
Politics and Governance (ISSN: 2183–2463)
2023, Volume 11, Issue 2, Pages 293–304
https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v11i2.6282

Article

Civil Society Versus Local Self‐Governments and Central Government in V4
Countries: The Case of Co‐Creation
Michal Plaček 1,*, Juraj Nemec 2, Mária Murray Svidroňová 3, Paweł Mikołajczak 4, and Éva Kovács 5,6

1 Faculty of Social Science, Charles University, Czech Republic
2 Faculty of Economics and Administration, Masaryk University, Czech Republic
3 Faculty of Economics, Matej Bel University, Slovakia
4 Institute of Finance, Poznań University of Economics and Business, Poland
5 Institute of Social and Political Sciences, Corvinus University, Hungary
6 Lajos Lőrincz Department of Administrative Law, University of Public Service, Hungary

* Corresponding author (michalplacek@seznam.cz)

Submitted: 18 October 2022 | Accepted: 20 December 2022 | Published: 15 June 2023

Abstract
In the new EU member states, there are very few studies analyzing the role of central and local self‐governments in
co‐design processes. Nevertheless, such studies are particularly important as co‐creation takes place in the context of
former post‐communist countries where central power reigned supreme and cooperation with the civil sector was very
limited. This article aims to enrich the existing debate on the role of central and local self‐government in the context
of co‐creation at the local level—specifically to map the extent to which local and central governments in the Visegrad
Four region (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia) support local participatory budgeting initiatives as one of
the most important forms of co‐creation. The findings are very interesting, as each country has its situation and specifici‐
ties. The (positive but also negative) role of the central state is limited but not invisible, except in the Czech Republic.
The relations between civil society (and formal NGOs) and local self‐governments are somewhat more similar within
the countries studied. At the beginning of participatory budgeting, the civil sector and NGOs served as initiators and
local self‐governments as followers. However, this position has been steadily shifting towards the dominance of local
self‐governments and the marginalization of the civil society’s role.
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1. Introduction

Most experts argue that innovative solutions in pub‐
lic service delivery designed to enhance public values
such as effectiveness, efficiency, and legitimacy can be
found mainly through multi‐stakeholder collaboration
(Osborne, 2018). One of the central elements of such
a solution is the active participation of non‐profit orga‐
nizations or civil society in creating social outcomes
that matter. Co‐creation represents one critical form of
such collaboration.

During co‐creation, multiple actors participate
in interdependent relationships (e.g., Bovaird, 2007;
Lelieveldt et al., 2009). In this process, the possible
limited interest of local and central governments in
co‐creation may represent a critical barrier to develop‐
ing any kind of co‐creation. Such a barrier is particularly
visible in countries with a strong central government role
(Baptista et al., 2020).

There are very few studies analyzing the role of cen‐
tral and local self‐government (LSG) in co‐creation pro‐
cesses in the new EU member states (e.g., Nemec et al.,
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2019; Svidroňová et al., 2019; Vrbek & Kuiper, 2022).
Such studies are of critical importance, as co‐creation
takes place in the context of former post‐communist
countries where central power reigned supreme and
cooperation with the civil sector was very limited
(Breslauer, 2021).

Existing studies have demonstrated past depen‐
dence on policies concerning the relationship between
the state and the non‐profit sector (see, for example,
Osborne, 2008; Plaček et al., 2021, 2022). Another prob‐
lem is the weak capacity of central (and local) govern‐
ment to coordinate co‐creation processes between LSGs
and the civil sector. The level of indicators measuring the
relevant government capacities such as co‐ordination
capacity—see, for example, the World Bank’s gover‐
nance quality indicators (Kaufmann & Kraay, 2022) or
the University of Gothenburg studies (https://www.
sgi‐network.org)—suggests a very limited capacity of the
new EU member states from this point of view.

As a result, in the new EU member states from
Central and Eastern Europe, it is not LSG but the civil
sector that initiates activities that cover many areas of
life that technically should be covered by the public sec‐
tor (e.g., public spaces and abandoned properties, social
housing, health, education, or even employment):

Civil society is therefore made up of citizens who
voluntarily participate in the governance of things
public. They can do so in many ways, one of which
is through involvement in non‐profit organisations.
Citizen involvement in non‐profit organisations is col‐
lectively and formally organised. (Fryč, 2020, p. 1)

Existing analyses suggest that such imbalances result
from limited accountability and responsibility of local
and central governments (Veselý, 2013).

Our article aims to enrich the existing debate on the
role of central and LSG in the context of co‐creation
at the local level (catalyzing or reducing the scope of
co‐creation). Specifically, to map the extent to which
local and central governments support local partici‐
patory budgeting (PB) initiatives as one of the most
important forms of co‐creation. For example, PB in
Central Europe promotes citizen involvement in local
budget decision‐making and encourages extensive co‐
production in implementing planned expenditures (see,
for example, de Vries et al., 2022). The main research
questions are as follows:

RQ1: What are the relationships of civil society
involved in PB to LSG and the central government in
the selected countries?

RQ2: Are these relationships mutually supportive,
complementary or in conflict?

RQ3: Are the selected countries heterogeneous or
homogeneous on these issues?

According to Baptista et al. (2020), most current studies
focus on the positives of co‐creation, but fewer studies
focus on the barriers:

As structural barriers to public sector co‐creation,
we consider the macro aspects of the external envi‐
ronment that limit the predisposition of the actors
to engage in co‐creation. These include government
and local authority policies, the political environment,
government priorities, capacity and administrative
tradition. (Baptista et al., 2020, p. 232)

Baptista et al. (2020) cite Germany and France as
examples of countries with an administrative tradition
of a strong role for central government, which has
not yet been accustomed to engaging citizens in the
co‐creation process.

All four countries from the Visegrad region of
Central Europe (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and
Slovakia), hereafter V4, were selected as case studies.
The core of our research is qualitative research based
on discussion during focus groups organized in all the
selected countries.

2. Co‐Creation/Co‐Production via PB

Many approaches have emerged as ways of organizing
the production and delivery of public services (e.g., a
mix of public, private, and civil sectors, partnerships,
and co‐production/co‐creation; Baptista et al., 2020).
Co‐production/co‐creation occurs when citizens actively
participate in providing and designing the services
they receive (Brandsen et al., 2018). Many authors try
to distinguish between co‐production and co‐creation.
Brandsen and Honingh (2018) suggest that there are
three ways to understand the relationship between
co‐creation and co‐production:

1. Co‐creation and co‐production mean roughly the
same and apply to any kind of citizen contribution
to public services.

2. Co‐creation is a more encompassing term that
applies to all kinds of citizen inputs into ser‐
vices, whereas co‐production has a more specific
meaning.

3. Co‐creation and co‐production have distinctmean‐
ings, referring to different kinds of citizen input
(Brandsen & Honingh, 2018, p. 10).

They also point out that, in practice, these terms are
often used interchangeably in different ways.

Voorberg et al. (2015) defines more specific mean‐
ings. In their view, co‐creation is associated with the fol‐
lowing forms: (a) citizens as co‐initiators, (b) citizens as
co‐designers, and (c) citizens as co‐implementers. They
reserve the term co‐creation for the involvement of cit‐
izens at the level of co‐initiator or co‐design. They con‐
sider co‐production as the involvement of citizens in
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the joint implementation of public services. The same
group of authors defines co‐creation as “the involve‐
ment of citizens in initiating and/or designing public ser‐
vices to develop beneficial outcomes” (Voorberg et al.,
2015, p. 1347).

Co‐creation is studied in hundreds or maybe thou‐
sands of academic articles worldwide. It is compre‐
hensively covered by EU‐funded research projects such
as LIPSE (Learning from Innovation in Public Sector
Environments) from a few years ago or, more recently,
Co‐Val (Understanding value co‐creation in public ser‐
vices for transforming European public administrations).
In particular, the LIPSE project has provided comprehen‐
sive research on the drivers and barriers to co‐creation.
Voorberg et al. (2015) analyze the following determi‐
nants: (a) the extent to which the administrative culture
is risk‐averse, (b) the attitude of public officials, (c) the
extent towhich there are clear incentives for co‐creation,
and (d) the extent to which the public organization is
compatible with the co‐creation project.

According to their findings, the following organiza‐
tional factors play a critical role: (a) the degree of risk
aversion among the administration (a barrier is increas‐
ing risk aversion), (b) attitudes towards citizen engage‐
ment, and (c) political attention (in both cases, these fac‐
tors can be a driver or a barrier).

PB is one of the most widespread and popular
forms of democratic innovation (Klimovský et al., 2021).
It started in Porto Alegre in 1989 and has travelled world‐
wide, including Europe. There is no universal definition
of PB as it is intertwined with discourses on participatory
democracy/governance, deliberative democracy, public‐
sector modernisation, and public‐management reform.
According to Sintomer et al. (2008, p. 168), PB is a process
that enables the participation of non‐elected citizens in
the design and/or allocation of public funds. They iden‐
tify five criteria for PR to happen: (a) the financial and/or
budgetary dimension must be discussed (PB involves
addressing the problem of limited resources); (b) the city
or (decentralised) district level must be involved, with
an elected body and some authority over governance
(neighbourhood level is not sufficient); (c) it must be an
iterative process (one meeting or one referendum on
financial issues is not enough to constitute an example
of PB); (d) the process must involve some form of public
discussion in specific meetings/forums (opening admin‐
istrative meetings or traditional representative cases to
“normal” citizens is not PB); and (e) some accountability
for the output is required.

In a review of the systemic PB literature, Bartocci
et al. (2022) analysed a dataset of more than 139 arti‐
cles published in different journals between 1989–2019
describing the journey of PB ideas across the public sec‐
tor. The authors argue that the first stage of the journey
is PB as a process of generating a new and useful idea
(Bartocci et al., 2022, p. 4). In this phase, the key deter‐
minants are the external environment, which includes:
the structure and formof government, political dynamics

and culture, legal requirements, and the size and diver‐
sity of the population. The next phase of the ideation
journey is public budgeting as a process of systemati‐
cally assessing the potential of a new idea and further
clarifying and developing it. Key components are tim‐
ing, type of budget allocation, participants, and gather‐
ing honest preferences (Bartocci et al., 2022). The next
phase of public budgeting as an ideation journey is the
turnaround into something tangible—finished products
or services (Bartocci et al., 2022, p. 4). In this sense, pub‐
lic meetings, focus groups, simulations, committees, and
surveys are key components. The final phase of public
budgeting as an ideation journey is when the innova‐
tion is accepted, acknowledged, and used in the field
(Bartocci et al., 2022, p. 4). We should focus on how and
towhat extent the idea is accepted, its external and inter‐
nal impacts, whether the idea meets organisational and
social expectations, and whether it can be generalised
(Bartocci et al., 2022).

The main lesson learned regarding the impact
of internal and external factors is that PB is asso‐
ciated with decentralisation, fiscal autonomy, and
devolved financial management. In contrast, centralisa‐
tion, non‐democratic powers, and the existence of polit‐
ical elites and technocrats hinder the implementation of
PB. Another important fact is that civil society plays a
very positive role in implementation; on the contrary, a
weak civil society leads to poor results due to the preva‐
lence of governing bodies and technocrats. Stimulation
through legal requirements seems to be important for a
certain institutional context (see, for example, Bartocci
et al., 2022).

2.1. PB in the New Member States From Central Europe

There are several studies dealing with the develop‐
ment of PB in the new EU member states from Central
and Eastern Europe (for example, Džinič et al., 2016;
Kukučková & Bakoš, 2019). One of the most recent
and comprehensive sources is de Vries et al. (2022).
According to its findings, PB arrived in the region rela‐
tively late, i.e., less than 15 years ago. Themost common
PB model is the “Porto Alegre for Europe”—a PB‐based
project where citizens propose projects and vote on
which of those proposed will be funded and imple‐
mented. The share of money involved in the total munic‐
ipal budget is relatively low. Huge differences are visi‐
ble in the organisational environment and the concrete
design of PB processes in the Central and Eastern region.
While there are common features, the practice is also
full of variations—from the level of the legal environ‐
ment to the details of implementation. These include
the amount of money available for PB, the way of vot‐
ing on the proposed projects, the extent of participation,
and the inclusion of different (also marginalised) societal
groups. Table 1 summarises selected information on PB
in the selected countries.
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Table 1. PB in the V4 countries: Summary of findings.

Proposals
subjected Who finally decides

Country and Diffusion in Main source to deliberation on proposals?
starting year PB based in law? municipalities of funding with residents? (citizens/council)

Czech Republic: No Less than 1% of Municipal Yes, usually. Co‐decision (local
2014 municipalities (0.02–1.94% of council decides the

used it. the total budget) total budget and
citizens vote)

Hungary: 2017 No Less than 0.5% of Municipal Yes, usually. Co‐decision
municipalities (from 0.25–1.5% of
used. the total budget)

Poland: 2011 Yes, partly, for About 13% of Municipal funds Yes, usually. Co‐decision
cities with municipalities (from 0.2–1.5% of
county status. used it. the total budget)

Slovakia: 2011 No Less than 2% of Municipal Yes, usually. Co‐decision
municipalities (from 0.05–0.39% of
used it. the total budget)

Source: Adapted from de Vries et al. (2022).

3. Methodology

For our analysis, we have selected the V4 countries: the
Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia. Politically,
although these countries belong to the EU, there is a ten‐
dency toward less democratic leadership at the national
level. All four countries are special due to the huge num‐
ber of municipalities. There are almost 2,500 in Poland,
over 6,000 in the Czech Republic, slightly less than 3,000
in Slovakia, and over 3,000 in Hungary. Thus, the size of
LSGs in these countries is mostly very limited, but their
powers are quite extensive and, except for Hungary, the
conditions in the work of LSG are close to the standards
defined by the European Charter of LSG (see, for exam‐
ple, Plaček et al., 2020).

The V4 countries are formally (according to the clas‐
sifications of international organisations) “developed”
countries. However, as suggested above, in reality, they
should belong to the group of countries with (rela‐
tively) “weak statehood.” The quality of governance indi‐
cators collected by various international organisations
and think tanks document a relatively very low state per‐
formance in all four countries (World Bank, 2022). Table 2
summarises the main indicators of decentralisation and
governance for the countries studied.

It is clear from the previous table that the V4 coun‐
tries are very heterogeneous, both in terms of admin‐
istrative structure and in terms of World Bank perfor‐
mance indicators.

The main reason for our choice is the fact that the
V4 countries represent one semi‐homogeneous region,
but differ significantly in the organisational aspects of PB
implementation (as seen in Table 1).

Our study is exploratory in nature, so it is appropri‐
ate to choose a qualitative case study method, which is
“appropriate in studies that aim to understand the com‐
plexity of a phenomenon in its context, as it allows for
multiple aspects to be considered in the analysis” (Grossi
& Thomasson, 2015, p. 7).Wehave prepared a case study
for each country. This would help us to understand how
specific circumstances influence the factors under study.

The main source of information for our case stud‐
ies is the reports from the focus groups conducted in all
four selected countries organised by the authors of this
article. In each country we organised a focus group sep‐
arately. In the first step of preparing the focus groups,
we conducted desk research (results of LIPSE project,
scientific literature and the like) for each country to
map PB practices. We then prepared a list of ques‐
tions for the focus groups. The questions are related
to the main research questions of our study. We also
prepared guidelines for selecting respondents for each
country to recruit at least four participants for each
focus group. The expected profile of participants was
active LSG politicians, bureaucrats, academics, members
of the non‐profit sector, or central government officials.
A research team member from the country in question
was always responsible for conducting and moderating
the focus group. The goals of our research study and a set
of questions were explained to all the participants one
week before the focus groups. Focus groups were con‐
ducted in September 2022 through the Zoom platform.
The entire meeting was recorded with the agreement of
the participants. Respondents were coded, and a tran‐
script was prepared. The entire research team always
evaluated the transcripts to eliminate the subjective
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Table 2.Main decentralisation and governance indicators for investigated countries.

Indicator Czech Republic Slovakia Poland Hungary

Administrative structure Central government Central government Central government Central government
regions (14); regions (8); regions (16); counties (19);
municipalities (6253) districts (79); districts (380); districts (168);

cities (138), municipalities (2477) municipalities (3152)
municipalities (2883)

LSG revenue (% of GDP) 13.4 7.9 14.9 6.3

LSG expenditure 12.8 7.1 14.2 6.1
(% of GDP)

Voice and accountability 81.16 76.81 63.77 58.94
(% rank)

Political stability and 83.02 63.68 61.32 75.94
absence of violence
(% rank)

Government 82.21 69.23 63.46 71.63
effectiveness
(% rank)

Regulatory quality 87.50 77.88 75.96 68.75
(% rank)

Rule of Law (% rank) 84.13 74.52 65.38 69.71

Control of corruption 72.60 62.02 70.19 56.25
(% rank)
Source: Compiled from Eurostat (2022) and World Bank (2022).

bias of the researcher from the given country. Table 3
presents the structure of each particular focus group.

We must state that recruiting the focus group par‐
ticipants in Poland and Hungary faced difficulties, as
potential participants perceived the topics as politi‐
cally sensitive.

Our research strategy is described in Figure 1.

4. Results

4.1. Case Studies

In this section, we present the case studies for the
Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland, and Hungary. All infor‐
mation (not specifically quoted) was obtained by the
focus groups.

4.1.1. Case Study 1: Czech Republic

The main wave of PB implementation took place from
2014–2019. Currently, PB is not being rolled out but
is being maintained. The number of proposals is also
decreasing. Some projects seem to have dried up, pos‐
sibly due to the Covid‐19 pandemic. Some regions have
started to give resources to small municipalities to imple‐
ment PBs.

The impact of PB on society was considered mini‐
mal: For example, only small projects were implemented,
PBs are being used by very small active citizen groups,
and we do not observe a direct impact on democ‐
racy. On the other hand, PBs are the first step towards
people finding out that they can be more involved in
public affairs. PB can involve communities that were

Table 3. Structure of particular focus groups.

Participants/Country Czech Republic Hungary Poland Slovakia

Civil Society 1 1 4 3
Local Government 1 1 5 1
Central Government 1 NA 0 1
Coordinator PB at the local level 1 NA 0 1
Academia expert 2 1 1 3
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• here compared to current
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• budgets? 

• Is the current prac�ce

• sustainable?

Figure 1. Research strategy.

not involved before (for example, skateboarders and
senior citizens).

In terms of the role of the central government and
other actors, some FG participants mentioned that:

PB is an isolated process where the actors are only
the city and the citizens.

There is no legislation, no methodology from the
central government on how to implement PB. Each
city does it in its own way. Exceptionally, part of the
expenses is covered by some regions or the capi‐
tal city.

Other actors mentioned by FG participants are officials
and experts, whose importance is crucial for the imple‐
mentation and execution process. Another actor is the
civil society and NGOs, which promote different ways of
voting, but is based on a commercial basis.

The reasons for the very limited/zero involvement
of the central government in PB can be the fact that
the Czech Republic is a very fragmented country with
fully independent LSGs, and the central government has
very limited capacity to coordinate such a system. Thus,
the state tends to focus solely on mandatory agendas.
The central government has very limited information
about what is happening at the local level and how cer‐
tain systems are working. Similarly, focus group partici‐
pants did not observe signs of past dependency or ide‐
ology related to PB. Frozen public administration reform
may be the cause of this situation.

There is public interest in PB, but it is developing very
slowly. Nevertheless, and while the interest from month
to month is growing slowly, when one compares it with
the situation 20 years ago, the interest has grown enor‐

mously. If we focus on the sustainability of PB, PBwill not
disappear, but rather maintain the status quo. External
shocks (for example, Covid‐19) are also an important fac‐
tor, which can undermine the importance given by the
population to PB. Other factors mentioned by FG par‐
ticipants were technology (that can accelerate partici‐
pation), the limited ability of civil society, citizens able
to come up with new ideas, and the limited absorptive
capacity of the territory.

4.1.2. Case Study 2: Slovakia

PB in Slovakia started in 2011 and is still at a starting level.
Many of the processes that are called PB are just grant
schemes and there is no room for a real debate on the
use of public budgets.

The main impacts of PB were cited by focus
group participants as promoting citizen engagement,
co‐responsibility and greater transparency, active partic‐
ipation of the people (public meetings with citizens “for
something,” not “against something”), growthof civil sec‐
tor authority, creation of strong communities united for
something, some degree of increased transparency of
LSG resources and their budgeting processes, learning
project‐based thinking, and improved short‐term plan‐
ning at the local level.

Focus group participants mostly agree that LSGs, civil
society, NGOs, and citizens are the key actors in PB
in Slovakia. Few participants believe that regional gov‐
ernment also plays a vital role, and two participants
mentioned the Office of the Plenipotentiary for the
Development of the Civil Society.

In Slovakia, regarding the role of the central govern‐
ment, opinions are quite different. Some participants
suggested that the preconditions for the functioning
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of PB at all levels should be created, especially legisla‐
tively, however, others have rejected the need for direct
involvement at the central level:

The Slovak central government is not a significant
player in the case of implementing participatory
budgets at the local self‐government level. Rather,
these steps and initiatives are happening outside
its framework.

The main role of the government is not to create
obstacles to the introduction of participatory pro‐
cesses. It can itself introduce participatory budgeting
at the national level or make it compulsory for local
self‐governments to allocate part of their budgets in
a participatory manner.

LSG is seen as essential by all participants:

Local self‐government is key, as it decides on the
introduction of PB in Slovakia in given municipalities,
creates specific tools for the application of PB, allo‐
cates funds, manages processes or creates processes.

LSG is a key actor because it implements PB within its
regional or local political systems. Without LSGs, imple‐
mentation is essentially impossible. The Slovak civil soci‐
ety actively demands PB, but without the support of
LSGs, it is not enough to make PB work. According to
the Slovakian focus group, the role of civil society is both
positive and negative—it sets a certain standard (know‐
how) but then behaves rigidly towards any changes.
To summarise:

If PB is the river that moves society forward, local or
regional self‐government is the riverbed and people
are the water. PB is about them and for them.

Most focus group participants believe that the relation‐
ship between the main actors (i.e., LSGs, civil society,
NGOs, and citizens) is neutral, citing various reasons: PB
is still an undervalued tool, especially in LSGs that do not
fully understand its possibilities and impacts. Civil society
likes to get involved but can burn out after a few years
due to a lack of interest and appreciation on the part of
LSG. Most respondents say that the current state of PB
is not sustainable due to external shocks changing the
local agenda.

4.1.3. Case Study 3: Poland

According to most sources, PB in Poland, like in Slovakia,
started in 2011 and this form of public participation has
developed unevenly. Until 30 January 2018, there were
no regulations in the Polish legal system that defined
or specified the principles of PB functioning. Given this,
cities themselves—taking into account the conditions
and specificities of the municipality, especially individual

goals and needs—determined the conditions and scope
of PB functioning and the amount of funds allocated for
projects. The focus group participants did not highlight
any important outcomes related to PB.

Regarding the actors, focus group participants
observed the dominance of the LSG side, and in their
opinion NGOs often play the role of specialised cells,
mediating the dialogue between officials and citizens.
Compared to all other countries, the role of the central
government is visible, having passed the PB legislation,
and the aspect of politicisation was clearly mentioned by
the focus group (after the rise of PIS, the current ruling
party came to power in 2015, the strong interference of
politics by the central level in local government affairs is
very visible):

The main actors are local self‐government supported
by the central government in which the ruling party
has a majority. Others are in more or less conflict.
We can also observe the domination of officials.

The cause of conflicts between the central govern‐
ment and local self‐governments is the autocratic
approach of central authorities seeking to centralise
power. Local authorities sympathetic to the cen‐
tral authority can count on the support of the cen‐
tral government.

According to the focus group, the current arrangements
are not conducive to greater participation by citizens.
In some cases, there is a lack of relevant legislation, in
others demands on residents who would like to propose
consultations, for example, are very difficult to meet
and hinder action. The role of citizens is too often lim‐
ited, and grassroots activity is relatively low, both in
terms of activities initiated by citizens themselves (e.g.,
demonstrations and petitions) and those organised by
the city government (e.g., public consultations). One of
the reasons for this situation is certainly the lack of
knowledge among citizens about their rights and pos‐
sibilities of action. In most PB LSGs, individuals who
meet certain criteria have the exclusive right to submit
projects. However, among Polish LSGs practising PB you
can also find some that give such rights to legal entities
or local institutions, such as NGOs (e.g., Sopot), munici‐
pal institutions/units, or auxiliary units of the municipal‐
ity. Councillors and executive authorities as individuals
always have the right to apply for PB projects.

The sustainability of PB in Poland (and its limited
spread) is at least partly linked to the fact that at least
two types of citizens’ attitudes toward LSG can be dis‐
tinguished: the first focuses on social expectations of
direct support and social assistance; the second, more
proactive, on the LSG’s creation of space for action.
Missing here is also a sense of the historical rooted‐
ness of LSG institutions. Although LSG with democratic
legitimacy emerged in the wave of transition, many cit‐
izens see it as a continuation of earlier forms of LSG
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before 1989. Moreover, problems with the inclusiveness
of the process bring budgets closer to what is known as
“grant competition’’:

The active are even more active, and the inactive
mostly remain so.

In the context of PB sustainability, wemust point out that
the reduction in the number of PBs in 2019–2021 was
mainly influenced by the Covid‐19 pandemic and related
concerns about the stability of local finances. Despite
the growing importance of public participation, few cities
are still creating cells in the office that engage in dia‐
loguewith citizens and/or cooperationwithNGOs. In this
respect, too, the situation looks better in large cities.

4.1.4. Case Study 4: Hungary

Only in recent years has PB become a widespread prac‐
tice for Hungarian LSGs, especially in the capital city
of Budapest and their districts. Ahead of the 2019
LSG elections, three NGOs advocating for transparency
and integrity in government launched a campaign pro‐
gramme called “This is the minimum,” which sum‐
marised the basic principles for transparent decision‐
making in LSGs. In addition to political reasons, it also
focused on addressing some social problems such as the
inclusion of disadvantaged groups and equal distribution
of resources.

However, at the beginning of the pandemic situation
and the declared “state of emergency,” this issue was
side‐lined and the LSGs were put under extreme pres‐
sure by initiating lockdown measures on the social and
healthcare services among the local community. At the
same time, the central government initiated severalmea‐
sures in 2020 that led to a further weakening of the com‐
petences and capacities of the LSGs in Hungary. While
the formal structure and remit of the LSGs remained
de jure unchanged, its autonomy was de facto radically
reduced, exaggerating the results of the drastic disman‐
tling of local autonomy throughout the 2010s.

While somemeasures affected all municipalities, the
most important ones were rather selective, affecting
larger cities and, most notably, the capital Budapest,
where opposition political parties or independent civic
organisations have dominated since the 2019 local elec‐
tions. The main instrument used to weaken them has
been to deprive them of the most significant source of
revenue in the year 2021. In addition, several local (typi‐
cally social) development projects were cancelled, espe‐
cially in opposition‐led municipalities.

The main actors of PB in Hungary are local political
leaders who are from opposition counties. The central
level does not support or promote PB and, according to
Hungarian law, the LSG is only required to publish its
budget and data related to budget execution and per‐
formance evaluation as there is no specific legal frame‐
work or requirement for the application of PB at the

local level. Transparency International was responsible
for developing a largely standardised method for PB and
provided assistance and monitored the implementation
of the processes.

According to the focus group:

LG [local government] opposition political leaders
committed to PB because transparency and civic
engagement were important elements of their politi‐
cal campaign in 2019 and they demonstrated respon‐
sibility to deliver on their electoral agenda [as we
noted above in “This is the Minimum”]. Some polit‐
ical leaders have even described PB as a ‘communica‐
tions campaign’ that brings more support and votes
from citizens.

The NGO played an important role throughout the
whole process as a facilitator and mediator between
citizens and between the LG and the community.

There is also a new and unusual tradition of coop‐
eration and constructive dialogue with government
officials on the part of the participants. Citizens
tend to be averse and keep their distance from the
new practice.

Building trust by providing evidence and good examples
of both how the programme has achieved its objective
and ideas coming from the community have been imple‐
mented is a key factor for future sustainable collabora‐
tion. However, according to the focus group, this is a pro‐
cess that requires making cultural changes both on the
part of the government and in the minds of individuals
over several decades to come.

4.2. Answers to the Research Questions

Regarding RQ1 (“What are the relationships of the civil
society involved in PB to LSG and the central govern‐
ments in the selected countries?”) it can be said that
we cannot identify a clear common line between the
countries studied—these relationships vary consider‐
ably. Two factors appear to be critical, the first factor is
the lack of capacity and the fragmentation that can be
identified in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, and the
second factor is the tendency towards illiberal democ‐
racy (politicisation of PB) that is evident in Hungary
and Poland.

In the Czech Republic, at least partly due to fragmen‐
tation and lack of capacity, the central government does
not consider PB a priority and provides only very indi‐
rect support. The dominant actors here are LSGs and civil
society. Civil society and the non‐profit sector substitute
the central government in the process of agenda setting,
communication, methodology development, and tech‐
nology implementation. The interactions between LSG
and the civil sector are crucial for PB. In Slovakia, the role
of the state is somewhat more visible (the Office of the
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Plenipotentiary for the Development of the Civil Society
provides some support to PB), but still very marginal.

In Hungary and Poland, we can observe a clear line in
relation to democracy. PB is becoming a double‐edged
sword. On the one hand, it is a tool for democratic
politicians to activate society and to define themselves
vis‐à‐vis the government, on the other hand, it is used
by the government through mandatory implementation
or, on the contrary, through the reduction of autonomy
to promote their interests. The role of civil society is not
entirely clear as it manifests itself through passivity, but
it is also possible to identify examples where it plays a
crucial role. A specific aspect is that in Poland the legal
obligation to implement PB practices is codified in legis‐
lation (for larger LSGs).

In RQ2 (“Are these relationships mutually supportive,
complementary, or in conflict?”) two basic relationships
can be identified between the central government and
the LSG relationship.

In the first case, it leaves autonomy to LSGs to
implement PBs according to their capabilities (Czech and
Slovak cases). This autonomy also has a negative side,
where the government resigns itself to any effort of coor‐
dination and support. The second type of scheme is con‐
flict (Hungary and to a large extent Poland). This conflict
takes several forms. In this case, central government reg‐
ulation reduces the autonomy of LSGs and at the same
time restricts the funding for LSG. The second form of
conflict is realised in the political plane,where some LSGs
represent the opposition to the central government and
PB becomes a tool for political marketing in this conflict.

If we focus on the relationship between LSGs and civil
society, we can identify two basic models. In the first
“negotiation model,” it is a complementary relationship
where LSGs and the civil sector discuss and cooperate.

The second model is the domination of LSG by its asso‐
ciated technocrats. This is a situation where PB depends
entirely on the arbitrary will of LSGs.

The civil sector also plays multiple roles. In the first
role, it is an idea carrier, a facilitator, and also sub‐
stitutes the central government (methodology develop‐
ment, and technology implementation) and local gov‐
ernment (initiator, agenda setting) at certain moments.
There are also negative perceptions of civil society being
too passive, or situations where narrowly defined groups
finance their interests through PBs.

Regarding RQ3 (“Are the selected countries hetero‐
geneous or homogeneous on these issues?”) our case
studies show that PB is at different levels of maturity in
the countries studied, and the selected countries, which
represent one particular territorial group, differ signifi‐
cantly in many aspects of PB. Although the phenomenon
of past dependency was mentioned only in the case of
Poland, we can say that a common feature of all the
countries studied is that the main contribution of PB is
not the implemented projects, but the public activism.
This means that the observed countries are still strug‐
gling from the remnants of communism, which was char‐
acterized by a passive civil society. PB is one of the tools
that currently activates civil society. The administrative
capacity of governments and the state of democracy in
each country are also key factors that influence the dif‐
ferences between countries. Table 4 shows the central
points from the previous research questions.

5. Conclusions

Our article contributes to the debate on the relation‐
ship between local and central governments and civil
society in the context of weak statehood. This article

Table 4. Summary of key findings.

Actor/Country Czech Republic Slovakia Poland Hungary

Civil society
and NGOs

Initiator, agenda
setting,
communication,
methodology
development, and
technology
implementation

Sets standards Consultancies Facilitator and
mediator between
citizens and between
the local government
and the community

Local
Government

Initiator, creates
specific tools for the
application of PB,
allocates funds,
manages processes,
and create processes

creates specific tools
for the application of
PB, allocates funds,
manages processes,
and creates processes

allocates funds,
manages processes,
and creates processes

Depends on political
orientation local
government winning
party

Central
Government

Indirect involvement
(motivation of local
through quality award)

Creates legislation,
rules of the game, and
decides on mandatory
implementation

Creates legislation and
supports allied local
governments

Reduces PB through
decreasing local
government autonomy
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aimed to map the extent to which local and central
governments support local PB initiatives and the rela‐
tionships between the main actors in the PB process.
We analysed the situation in four countries from one
semi‐homogeneous region—the Visegrad area—and
used multi‐case studies and focus groups as the main
qualitative research methods of our article.

The findings are very interesting—each country has
its situation and specificities. The (positive and negative)
role of the central state is limited, but not invisible, with
the exception of the Czech Republic (the legislative basis
created in Poland, the “hostile” approaches to opposi‐
tion LSGs in Poland and Hungary, or themarginal support
to develop PB by the central level in Slovakia). Too much
fragmentation may explain the rather limited role of the
central state in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, and
the democratic decline situation in Poland and Hungary
(Ágh, 2016).

The relations between civil movements (and formal
NGOs) and self‐government are somewhat more similar
in the countries studied. The beginning of PB had largely
similar patterns—the civil sector/NGOs as initiators and
LSGs as followers. However, this pattern has been chang‐
ing as PB has developed—many local leaders have found
that PB can be used as a tool for their social marketing—
and for this reason at least, and because of the implemen‐
tation problems outlined, the role of the civil sector has
been changing steadily towards the dominance of LSGs
and their governance and the marginalisation of the role
of civil society. However, this does not mean that PB will
completely lose its originally intended character. In many
(perhaps most) municipalities, the benefits and positive
outcomes of PB are still very visible, despite the limited
amount of resources allocated—Slovak focus group par‐
ticipants in particular were rather positive in this regard.

Our results also confirm Baptista et al.’s (2020) con‐
clusions that one of the significant barriers to co‐creation
comes from the macro and contextual environment.
In our case, it is the administrative capacity of individ‐
ual levels of government, public policy, and the state of
democracy. On the other hand, we must state contradic‐
tions with the literature (Osborne, 2018; Osborne et al.,
2016) that underlines the contribution of co‐creation
to public value. Our results show that projects imple‐
mented through PB have little direct impact. The impacts
are rather indirect and aim to activate society. In contrast
to Voorberg et al.’s (2015) conclusions in the coproduc‐
tion field, the citizen’s role is mainly limited to the first
phase, which only concerns the submission of proposals.

Fromamore general perspective, our results reaffirm
the opinion of many authors from the region, highlight‐
ing that decentralisation and devolution may not lead to
increased socio‐economic efficiency and foster cooper‐
ation between actors (mainly due to path‐dependency
and over‐fragmentation; for more, see Plaček et al.,
2022). “Exporting” any external idea to the specific socio‐
political environment of post‐socialist states is a complex
and risky endeavour, and the results of such attempts

depend entirely on particular countries institutional fac‐
tors (for more, see, Plaček et al., 2021, 2022).

It is also necessary tomention the weaknesses of our
research design.Wewere not able to get representatives
of all important stakeholder groups for the focus group in
certain countries, so our results may be biased towards
stakeholder groups that were more represented in the
focus group. Other limitations arise from the nature of
exploratory research; our results describe how mecha‐
nisms and factors work in a particular context. Our con‐
clusions need to be tested on a larger sample of data
using robust statistical methods.
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