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Extended Abstract 
Port governance reform, which re-shaped institutional settings in numerous 
countries, has attracted the attention of both academics and practitioners. 
Nonetheless, conventional studies mostly propose de-contextualized models, 
which overlook the embeddedness forces of ports in specific institutional and 
economic domains. 
To overtake such a gap, this paper challenges traditional models of port 
governance reform, and proposes an alternative contextualization of 
governance schemes in local territorial contexts. Therefore, the manuscript 
analyzes institutional trajectories in port governance, by advancing knowledge 
on the risks of the reform processes implemented in rigid institutional 
frameworks, reluctant to conjugate global challenges with local claims. 
Institutional divergence may emerge between the objectives set at 
governmental level and the claims at regional / port level, by causing a delay 
of the implementation stage. For this purpose, the study addresses the Italian 
port context, as a meaningful empirical case. 
The paper adopts an original theoretical frame, by encapsulating the well-
established notions of intended and emergent strategy within the construct of 
institutional plasticity applied to public organizations. 
The Italian case unveils that the ongoing national reform process is still 
partially inadequate to capture some urgent local requirements. The lack of a 
bottom-up perspective and local adaptation may constitute a dangerous 
drawback of the new governance settings. Indeed, a sort of “glo-cal” paradox 
emerges as, in given circumstances, local actors appear capable to interpret 
global challenges more accurately than national institutions. 
Objective 
The ongoing port governance reform, taking place worldwide, has attracted 
the attention of both academics and practitioners, in the attempt to identify 
the most suitable and fitting options for restructuring the overall industry. In 
particular, port devolution represents a central paradigm when redesigning 
the port institutional framework in a number of countries. Nonetheless, 
conventional studies use to propose de-contextualized models, which ignore 
the embeddedness forces of ports in specific institutional and economic 
domains. 
To overtake this gap, the present paper challenges traditional models of port 
governance reform, and calls for a deeper contextualization of governance 
schemes in local territorial contexts. For this purpose, the manuscript 
analyzes the institutional trajectory of the Italian port governance, 
disentangling the effects of the (re-)centralization of executive decisions and 
strategic choices related to ports. In this vein, the study aims to advance 
knowledge on the risks associated to port reform processes in rigid 



	

 

institutional frameworks, typically reluctant to conjugate global challenges 
with local claims. This constitutes a valuable research gap in port 
management literature that deserves an ad hoc investigation. 
 
Empirical context and Methodology 
The study addresses the Italian port case, as it constitutes a sound empirical 
field for achieving a deeper understanding of the impact of multi-scalar 
embeddedness that originates at both national and local level. In particular, at 
a regional scale, various territorial forces offer powerful institutional and 
lobbying inputs that shape the trajectories of reform in individual ports. In this 
vein, Italy brings special legislative and governance challenges for policy 
makers and regulators, due to the strong negotiating power held by local port 
stakeholders such as terminal operators, concessionaires, ship agents, freight 
forwarders, and unions. 
In our study, multi-scalar embeddedness in the Italian port reform process is 
addressed, by combining two well-established theoretical constructs: i) 
institutional plasticity; ii) intended versus emergent strategy. For this purpose, 
we first introduce the concept of ‘institutional plasticity’ to emphasize how 
port actors strategically stretch existing institutional arrangements to their 
purpose, without breaking out, necessarily, the dominant development path. 
Then, we encapsulate the well-established notions of intended and emergent 
strategy within the institutional plasticity construct, which characterizes 
public organizations, such as the Italian Port Authorities. By this way, the 
multifaceted nature of institutional turns is disentangled. 
Results 
A preliminary analysis of the Italian case unveils that the ongoing port reform 
process is still partially inadequate to capture and incorporate some urgent 
local requirements. The lack of a bottom-up perspective and local adaptation, 
which historically have demonstrated to read into global challenges, may 
constitute a dangerous drawback of the extant port reform. To a certain 
extent, a “glo-cal” paradox emerges as in given circumstances local actors are 
capable to interpret global challenges more in deep than national institutions. 
By investigating the entire reform process, it emerges the concrete risk of a 
growing institutional “divide” between the central government and local 
administrations (i.e. Regions). This emerges from the institutional “distance” 
between the contents and objectives imposed at national level as well as by 
the modifications requested at the regional scale, mostly unsatisfied. In other 
words, a gap persists between the intended reform sketched by the central 
government and the emergent reform claims from local institutions and 
stakeholders. The former (intended reform) has been settled by the Ministry 
of Transport and Infrastructures (and, more indirectly, also by the Prime 
Minister), conversely, the latter (emergent reform) originates from a multitude 
of actors locally embedded , such as PAs, regional administrations, 
Municipalities, port users, trade associations, etc. 
Implications for Policy 
Empirical findings suggest that, in those maritime countries, like Italy, that are 
characterized by heterogeneous socio-cultural backgrounds and are exposed 
to multi-directional embeddedness forces at local level, the port reform 
process should pursue a hybridization of governance settings in order to 



	

 

create a differentiated institutional puzzle. Conversely, the lack of plasticity 
and adaptation capability might drive to progressive institutional rifts between 
local and governmental institutions during both the approval and the 
implementation phases of the governance reform. 
Moreover, the port reform implementation phase emerges as a risky 
momentum within the overall process, as local forces or stakeholders groups 
embedded in disruptor ports may consciously produce severe conflicts in 
order to obstacle the concrete application of the reform in specific local 
contexts.  
In this perspective, path adaptor and path resistant ports are expected to 
search alternative solutions for specific concerns not addressed satisfactorily 
by the reform design. Relatedly, embeddedness forces and local institutional 
inertia (respect to governmental) are argued to decree the risk to postpone 
the implementation stage, by causing a deep institutional divergence, and 
therefore, it is possible to preconize a rather intense phase of implementation 
and fine-tuning where the arm-wresting between regional and national 
institutions will become more fierce. 
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