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LAI 2.0 Project

• Update of the first release (2018; 39 countries)

• Extend the timespan 1990-2020

• Extend the geographical reach to 57

• Funded by the European Commission

• Collection of supplementary

    data on LG (causes and impacts)



Project organisation

• Leading House: Graduate Institute of Public Administration (IDHEAP) 
at the University of Lausanne 

• Prof. Dr. Andreas Ladner

• Country group coordinators:
• Prof. Harald Baldersheim, University of Oslo

• Prof. Pawel Swianiewicz, University of Warsaw

• Prof. Nikos Hlepas, University of Athens

• Prof. Kristof Steyvers, Ghent University

• Prof. Carmen Navarro, Universidad Autónoma de Madrid

• Prof. Andreas Ladner, Université de Lausanne

• Countries covered: 57 → 66 people involved !!!

• EU, CoE and OECD member States

• Missing: Azerbaijan (CoE), Monaco (CoE), San Marino (CoE), New Zealand (OECD) and Costa Rica 
(joined OECD in 2021)

• Including: Argentina, Belarus, Kosovo and South Africa
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LAI 2.0 Conceptual Framework 

• LA: freedom of management and decision-making of local public 
authorities (CoE 1985 Charter)

• LA as a relative concept that expresses above all the formal (vertical) 
modes of intergovernmental relationships (“freedom from” Pratchett, 
2004)

• LA as a multi-dimensional phenomenon (legal, functional, financial, 
political and organizational aspects)

• Interdisciplinary approach: law, economics, political science, public 
administration

• Local autonomy seen with strong normative component:
– International organizations have promoted decentralization reforms

– Political philosophers: a necessary condition for strong citizen participation, greater accountability, 
increased attachment to the community, improved economic efficiency. 

But….

• LA seen more as means of achieving desirable effects from a 
democratic perspective than a positive value in itself

http://local-autonomy.andreasladner.ch 

http://local-autonomy.andreasladner.ch/
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LAI 2.0 Measurements

Seven dimensions:

1. Legal autonomy: the legal status and protection of local authorities within the state 

2. Access: the degree of influence that local authorities exert on political decisions at 
higher levels of government 

3.  Policy scope: the range of functions for which local authorities are responsible 

4.  Political discretion: the range of functions over which local authorities have a say 

5.  Financial autonomy: the financial resources of local authorities and the ability to 
decide on their sources 

6. Organizational autonomy: the free organization of local political systems and 
administrations 

7. Noninterference: the degree of liberty left by higher levels of government in their 
control of local authorities.



LAI 2.0 Measurements
Eleven indicators (variables):

1. Institutional depth: the extent to which local government is formally autonomous and 

can choose the tasks it wants to perform 

2. Policy scope: the range of functions (tasks) where local government assumes 

responsibility for the delivery of services (whether provided by municipal personnel or 
through other arrangements) 

3. Effective political discretion: the extent to which local government can make final 

decisions over the functions listed under policy scope 

4. Fiscal autonomy: the extent to which local government can independently tax its 

population 

5. Financial transfer system: the proportion of unconditional financial transfers to total 

financial transfers received by local government 

6. Financial self-reliance: the proportion of local government revenues derived from 

own/local sources (taxes, fees, charges over which local government has influence) 

7. Borrowing autonomy: the extent to which local government can borrow

8. Organizational autonomy: the extent to which local government is free to decide about 

its own organization and electoral system

9. Legal protection: the existence of constitutional or legal means to assert local autonomy

10. Administrative supervision: the extent to which administrative supervision of local 

government is (un)obtrusive

11. Central or regional access: the extent to which local authorities have channels to 

influence higher level governments’ policy-making.



Institutional Depth





Policy Scope
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Policy 
Scope: 
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instructions



Effective Political Discretion



Effective 
political 

discretion: 
additional 

coding 
instructions
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Fiscal Autonomy
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Legal Protection



Administrative Supervision



Central or Regional Access
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Results: LAI ranking 2015-2020 (mean)

N=57



Results: 

Country-level 

(2015-2020) 

• Minimal changes in the last few years

• Biggest increase: Portugal (+4,78%)

• Biggest decrease: Austria (-5,78%)

• High degree of autonomy (>70): 
Denmark, Finland, Sweden, and 
Iceland together with Switzerland, 
France and Liechtenstein.

• Low degree of autonomy (<40): 
Cyprus, Malta, Israel, Belarus, the 
Russian Federation and Moldova.

• Mean value for all 57 countries: 57.16



Development of the 7 dimensions of 
the LAI (1990-94; 2015-20)

N=57



Development of the 7 dimensions of 
the LAI (1990-2020)

N=57



Longitudinal development of the LAI 
(1990-2020)

• More important 
increase of the LAI in 
the first decade

• Gradually slowing 
down and stabilising 
towards 2020 

• LAI 1990-2020: 
increase of 7-8% 

• +7.92
(39 countries)

• +6.77
(57 countries)

LAI values for 39 and 57 countries, per time period (1990-94, 
1995-99, 2000-04, 2005-09, 2010-14 and 2015-2020), 

standardised



Determinants and implications of local 
autonomy 

• No significant 
correlations between 
the LAI and population, 
size and number of 
local governments

• Higher LAI scores in 
OECD and EU countries, 
but stronger increase 
among CoE member 
states (due to 
obligations of the 
Charter)

• Federalist countries do 
not seem to have more 
autonomous 
municipalities

N=27, 44, 35
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Implications of local autonomy

• Correlation with:

– Citizen’s satisfaction 
with services and 
local democracy

– Perceived importance 
of local government

– Trust in local 
politicians

• Correlation between LAI 
and implication of 
COVID-19 pandemic

LAI_Index_D7

w_2015_2020

s

LAI_Index_D

7w_2015_20

20s

Implication Covid Pearson Correlation 0,133 0,357*

Sig. (2-tailed) 0,329 0,028

N 56 38

Satisfaction Services Pearson Correlation 0,388** 0,410*

Sig. (2-tailed) 0,003 0,011

N 56 38

Importance Local 

Government

Pearson Correlation 0,435** 0,417**

Sig. (2-tailed) 0,001 0,009

N 55 38

Satisfaction Local 

Democracy

Pearson Correlation 0,444** 0,314

Sig. (2-tailed) 0,001 0,055

N 56 38

Turnout Local Election Pearson Correlation 0,228 0,180

Sig. (2-tailed) 0,090 0,280

N 56 38

Turnout compared 

National Elections

Pearson Correlation 0,141 0,091

Sig. (2-tailed) 0,306 0,594

N 55 37

Trust Local Politicians Pearson Correlation 0,289* 0,266

Sig. (2-tailed) 0,031 0,107

N 56 38

Trust compared to 

National Politicians

Pearson Correlation 0,000 -0,051

Sig. (2-tailed) 0,997 0,766

N 54 37



Implications of local autonomy

Additional questions



Summary and conclusions (1/2)

• 57 countries (EU, CoE, OECD) covered over a 30-year period (1990-
2020)

• General and progressive increase (~8%) in local autonomy (variables, 
dimensions and LAI) with few fluctuations in recent years

• Highest scoring group: Nordic countries alongside Switzerland, 
France, Portugal and the USA

• Lowest scoring group: Cyprus, Malta, Israel, Belarus, the Russian 
Federation and Moldova



Summary and conclusions (2/2)

• Positive correlation with citizen’s satisfaction, trust in local politicians 
and implication of COVID-19 pandemic

• No correlations with population, size and number of local governments 
or type of political system (federal/unitary)

• Solid and comprehensive springboard for academics and policy-
makers: eg. Effects of local autonomy on Local Democracy (Daubler et 
al 2018, Gendzwill, 2021); Tipologies of Local Government (Heinelt, 
2018), etc.



Thank you!
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