finding (e.g., 
Nowell et al. 2018). On the other hand, all our cases are purpose-
oriented networks, characterized by a shared identify, bounded 
membership, and shared purpose (Nowell and Milward 2022). 
This increased the internal consistency and makes our compar-
ative study meaningful, allowing us to compare “apples with 
apples.” However, this may restrict the generalizability of our 
findings. Considering these two points, we therefore call for fu-
ture studies to test and expand this framework in different em-
pirical contexts.

Fourth, as a QCA study, our analysis explored the configurations 
between multiple contingency factors and multiple governance 
forms, which allowed us to partially—but not fully—capture 
the complexity of real-world practice. Future research could in-
corporate additional contingency factors (e.g., task complexity, 
resource availability, digital technologies) and alternative cat-
egorizations of governance forms (e.g., structured vs. unstruc-
tured governance). Moreover, decision-making processes could 
be investigated as a distinct dimension. While our findings 
hint at its importance, we did not explore this aspect in detail. 
Further, we encourage future studies to reverse the causal di-
rection—to explore whether and how the forms of governance 
themselves may influence contingency factors over time. These 
future explorations can benefit from the emerging discourse on 
public service ecosystems, which offers a promising lens for ex-
amining the formulation and efficacy of network governance's 
contingency factors, configurations, and processes within a 
multidimensional and nested ecosystem (Osborne et al. 2022).

To conclude, this study uncovers how different conditions shape 
network structure and governance practice in  situ, advancing 
our understanding of network governance through empirically 
grounded theory development. By mapping five governance 
pathways and synthesizing them into a taxonomical framework, 
we offer both scholars and practitioners a new tool for under-
standing, analyzing, and implementing network governance 
with greater contextual sensitivity. This contribution marks the 
beginning of a broader conversation.
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Endnotes

	1	We recognize the conceptual difference between “network gover-
nance” (i.e., governance through networks as a mode of societal coor-
dination) and “governance of network” (concerning the coordination 
and structure of a network) (Vangen and Winchester  2014). Strictly 
speaking, our research, aligning with Provan and Kenis  (2008), fo-
cuses on the latter (van den Oord et al. 2023). However, as the paper 
does not engage in conceptual debates about terminology, we adopt a 
flexible usage, treating “network governance” and “governance of net-
work” as conceptually consistent. This flexible approach aligns with 
Provan and Kenis (2008), who suggest the two terms' overlapping na-
ture and use them with some fluidity.

	2	We use the term contingency factors to refer to the structural and re-
lational conditions under which a particular network form emerges, 
following Provan and Kenis (2008, 237).

	3	It is important to note that this paper builds upon Provan and 
Kenis  (2008) to identify relevant variables, but it does not replicate 
their full framework. In their original study, Provan and Kenis (2008) 
theorize how four contingency factors, together with governance 
forms, could configure to produce network effectiveness. In contrast, 
our study focuses solely on the relationship between contingency fac-
tors and governance forms, setting aside questions of effectiveness.
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TABLE A2    |    Outline of the interview.

Topics Questions and sub-questions

Practice of integration Can you describe the health and social care network?
•	 When and how did it start?
•	 Which are the main activities of the process of collaboration?

Actors and roles Who is involved in the network? How are involved?
•	 Which are their roles and responsibilities?
•	 Are there any other organizations (e.g., third sector associations, local authorities) involved?
•	 Are patients/their caregivers involved in the process?

Tools Is the collaboration within the network occurring through the help of some tools or technologies?
•	 Do you use databases, online video call, shared information systems?
•	 To what extent did these tools help you and the other actors to collaborate with each other?

Protocols and competence Have you standardized the collaboration within the network through the help of protocols or metrics (e.g., scales 
for assessing patients' needs)?
•	 To what extent did these protocols/metrics help you and the other actors to collaborate with each other?
•	 Do you use other collaboration strategies?
How have the competence of the actors evolved over time?
•	 Did professionals join training courses to acquire new competence for collaborating within the network?

Enablers and barriers Which factors have facilitated the collaboration within your network? Why?
•	 Did technologies, tools, procedure, training courses, shared goals, or trust help the network effectiveness?
Which factors have limited the collaboration within your network? Why?
•	 Did organizational barriers, different organization cultures, resistance to change behavior, or lack of adequate 

tools and strategies reduced the network effectiveness?
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TABLE A6    |    Set membership scores for the selected conditions and the outcomes.

Cases

X1 X2 X3 X4 Y

Trust Goal consensus Size Need for network-level competencies Governance structure

ID1 0.67 0.67 1 1 0.33

ID2 0.33 0.33 1 0.67 1

ID3 0.67 0.67 1 1 1

ID4 0.67 1 0.67 0 1

ID5 1 0.67 0.67 1 0.33

ID6 0.67 0.67 0.33 0.67 0.67

ID7 0.67 0.33 0 0.33 0

ID8 1 1 0.33 0.67 0.33

ID9 0 0 0 0 0

ID10 0.67 0 0 0.67 0.67

ID11 0.33 0 0 0 0

ID12 0.33 0.67 0.67 0 0.67

ID13 1 1 0.33 0 0.33

TABLE A7    |    Analysis of necessary conditions.

Presence of centralized network governance (Y)—RQ1

Conditions Consistency Coverage

Large size network 0.788 0.832

Small size network 0.472 0.428

High trust 0.736 0.582

Low trust 0.472 0.599

High network-level competencies 0.632 0.666

Low network-level competencies 0.524 0.475

High goal consensus 0.736 0.665

Low goal consensus 0.472 0.499

Decentralized and unstructured network governance 
(~Y)—RQ2

Conditions Consistency Coverage

Large size network 0.399 0.443

Small size network 0.849 0.809

High trust 0.700 0.583

Low trust 0.498 0.665

High network-level competencies 0.450 0.499

Low network-level competencies 0.699 0.667

High goal consensus 0.550 0.524

Low goal consensus 0.648 0.721
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TABLE A8    |    Displays the combination of conditions that cause the centralized network governance (Y)—RQ1.

X1 X2 X3 X4 Y

ID cases
Raw 

consist.
PRI 

consist.
SYM 

consist.Trust
Goal 

consensus Size

Need for 
network-level 
competencies

N. of 
cases

Governance 
structure

0 1 1 0 1 1 ID 12 1 1 1

1 1 1 0 1 1 ID 4 1 1 1

0 0 1 1 1 1 ID 2 1 1 1

1 0 0 1 1 1 ID 10 0.80 0.51 0.51

1 1 1 1 3 0 ID 1, ID 3, ID 5 0.77 0.60 0.60

1 1 0 0 1 0 ID 13 0.71 0.33 0.33

1 1 0 1 2 0 ID 6, ID 8 0.67 0.34 0.34

1 0 0 0 1 0 ID 7 0.50 0 0

0 0 0 0 2 0 ID 9, ID 11 0.331 0 0

0 1 0 0 0 R — — — —

0 0 1 0 0 R — — — —

1 0 1 0 0 R — — — —

0 0 0 1 0 R — — — —

0 1 0 1 0 R — — — —

1 0 1 1 0 R — — — —

0 1 1 1 0 R — — — —

TABLE A9    |    displays the combination of conditions that cause the decentralized/unstructured governance (~Y)—RQ2.

X1 X2 X3 X4 ~Y

ID cases
Raw 

consist.
PRI 

consist.
SYM 

consist.Trust
Goal 

consensus Size

Need for 
network-level 
competencies

N. of 
cases

Governance 
structure

0 0 0 0 2 1 ID 9, ID 11 1 1 1

1 0 0 0 1 1 ID 7 1 1 1

1 1 0 0 1 1 ID 13 0.86 0.67 0.67

1 1 0 1 2 1 ID 6, ID 8 0.83 0.66 0.66

1 0 0 1 1 0 ID 10 0.79 0.49 0.49

1 1 1 1 3 0 ID 1, ID 3, ID 5 0.68 0.40 0.41

1 1 1 0 1 0 ID 4 0.57 0.01 0.01

0 1 1 0 1 0 ID 12 0.40 0 0

0 0 1 1 1 0 ID 2 0.40 0 0

0 1 0 0 0 R — — — —

0 0 1 0 0 R — — — —

1 0 1 0 0 R — — — —

0 0 0 1 0 R — — — —

0 1 0 1 0 R — — — —

1 0 1 1 0 R — — — —

0 1 1 1 0 R — — — —

 14679299, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/padm

.70013 by PO
L

IT
E

C
N

IC
O

 D
I M

IL
A

N
O

, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [30/08/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



24 Public Administration, 2025

TABLE A10    |    Model 2: Intermediate and complex solution for the 
presence decentralized/no-governance (~Y) with the second prime 
implicant (i.e., ~Goal consensus × ~Network-level competencies).

Campfire path 
(Model 2)

Why not path 
(Model 2)

Trust . O

Goal consensus X O

N. of network 
participants

X X

Network-level 
competencies

X .

N. of cases ID9 (1, 1); ID11 (1, 
1); ID7 (0.67, 1)

ID6 (0.67, 0.33); ID8 
(0.67, 0.67); ID13 

(0.67, 0.67)

Consistency 1 0.80

Raw coverage 0.55 0.40

Unique coverage 0.40 0.25

Overall solution 
consistency

0.89

Overall solution 
coverage

0.80

TABLE A11    |    Model 3: Intermediate and complex solution for the 
presence decentralized/no-governance (~Y) with the first and second 
prime implicants (i.e., ~N. of network participants × ~Network-level 
competencies × ~Goal consensus).

Campfire path 
(Model 3)

Why not path 
(Model 3)

Trust . O

Goal consensus X O

N. of network 
participants

X X

Network-level 
competencies

X

N. of cases ID9 (1, 1); ID11 (1, 
1); ID7 (0.67, 1)

ID6 (0.67, 0.33); ID8 
(0.67, 0.67); ID13 

(0.67, 0.67)

Consistency 1 0.80

Raw coverage 0.55 0.40

Unique coverage 0.40 0.25

Overall solution 
consistency

0.89

Overall solution 
coverage

0.80
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