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Abstract 
Local action groups constitute one of the elements of institutional infrastructure in rural areas. Their principal 

aim is to integrate local stakeholders for the benefit of local development based largely on the region’s specific 

resources. The role of local action groups in the aspect of problems associated with rural development policies 

based on internal resources seems to be considerable. The main aim of the study is to identify the opportunities 

and barriers to identification and exploitation by local action groups of potential available in their respective 

regions. In order to accomplish this aim 39 local development strategies of LAGs based in Małopolskie 

Voivodeship, implemented in the years 2009-2015, were analysed and representatives of their offices were 

interviewed by phone. 

One of the most important conclusions of the study is that the social factor, e.g.: lack of awareness of the effects 

of cooperation, no inclination or ability of local communities to take on risk associated with running a business, 

absence of local leaders, is crucial to successful accomplishment of development aims of the associations. Another 

factor is of technical nature and it refers to the quality and suitability of provisions of local development strategies. 

The third factor is the economic factor and it concerns the general underinvestment of certain rural areas 

(especially in terms of technical infrastructure), which builds a considerable barrier to exploitation of their local 

potential. 
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1 Introduction 
The policy currently promoted by the European Union and Member States, Poland included, 

based on a territorial approach to development, creates a number of challenges for public 

administration bodies and broadly understood local communities which, as it seems, largely 

determine the success of local development in their regions. A development policy, which refers 

primarily to functional areas and which defines visions, priorities and aims of development 

adequate to specific local conditions, not necessarily reflected in administrative borders of 

territorial units, calls for effective mechanisms of cooperation between local authorities at 

various levels and local stakeholders. The efficiency of policy consistent with the paradigm of 

local development, understood as bottom-up development generated by local actors – their 

ambitions and abilities, will depend on the resourcefulness of local communities, their ability 

to launchdynamic development based primarily on internal resources. Resources can be 

interpreted in a number of ways. These include both geographic location, tangible property 

located within a region as well as the social and institutional capital. Identification and efficient 

exploitation of existing resources, understood also as internal development potential, require 

skilled public governance. One of the most important elements of such governance is efficient 
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institutional infrastructure, that is, a network of local stakeholders cooperating with one another 

for the good of common development along with their specific standards of behaviour, customs 

and means of communication. The cooperation between local partners may take multiple forms 

and cover a number of functional areas.  

 

Local action groups operating within the European Union form an instrument for implementing 

EU policy in rural areas. The main assumption of this policy is to support bottom-up initiatives 

aimed at development of rural areas, activate and integrate local communities that should 

initiate development based on local resources. For this reason, local action groups operating 

pursuant to agreements (in Poland they take the form of associations) between private, public 

and social partners currently constitute an important element of institutional infrastructure in 

rural areas.  

 

The above observations have served as the grounds for the choice of the subject of this study. 

In addition, it is important to note that the deadline for implementation of development 

strategies by local action groups passed last year, which makes now a good time to verify the 

expectations and main assumptions concerning the role of such associations in the development 

of rural areas.  

 

The main aim of this study is to verify the ability of local action groups to identify their 

endogenous potential for development, as well as the opportunities and barriers of identification 

and exploitation of such potential. The study involved an in-depth expert interview by phone. 

The choice of the sample was based on theoretical sampling which involved selecting subjects 

of the study displaying specific features desired from the point of view of the study. Thus, the 

selection of the sample was based on grounded theory of qualitative research (Charmaz, 2006). 

The in-depth interviews were held with office managers of local action groups based in 

Małopolskie Voivodeship. They constitute a group of individuals (experts) well versed in the 

opportunities and barriers to policies based on internal potential. They are directly involved in 

the process of constructing local development strategies and expending funds on their 

implementation. There are 32 local action groups based in Małopolskie Voivodeship.  

 

2 Territorial nature of socio-economic development  
Contemporary concepts of regional development are characterised by strong orientation 

towards the territorial factor of development. Consequently, development is linked to a specific 

geographic, social and economic space and its level and pace depend, first and foremost, on 

endogenous potential of such space. Classic development theories ignored space as an essential 

factor, instead it was believed that it was somehow “given from above” and related only to a 

geographic location. The changes in production management, which started in the 1970s and 

1980s caused a breakthrough in the attitude to the role of space management in socio-economic 

development. “Space refers to something more than just a place where economic events take 

place, it is an essential factor that conditions business organisation and dynamics”[C. Courlet, 

2001, p. 33]. The new attitude towards regional development and the paradigms developing 

under it, in British and American literature referred to as the New Regionalism, were a response 

to growing criticism of Keynesian intervention policy.Changes in the organisationof production 

in space, growing scale of cooperation between business entities meant that Fordism with its 

large investments, mass scale of production mainly in the steel, mechanical and electrical, 

petroleum industries, standardisation and durability of products, prevalence of large 

corporations could no longer account forthe events that determined the new quality of 

management on the scale of an enterprise and on a territorial scale. The source of new trends 

for development, and, by extension, the source of the crisis of the previous production 
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organisation model, were progressive globalisation, increased significance of knowledge, 

application of new production technology and the growing need for cooperation between 

enterprises. “Competitiveness calls for joint actions and successful regions are a proof that a 

regional cooperation network is the best way to achieve it”[P. Cooke, K. Morgan, 2001, p. 349],. 

 

According to contemporary approach to territorial development, mobilization of endogenous 

development potential, the aim of which is to launch lasting dynamic local development, acts 

as its main stimulant [I. Pietrzyk, 2001, p. 32]. It should be emphasised that local development 

in this situation does not entail a reduced scale of a territory, instead it is seen as a set of actions 

taken willingly by local actors in view of local development conditions. “The endogenous 

development model guarantees autonomy in the process of transformation of local economy, 

where the main role in the decision-making process is played by local stakeholders […] it is 

based on the exploitation of local resources, ability to control accumulation at a local level, 

innovation control and response to external stimuli” [C. Courlet, 1999, p. 32]. Therefore, local 

development refers to a means of generating development dynamics based on endogenous 

bottom-up resources. It should not be identified with micro-scale development, but instead with 

an “approach to development, attitudes and behaviours which reflect one’s readiness to take 

responsibility for their own destiny” [I. Pietrzyk, 2001, p. 32]. 

 

Greffer believes that local development consists in diversification of business and social life in 

a specific territory through mobilisation and exploitation of own resources and energy. Local 

development occurs through the efforts of local communities [X. Greffer, 1984 za J. 

Chądzyński, A. Nowakowska, Z. Przygodzki, 2006, p. 74]. The aspirations, abilities of local 

populations and cooperation are the principal factor of such local development. According to J. 

L.Guigou [1984, p. 4] local development is an outcome of solidarity of a community that 

establishes new social relations and shows its desire to give value to local resources, leading to 

economic development.  

 

2 The role of endogenous resources on rural areas 
In terms of rural areas, one of the main purpose for local policies is their multifunctional 

development. The need to enhance multifunctionality of rural areas highlighted in strategy 

papers implemented on multiple levels of local administration, as one of the prerequisites for 

development, has given rise to a search for various solutions for development of non-farming 

business in rural areas. Identification and exploitation of internal potential of a territory, which 

defines its specifics and allows to gain competitive advantage, are essential elements of a policy 

oriented towards enhancing multifunctionality of rural areas. Keeping in mind the multitude of 

definitions of multifunctionality of rural areas, it should be stated that in this case it means “[…] 

a strategy of differentiating local economy through initiation and development of non-farming 

business”[A. Czarnecki, 2009, p. 93]. Multifunctional development is a way to stimulate socio-

economic life in rural areas, specifically in such regions where the economy is based solely on 

ineffective farming.  
 

In practice, the implementation of the concept of multifunctionality of rural areas should be 

based on identification and exploitation of internal development potential, i.e. resources not 

necessarily related to farming. An essential determinant of success of such development policy 

is the support given to cooperation of local communities for the benefit of their shared ventures 

which reinforce a network of mutual relations based on such resources.  

 

I. Pietrzyk defines specific resources as a general set of resources available to the territory which 

identify and distinguish it from other territories. One should distinguish, though, between the 
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concept of resources and assets with their generic (general) and specific nature [I. Pietrzyk, 

2001, p. 12-13]. The resources are virtual, since they form an inactive potential which can be 

used at a later time. Assets are realized on a market (e.g. infrastructure, free workforce). The 

former and the latter can be generic in nature, i.e. they can exist independently of the dynamics 

of territorial development, which makes them an exogenous factor of such development. 

Specific resources and assets depend on adopted development strategy and are used to 

accomplish particular objectives, which determines their endogenous nature. Creation and 

exploitation of specific resources involves construction of a network of (formal and informal) 

relations between entities that benefit from proximity to one another.  

 

Recently, a growing emphasis has been placed on the role of “soft” factors of territorial 

development, namely [S. Barski, 2010, p. 134]: 

- social capital, 

- cultural potential, 

- governance system.  

 

Social capital is understood as networks of common standards, values and views that make 

cooperation within a group or between groups easier. Cultural potential is an axiological and 

symbolic collection of references to attitudes present within a given community, whereas a 

governance system refers to tools and forms of public actions and determines the rank of 

vertical and horizontal governance structures, including the role of partnership.  

 

The role of the cultural factor determining economic success of local communities is explored 

by A. J. Scott [2000, p. 107-110] who mentions three aspects of impact of culture on local 

development. Firstly, cultural development tends to cement social ties but it also leads to 

informal flow of information, which, as a result, allows for spreading and popularising know-

how within a given territory. Secondly, concentration of business within a given area 

(agglomeration) is often the place of accumulation of widely accepted conventions, social 

rituals, defined standards of interpersonal behaviour which make it easier for particular entities 

to communicate effectively through adoption of appropriate forms of behaviour in various 

situations. Thirdly, some territories strongly identify with particular products characterised by 

unique features (production method, appearance, flavour, smell) resulting from development of 

a specific production culture within such regions, recognised on external markets. M. Keating 

highlighted the fact that culture can be as much a barrier as it is a stimulant of territorial 

development. “A common territorial identity and set of understandings might facilitate cross-

class  development  coalitions,  and  the  search  for  positive-sum  outcomes  of policy  conflicts,  

reconciling  competitiveness  with  social  solidarity  and  encouraging the production of public 

goods. Yet localist cultures and minority languages might also  cut  a  region  off  from  the  

wider  world  and  foster  a  social  and  economic conservatism  and  resistance  to  change”[M. 

Keating, 2004, p. 21]. 

 

Taking into consideration the assumptions of the paradigm of local development and the 

conditions related to exploitation of internal resources of a territory in the process of 

accomplishment of its development aims, including such associated with diversification of 

business in rural areas, efficient functioning of local communities can be considered the 

principal success factor here. Efficient functioning of local communities is determined by their 

ambitions, abilities arising out of the quality of human capital (e.g.: age picture, education, work 

experience, entrepreneurship), ability to define common development aims and cooperate for 

completion of projects, opportunities to create lasting cooperation networks for the good of 

local development. This final element is an advanced and still not sufficiently obvious element 
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of development policy in rural areas. “The greater the role of networks activating a specific 

policy of local government and the deeper the understanding of it within partnerships, the more 

effective the focus on priority development tasks based on a consensus between actors seeking 

synergy”[S. Barczyk, 2010, p. 224]. The most important arguments which lead one to believe 

that cooperation networks are a sine qua non when it comes to successful development of a 

territory, include: search for common interests, easier access to resources, construction of 

lasting structures of mutual trust, focus on common aims and flexibility in the choice of method 

of cooperation. According to N. Green Leigh and E. J. Blakely [2013, p. 400] a well-developed 

network of territorial cooperation incorporates both private partners and all kinds of social 

organisations. This is a guarantee that common development aims will take into account needs 

and expectations of all kinds of local stakeholders and will allow for use of available resources 

of local communities and for a more efficient development.  

 

M. Green, H. Moor and J. O’Brien present a similar approach under the ABCD model (Asset-

Based Community Development) developed by them. The authors believe that effective 

development of a local community should display three basic features [M. Green, H. Moore, J. 

O’Brien, 2013, p. 20]: be based on resources, be focused on things that are inside and be 

powered by relations. Resources have been divided into five groups: individuals with gifts, 

abilities and skills, local associations/informal groups, institutions (local business, parks, 

libraries, schools, government institutions), local economy (financial resources, goods and 

services available on local market), the material world (natural and manmade). The focus on 

things which are inside means that one needs to start from things that are already present within 

the community. Development powered by relations refers to the authors’ belief in the important 

role of cooperation in improving efficiency. 

 

In conclusion, aside from the widely mentioned factors that determine the ability to implement 

a concept of multifunctional development of rural areas, another significant factor is the 

institutional aspect understood as the ability of a local community to undertake effective and 

lasting cooperation for the good of development. It is believed that lasting cooperation between 

various partners allows for better utilization of own resources (gifts, abilities, experience, 

capital) and more efficient management of such resources.  

 

3 Local action groups as an element of social infrastructure in rural areas  
One of the forms of territorial cooperation in rural areas are local action groups. They constitute 

cross-sectoral partnerships (formed by social, private and public entities) that came into 

existence as instruments designed for implementing EU development policies in rural areas 

under the LEADER programme. In Poland the programme has been implemented since 2004 

and it has been one of the instruments of sectoral operational programme entitled Restructuring 

and Modernisation of the Food Sector and Rural Development in 2004-2006. In the following 

financial perspective of the EU the programme acted as one of the axes of the Rural 

Development Programme for 2007-2013. From 2014 the operations of local action groups have 

been regulated by provisions applicable to the new approach to territorial development – local 

development driven by local communities, whereby bottom-up initiatives of local entities 

receive comprehensive and integrated support1. According to its original intention, the approach 

is supposed to mobilise and engage local communities in the accomplishment of the aims of 

smart and sustainable development defined in the Europe 2020 strategy. Its aim is to enable 

                                                 
1 In 2014-2020 the operations of local action groups are regulated by the Act of 20 February 2015 on local 

development with the participation of local community.   
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local communities to undertake developmental initiatives in response to social, environmental 

and economic challenges present in their respective regions. 

 

Local action groups are an example of cooperation between all kinds of entities aimed at 

construction of a network of institutional relations for the development of the region in which 

they operate. The groups take the form of associations and their primary purpose is to support 

local development through integrating actions of various actors, supporting social participation, 

bottom-up initiatives, identifying the internal potential of a region. Their operations focus on a 

few or several municipalities – their territorial coverage should depend on the presence of 

specific features characteristic of a given territory and enabling implementation of a common 

development policy based on internal potential. As of 2014 local action groups have to cover 

an area with a population of at least 30,000.  

 

Local action groups implement a common local development strategy that covers the entire 

territory of the association, the provisions of which depend on the specific conditions present 

within such a territory. The important thing is that the document needs to be prepared by 

participation – it should involve as many representatives of local communities as possible. In 

addition, local action groups have been obliged to conduct analyses aimed at identification of 

local resources as a part of the works on diagnosis of a development strategy.  

 

4 Opportunities and barriers to the exploitation of local resources for 

development of rural areas by local action groups – based on phone 

interviews 
For the purpose of this study, representatives of local action groups based in Małopolskie 

Voivodeship were interviewed by phone. The main aim of the interview was to recognise 

identification problems as well as opportunities and barriers to the exploitation of local 

resources under socio-economic development within areas covered by local action groups. The 

phone interviews were carried out in March 2016 and included 24 interviews with the 

associations’ office managers. The number of interviews was determined through saturation. 

At a certain point the replies given started to repeat and they failed to provide any significant 

new information from the point of view of the subject of the study. 

 

Most of the local action groups based in Małopolskie Voivodeship have been operating since 

2007. In practice, they cover the area of a few or several municipalities. The municipalities are 

similar in nature and able to pursue a common development policy founded on identical or 

similar internal potential. Until 2014 there were 39 local action groups in Małopolskie 

Voivodeship. After introduction of the requirement for a minimum number of inhabitants, some 

of the groups were incorporated into other neighbouring associations. There are currently 32 

local action groups in Małopolskie Voivodeship.  

 

One of the main aims of this study was to identify development potential of associations which 

served as a basis for adoption of a development strategy. In light of the results of the study, the 

potential usually indicated included: natural values (listed as development potential by 20 

associations), cultural heritage (usually related to local tradition, products and culinary 

heritage). A half of the associations covered by the study indicated historic heritage as essential 

development factor.  A less popular response concerned a developing economic sector that 

generates more and more jobs (9 associations). As leading economic sectors the respondents 

usually mentioned tourism, specifically rural tourism, in individual cases these were traditional 

craft, construction, renovation services, food processing. According to 8 representatives of local 

action groups, specialised farming is an essential potential for development, they listed: 
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horticulture, especially growing plums, garlic, ecological farming, beekeeping. Inefficient 

farming in rural areas of Małopolskie Voivodeship results from significant fragmentation of 

farms and, in part, from the mountainous terrain. Resourceful local community was mentioned 

as determinant of development only in two instances – by associations operating in areas with 

well-developed tourism and at least one economic sector (fig. 1). 

 
Fig. 1 Most frequently indicated areas which constitute development potential of the analysed local action 

groups 

 
Source: Own work based on phone interviews 

 

A considerable number of the analysed local action groups, in their estimation, cover an area 

which is coherent in terms of development determinants, which makes it easier for them to 

pursue a policy aimed at accomplishment of common aims. There were few representatives of 

the associations who believed that it is not easy to state unequivocally what constitutes their 

local development potential. The main reason for it is limited involvement of inhabitants in the 

process of diagnosis and identification of strategic areas of development. One cannot disagree 

with the fact that definition of future directions for territorial development should be based on 

views, visions, abilities and ambitions of local populations. Limited involvement of inhabitants 

in identifying strategic directions for development will lead to development of a strategy 

inconsistent with the reality, and by extension, a strategy which is difficult to implement. 

Nonetheless, the majority of local action groups did research to identify their internal resources. 

It usually involved meetings, survey questionnaires and in-depth interviews with 

representatives of public institutions and entrepreneurs. Less than a half of the analysed groups 

used the services of third party experts or institutions to review the opinion of local communities 

on the needs, opportunities, strategic local development directions. The services usually 

covered organisation and moderation of meetings with local community and polling. Over a 

half of the representatives of analysed local action groups believe that there is still a need for 

in-depth analyses of the opportunities for utilization of development potential (fig. 2). The 

majority of the respondents agreed with the statement saying that the term of implementation 

of previous development strategies (in most cases, the years 2009-2015) was mainly the time 

to get to know one another, resolve conflicts regarding the fundamental aspects of operation of 

local action groups, reach local communities with information, convince entrepreneurs and 

inhabitants that the offered support may yield tangible results.  
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Fig. 2 Identification of  development potential of the local action groups 

 
Source: Own work based on phone interviews 

 

More than a half of the analysed associations believe that the implementation of the previous 

development strategy contributed to significant integration of local stakeholders and 

strengthened their cooperation aimed at local development. However, some stressed that the 

cooperation initiated to accomplish a specific task was rare and it did not continue thereafter. 

Still, the development of a means of communication between various entities, learning about 

mutual development aims and a better understanding of local environment played an essential 

role in the process of implementation of the first edition of the strategy.  

 

More than a half of the respondents believe that the development policy pursued so far has been 

largely oriented towards utilization of local potential. It is a fact that tourism was one of the 

most frequently identified (by all the associations) strategic areas in previous strategies. 

However, the reality has demonstrated that not all regions have sufficient potential to develop 

in this sector, as some respondents pointed out.  

 

The representatives of a half of the analysed local action groups claim that the inhabitants are 

aware of the local development potential and exploit it through their own business initiatives. 

Similar responses came from associations based in regions where tourism or other business 

whose products are recognised in the region and outside of it, have been developing for a long 

time. 
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Fig. 3 Most significant barriers to exploitation of local development potential by local communities

 
Source: Own work based on phone interviews 

 

The most common barrier to exploitation of local development potential by local communities 

was the lack of synergy between actions of various private and public entities – the actions 

undertaken were often inconsistent in terms of subject or poorly coordinated. Further, some of 

the actions failed to produce any lasting effects of development, usually due to insufficient 

analysis of the market and its needs (this refers specifically to tourist facilities and 

infrastructure). Another barrier is the insufficient involvement in the performance of tasks 

consistent with the development aims of local action groups on the part of local communities. 

One of the reasons for the lack of interest in the opportunities for setting up own business is the 

insufficient knowledge and experience in this respect, and, by extension, insecurity and lack of 

confidence. Some of the representatives of the analysed associations stressed that the reluctance 

to take on risk associated with running own business is a major barrier to effective development 

of a region. Another significant problem is the lack of financial resources that beneficiaries 

need to put in before they are reimbursed. During the term of financing of the first edition of 

the strategy, beneficiaries were reimbursed for incurred costs, which was a major obstacle for 

local entrepreneurs and natural persons. An exception were the associations where the 

municipalities granted interest-free loans to individuals who used the support of local action 

groups. Nonetheless, a similar financing mechanism was available in less than a half of the 

analysed associations. In the current term of financing local development strategies, 

entrepreneurs who will create new jobs can count on financing of up to 50% of the business 

costs at the start of the investment, which might increase the interest in the opportunities offered 

by local action groups (fig. 3).  

 

5 Conclusions 
Rural areas in Poland, depending on their geographic location, are characterised by various 

development determinants. National strategy papers, for instance the National Strategy for 

Regional Development in 2010-2020: Regions, Cities, Rural Areas or the 2020 National 

Development Strategyform one of the strategic areas of national policy. Both documents 
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highlight the territorial approach to development whereby special initiatives apply to the so-

called functional areas. Further, as already mentioned, they stress the special role of internal 

potential as a point of reference for the adopted policy. For this reason, rural areas need to 

develop institutional solutions to support the implementation of development policy on the 

basis of available resources. One of the available forms of cooperation are local action groups, 

operating as associations, whose main purpose is to identify such resources, spur local 

communities to act, support bottom-up initiatives and, last but not least, initiate and coordinate 

the cooperation between local stakeholders.  

 

The aim of the study carried out among local action groups was to check how the associations 

handled the problem of identification of their local potential and what kind of barriers they 

encountered during the implementation of their local development strategies. Generally 

speaking, local resources usually consist of historic and cultural heritage, followed by natural 

resources and developing economic sectors that create new jobs and other factors. Taking into 

consideration the above-mentioned barriers which have been identified during phone interviews 

with representatives of local action groups, there are three crucial problems. The first problem 

lies in the limited impact on the local populations. For a successful outcome of actions based 

on existing potential and its effective exploitation, they need to be actively involved in the 

initiatives. This refers primarily to cooperation in preparing a common development strategy, 

active participation in local events, e.g. events promoting history or cultural heritage, and 

opening own businesses consistent with the development aims of their region. In the years 

2009-2015 the key element of the policy turned out to be the promotion of the associations in 

local environment, reaching potential beneficiaries with information, initiation of cooperation 

within a local community in the area of culture, cherishing tradition together, attempts of 

documenting and promoting its elements outside of the region. In many instances, the first 

investments realized with the support of the associations served as an inspiration for others. In 

addition, what results from the interviews is that the lack of ideas for participation in the 

implementation of a local strategy or lack of confidence to embark on own projects is especially 

noticeable in areas with underdeveloped business infrastructure where the development 

potential is not as evident as in areas with advanced tourist infrastructure or more urbanised 

areas where the impact of a large city determines the directions to be followed in business. 

 

The second problem valid for most of the analysed associations is that the realized initiatives 

are not sufficiently tailored to the needs and ideas for development presented by inhabitants. In 

formulating new strategies, local action groups were obliged to analyse the resources primarily 

on the basis of opinions from local communities. Some of the associations used the help of third 

party experts in gathering opinions, therefore, it seems reasonable to assume that the current 

papers will better reflect the local development determinants.  

 

The third problem concerns mainly underinvested areas, with peripheral location, where no 

business has expanded so far aside from inefficient farming. Out of the group of the analysed 

local action groups, those based in peripheral location showed significantly less enthusiasm 

about the achieved results. Such areas require investments in rudimentary infrastructure, 

including such aimed at improvement of transport infrastructure, without which other initiatives 

promoting local assets outside of the region are unlikely to achieve success.   
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