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Abstract

One of the forms of public participation in the local governance system is civic budget-
ing which actively engages residents in developing projects and voting on the submitted 
proposals. Civic budgeting aims to involve local communities in deciding how a defined 
portion of public resources should be allocated by means of a democratic debate. Public 
spaces are the essence of urban life; therefore, the aim of the study was to analyze civic 
budget records relating to public spaces. The study was conducted in the largest Polish 
cities. The research involved quantitative and comparative analytical methods. The analy-
sis focused on community involvement and local community needs, represented by a wide 
array of public space-related project categories. The analyzed cities were ranked according 
to their civic engagement, and the resulting classification was compared with voter turn-
out during polls on the proposals adopted as part of the CB process. The results revealed 
considerable diversity in both civic engagement and local needs, and they could be used to 
develop guidelines for designing public spaces in the urban planning process. The present 
findings are also a valuable source of information for local governments in their efforts to 
improve the functioning, attractiveness and development of user-friendly spaces in citizen-
oriented cities.
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1 Introduction

Urban space, including public spaces, is shaped not only by administrative decisions, 
but also by the residents. Any community inhabiting and functioning within a specific 
urban unit should be able to voice their opinions on how public spaces should be organ-
ized in order to meet their needs and expectations. This is a very important element of 
social life in cities because a wide range of human needs and aspirations can be fulfilled 
through urban planning as well as architectural and functional solutions. These include 
developing a sense of belonging and attachment to one’s place of residence, as well as 
a feeling of responsibility for that place. The residents can influence the way their city 
is managed and improved by means of social dialogue with the urban authorities. Their 
opinions and insights play an important role in the process of changing and enhanc-
ing the attractiveness of different parts of the city. Social dialogue can assume many 
forms, including civic budgeting (CB). The first civic budget was introduced in the late 
1980s. Since then, the idea evolved significantly and diffused to many countries includ-
ing Poland, where it was implemented for the first time in 2011 (Niklewicz, 2014).

Public spaces are the essence of urban life, and an analysis of local needs concerning 
public spaces can facilitate the identification of the directions and scope of the required 
changes to improve the quality of local life. Therefore, the main objective of this study 
was to analyze civic budget records concerning public spaces in the largest Polish cities. 
The research hypothesis states that the results of the analysis can be used to evaluate 
urban communities’ involvement in local affairs and to identify the main problems faced 
by the local residents. The analysis focused on local community engagement in terms of 
the number of cast votes, as well as the value of funds allocated to public space projects. 
The local communities’ needs and aspirations were analyzed by identifying spatial com-
ponents and functionalities that were most often proposed for CB. These proposals indi-
cate that local residents feel responsible for their place of residence and neighborhood 
and that they value public spaces that are user-friendly and functional. The analyzed cit-
ies were ranked according to their civic engagement, and the resulting classification was 
compared with the results of CB analyses.

1.1  Civic Participation

Civic participation is a form of active social involvement in the process of making deci-
sions that affect the daily lives of local communities. Local residents actively participate 
in the establishment and operations of civic groups and non-governmental organiza-
tions; they are involved in the decision-making process, as well as social, public and 
political affairs (Oh et al., 2019; Szarek-Iwaniuk et al., 2020). Civic participation con-
tributes to the evolution of local social potential and social capital (Barnes et al., 2003). 
It enables local community members to express their opinions and views, and, conse-
quently, to work out a compromise in the pursuit of the common good.

Two types of participation can be identified: horizontal participation that involves 
engagement with the local community, and vertical participation that involves personal 
engagement with the state. Horizontal participation relies on the efforts made by various 
social groups in the pursuit of a common goal. In turn, vertical participation engages 
citizens in activities that are initiated by the public authorities. These measures involve 
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various types of activities, including public activities initiated by the citizens, engage-
ment of community members, or voting in elections (Olejniczak, 2015).

Civic participation activities are undertaken for various reasons. They contribute to the 
development of democracy and integrate local communities through shared decision-mak-
ing. Civic participation is also an effective problem-solving strategy because it provides all 
stakeholders with an opportunity to voice their opinions. It enables community members to 
resolve conflicts and achieve compromise on local matters (Mohammadi et al., 2018).

1.2  Civic Budgeting

Civic budgeting is a form of public participation which enables communities to join in 
the decision-making processes and promotes active public engagement in local affairs. For 
this reason, in some countries, CB is also referred to as participatory budgeting (Sintomer 
et al., 2012). According to the UN “…in general terms, a Participatory Budget is "a mech-
anism (or process) through which the population decides on, or contributes to decisions 
made on, the destination of all or part of the available public resources." (UN-HABITAT, 
2004 p.11). Hence it can be defined as “a mechanism of resource allocation that trans-
fers decision-making power over the capital expenditure portion of the municipal budget 
from the city council to public assemblies” (Walker, 2016 p.58), or as “… a democratic 
process in which members of a community determine how to spend governmental funds” 
(Augsberger et al., 2017 p. 243). A similar definition of CB was offered by Janiszek and 
Majorek (2017) who observed that this process involves the allocation of a portion of pub-
lic funds to local needs by means of a democratic debate. This process is consistent with 
the mechanism of co-governance, namely governance in ongoing cooperation with various 
social partners (Sobol, 2017). The participation of the local community in the process of 
earmarking a portion of public funds is central to this concept, as underlined in each of the 
definitions cited above. As a result, CB has become a popular form of cooperation geared 
towards improving the quality of local governance (Cabannes, 2004; Kębłowski, 2014; 
Gawroński, 2015; Džinić et  al., 2016; Gómez et  al., 2016; Kamrowska-Zaluska, 2016; 
Rondinella et al., 2017; Mannarini & Fedi 2018; Bartocci et al., 2019).

The CB concept has spread to many countries across the world (Aleksandrov et  al., 
2018; Falanga & Lüchmann, 2020; Goldfrank, 2007; Lin & Chen, 2020; No & Hsueh, 
2020; Pinnington et al., 2009; Röcke, 2014; Schneider & Busse, 2019; Švaljek et al., 2019; 
Uddin et al., 2019). The first CB projects in Poland were implemented in 2011. Currently, 
several hundred Polish cities are running CB-related projects. Poland is one of the few 
countries where participatory budgets are prescribed by law (Sześciło, 2015; Tykwińska-
Rutkowska & Glejt 2015; Kersting et al., 2016). Pursuant to the Act of 11 January 2018 
amending certain laws to increase citizens’ participation in the process of electing, 
operating and controlling selected public bodies (Journal of Laws of 2018, item 130, as 
amended), CB is interpreted as a specific form of public consultation. By participating in a 
CB process, residents decide in a poll how to spend a part of the annual municipal budget. 
The projects selected by public voting as part of participatory budget are then included 
in a municipality’s budget resolution. In municipalities that are cities with county status 
(urban counties), a participatory budget process is mandatory, and the allocated budget has 
to account for minimum 0.5% of total municipal expenditures posted in the last report on 
the implementation of the municipal budget. Projects submitted for participatory budgeting 
may have a local character, and they can apply to auxiliary units within a city’s administra-
tive structure and its inhabitants (such as housing estates and districts), or they can cover 
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the entire city (projects that cover more than one auxiliary unit and generate benefits for 
the majority of urban residents). In Poland, the value of the funds allocated to the imple-
mentation of civic budgets for a given year (which rarely exceed 1% of the city’s budget) 
is set by the local authorities, whereas the projects to be financed from the allocated funds 
are selected by the residents. Civic budgeting has a clear advantage over other instruments 
of public participation in that it promotes collaborative decision-making. Local authori-
ties guarantee that the outcome of the voting process will be legally binding and approved, 
which provides citizens with real decision-making powers in a city’s financial affairs (Mar-
tela, 2013; Boryczka, 2015). However, the evaluation of the submitted proposals may be 
problematic because the ranking methods do no employ quantitative assessment criteria 
(Wilczak and Rutkowska, 2017). According to Sobol (2017), another important advantage 
of the CB procedure is that it opens a civil dialogue. A civic budget has to reconciliate the 
diverse opinions and needs of the local residents, NGOs and local government representa-
tives, whereas proposals are submitted and selected during a public vote. All residents with 
active voting rights are eligible to cast votes in this process (Słomczewska, 2013). Civic 
budgets are implemented by a growing number of cities each year (Sobol, 2017), which 
indicates that citizens are increasingly willing to exercise their right to vote.

Civic budgeting is an effective instrument for promoting civic activism, and it is an 
educational tool that shapes awareness, supports citizen engagement in local matters, and 
boosts citizenship (Radziszewski, 2016). Social participation involves integrated city man-
agement and public involvement in the co-development of civic budgets; it is inextricably 
linked with social communication and represents a higher level of cooperation between 
citizens and the authorities (Basaj, 2013). However, the CB process is not free of weak-
nesses, some of which stem from mistrust. Baiocchi and Ganuza (2014) have argued that 
the implementation of a participatory budget may be opposed by the councilors themselves 
in fear of having their authority undermined and being sidelined in the decision-making 
process. The role of NGOs as representatives of public interests could also become dimin-
ished as citizens are provided with access to instruments of participatory budgeting, such 
as voting, which can influence the decision-making process (Bherer et al., 2016; Ganuza 
et al., 2014). In some cases, civic budgets remain a political promise which never material-
izes. This poses one of the greatest threats to civic engagement because the local authori-
ties merely pretend to be engaged in local affairs, whereas the implemented measures 
largely neglect local needs (Sintomer et al., 2012).

In Poland, there are no legal restrictions regarding the type of projects that can be 
included in CB, and residents can theoretically vote on all matters covered by the local 
legislation at the level of governance where the CB process is implemented (Kraszewski 
& Mojkowski, 2014). Therefore, the proposals submitted for participatory budgeting relate 
to various types of development projects, most of which pertain to public spaces that are 
inherently linked with urban space. These spaces have been deeply ingrained into the pub-
lic consciousness, and the residents are able to select key areas that require esthetic and 
functional improvement (Chruściński et al., 2014). In many cases, priority is given to pro-
jects relating to spatial planning, urban green spaces, improvement or expansion of public 
utilities, sports facilities, recreational sites, culture and entertainment venues.

1.3  Public Spaces

Public spaces are integral elements of the urban fabric which are responsible for the form 
and structure of cities (Lynch, 2011). Despite the fact that public spaces are a special 
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category of urban spaces, they constitute space in the conventional sense (Dymnicka, 
2013). Regardless of the size of an urban system, public spaces share universal charac-
teristics, such as the presence of a main street with commercial functions and a municipal 
square with various attractions (Lorens et al., 2010). The public space concept is rich in 
meaning and diversity, but what differentiates public spaces from other types of space is 
that they are open to the general public and that they promote communication and interac-
tions between individuals and social groups. Public spaces are regarded as open spaces and 
meeting places that foster the exchange of ideas (Coarelli, 1982).

Public spaces are unique in that they cater to diverse local needs, both material and 
non-material, and create a platform for social integration. For this reason, public spaces 
play an important role in the functioning of cities and deliver various benefits for individu-
als and communities (Benita et al., 2019; Gehl, 2011; Koohsari et al., 2015; Mews et al., 
2018; Pasaogullari & Doratli, 2004; Thompson, 2002; Wood et al., 2017). The key benefits 
include improved physical and mental health, social interactions, integration of the local 
community, socialization and social stimulation, improved quality of life, as well as the 
feeling of responsibility for one’s place of residence (Madanipour, 1999; Tolstykh, 2016). 
Therefore, public spaces promote human contact and breathe life into cities. Public spaces 
are venues where authentic community life can be experienced and where a city’s image 
and identity are shaped.

Public spaces generally attract considerable interest from both the authorities and local 
residents. Most city residents are aware of the positive impact of well managed public 
spaces, and they become actively involved in the process of creating participatory budgets 
to shape their immediate environment. Therefore, adequate management of public spaces is 
key to meeting local needs because it strengthens the residents’ sense of attachment and the 
feeling of responsibility for the quality and functionality of the surrounding space.

2  Materials and Methods

2.1  Description of the Research Object

Civic budgets were analyzed in the capital cities of Polish voivodeships. The three-tier 
administrative (territorial) division of Poland was introduced on 1 January 1999, and the 
territory of Poland was divided into voivodeships, counties and municipalities. According 
to the Classification of Territorial Units for Statistics, voivodeships fall into the NUTS 2 
category. Poland has 16 voivodeships with 18 capital cities which are the largest Polish 
cities. Two voivodeships have two capitals each: Bydgoszcz and Toruń in the Kuyavian-
Pomeranian Voivodeship, Gorzów Wielkopolski and Zielona Góra in the Lubusz Voivode-
ship. Warsaw is the capital of Poland. The boundaries, names and main administrative 
centers of Polish voivodeships are presented in Fig. 1.

In 2019, the analyzed cities had a combined population of 7,735,854, which accounted 
for 33% of Poland’s urban population and 20% of Poland’s total population. The analyzed 
cities include metropolitan areas as well as cities of regional significance. The evaluated 
cities differ in the rate of development and local influence, but all of them are all important 
administrative, business, service, research, education and healthcare centers, and important 
transport hubs (Komorowski, 2012; Sokołowski, 2011; Rokita-Poskart, 2016; Jurkowski, 
2018; Garbzaz et  al., 2020). A general description of the analyzed urban centers is pre-
sented in Table 1.
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3  Research Methodology

The analysis was based on the information concerning civic budgets and voting results for 
2019 published by 18 major Polish cities. The projects approved for development were 
analyzed in detail to identify proposals relating to public spaces. The main emphasis was 
placed on projects targeting urban greens, sports and recreation facilities, playgrounds, 
spaces designated for revitalization, culture and entertainment centers, technical infrastruc-
ture (transport, lighting, surveillance), land management and upgrading, and animal care. 
A wide variety of projects targeting culture and entertainment centers was submitted in the 
surveyed cities, including the organization of outdoor events such as concerts, festivals or 
shows in public spaces, as well as other projects, such as workshops, courses or purchase 
of books for public libraries. Some projects in the animal care category also focused on 
facilities in public spaces, including the installation of nesting boxes for birds and clean-up 
facilities for dog owners. Other initiatives, such as financial assistance for animal shelters, 
were unrelated to public spaces. For this reason, some analyses involved both categories of 
projects, whereas only one category was considered in other analyses.

Fig. 1  Administrative division of Poland—voivodeships and their capital cities. Source: Educational plat-
form of the Ministry of Education and Science https:// epodr eczni ki. pl/

https://epodreczniki.pl/


237Participatory Budgeting as a Method for Improving Public Spaces…

1 3

Civic budget reports are published on Public Information Bulletin websites. The CB 
process has the following key milestones:

– A deadline for submitting proposals is set,
– A coordination and evaluation team is appointed,
– The submitted proposals undergo formal and content-related verification,
– Appeals are processed,
– The list of projects approved for voting is published,
– Votes are cast and the results are published,
– The selected projects are implemented.

Civic budget reports vary significantly in content because there are no standardized 
reporting guidelines. In most cases, the reports include budget estimates for the implemen-
tation of the proposals, and projects are divided into district or city-wide measures. The 
reports list the number of the submitted projects and the number of voters. Some reports 
contain information about the number of eligible voters, voter turnout, estimated project 
costs, and the progress made in each project.

Civic budgeting reports were analyzed to determine the number of votes cast in each 
city and in all evaluated cities, and projects addressing public spaces were divided into 
categories. The number of projects in each category and the funds allocated for their imple-
mentation were analyzed.

A minimum sample size was determined for each city to determine whether the voters 
formed a representative sample of the entire community. The minimum sample size was 
calculated with the use of the below formula (1):

Table 1  Characteristics of the capital cities of Polish voivodeships. Source: Local Data Bank (2018) and 
Quality of life ranking (2018)

City Population Unemployment 
rate

Per capita income 
in 2019

Life quality index 
[max. 100 pts]

Białystok 297,554 5.4 7295.32 71.78

Bydgoszcz 348,190 2.9 6799.21 55.71

Gdańsk 470,907 2.4 7738.94 93.88

Gorzów Wielkopolski 123,609 2.3 6567.33 59.59

Katowice 292,774 1.0 7437.27 72.53

Kielce 194,852 4.9  636.28 71.41

Kraków 779,115 2.0  630.02 95.88

Lublin 339,774 5.0 6941.85 81.04

Łódź 679,941 4.8 6600.84 62.87

Olsztyn 171,979 2.7 7597.00 81.84

Opole 128,035 2.8 8902.51 91.23

Poznań 534,813 1.1 7766.51 94.52

Rzeszów 196,208 4.8 7533.14 94.46

Szczecin 401,907 2.4 6563.20 97.60

Toruń 201,447 4.1 6385.79 74.58

Warszawa (capital) 1,790,658 1.3 10154.88 98.96

Wrocław 642,869 1.6 7681.46 91.80

Zielona Góra 141,222 2.4 7644.04 52.09
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where:Nmin—minimum sample size,P—estimated fraction size (default value of 50%),z—
statistical significance (α) calculated using the cumulative distribution function of the nor-
mal distribution (95%),N—size of the general population for a finite population (number of 
inhabitants),e—maximum error of the estimate (0.01).

In the last step, the analyzed cities were ranked in terms of civic attitudes, civic partici-
pation and social engagement. The results were compared with voter turnout in CB. Civic-
oriented cities were ranked based on a synthetic index composed of standardized measures 
of civic attitudes, including:

X1—voter turnout in elections to the Sejm and Senate in 2019,
X2—number of candidates in local elections in 2018,
X3—number of NGOs per 10,000 inhabitants,
X4—number of public benefit organizations per 10,000 inhabitants,
X5—voter turnout in CB in 2019,
X6—number of public consultations in 2019,
X7—number of registered public gatherings in 2019,
X8—number of submitted public information requests per 10,000 inhabitants in 2019.
Absolute variables were standardized with the use of formula (2) to produce dimension-

less variables and to calculate the ranking value:

where:R—city’s rank,n—number of variables,x—non-standardized variable,�—popula-
tion mean,�—standard deviation of the population.

The analyzed data were obtained from the reports of the National Electoral Commis-
sion, the National Court Register, the list of non-governmental organizations kept by the 
Klon-Jawor Association, from Budget reports, Public Information Bulletin websites, and 
the reports published by the evaluated cities.

4  Results and Discussion

4.1  Civic Budget Vote

The number of voters exceeded the minimum sample size in each of the surveyed cities. 
Therefore, it can be assumed that the votes cast in the Civic Budget were representative 
of each city. In Gorzów Wielkopolski, the city with the smallest population, the required 
sample size was 8912. Votes were cast by 14,327 inhabitants; therefore, the minimum sam-
ple size was met. The number of voters was highest in Łódź (around 167,000) and lowest 
in Toruń (around 11,000). Voter turnout and the total population of the capital city in each 
voivodeship are presented in Fig. 2.

The percentage voter turnout relative to total population is shown in Fig. 3. Voter turn-
out was highest in Rzeszów at around 40% and lowest in Warsaw (the Polish capital) and 
Toruń at 6% each.

(1)Nmin =
P(1 − P)

e2

z2
+

P(1−P)

N

(2)R =

n
∑

k=1

x − �

�
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The number of votes cast online and in polling stations is presented in Fig.  4. Votes 
could only be cast online in Gdańsk, Katowice, Opole and Poznań. In the remaining cit-
ies where residents could vote online or in polling stations, the vast majority of votes were 
cast online. The only exceptions were Białystok and Gorzów Wielkopolski, where voting 
at the ballot box was more popular. According to Brzeziński (2017), the availability of 
both conventional and online voting options can increase turnout among younger as well as 
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Fig. 2  Population and voter turnout in the capital cities of Polish voivodeships. Source: own study

Fig. 3  CB voter turnout in the capital cities of Polish voivodeships. Source: own study



240 A. Szczepańska et al.

1 3

older voters, and the example of Białystok and Gorzów Wielkopolski seems to confirm this 
observation.

The cost of CB was evaluated in the next step of the analysis. In Poland, the value of 
the civic budget is minimum 0.5% of the city’s expenditures in the previous year. The 
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Fig. 4  Form of CB voting in the capital cities of Polish voivodeships. Source: own study

Table 2  Proportions of civic 
budgets in the expenditures 
of the capital cities of Polish 
voivodeships. Source: own study

↑: small difference (actual value is greater than minimum value), ↑↑: 
large difference (actual value is much greater than minimum value), = 
no difference (actual value is the same as minimum value)

City CB as % of 2018 budgeted 
expenditure—min value 
0.005

Difference between 
minimum and actual 
value

Białystok 0.006 0.001 ↑
Bydgoszcz 0.008 0.003 ↑
Gdańsk 0.006 0.001↑
Gorzów W 0.008 0.003↑
Katowice 0.013 0.008↑↑
Kielce 0.006 0.001↑
Kraków 0.005 0.000 = 

Lublin 0.006 0.001 ↑
Łódź 0.012 0.007 ↑↑
Olsztyn 0.005 0.000 = 

Opole 0.005 0.000 = 

Poznań 0.006 0.001 ↑
Rzeszów 0.007 0.002 ↑
Szczecin 0.005 0.000 = 

Toruń 0.006 0.001 ↑
Warszawa 0.005 0.000 = 

Wrocław 0.005 0.000 = 

Zielona Góra 0.006 0.001 ↑
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proportions of civic budgets in the expenditures of the 18 analyzed cities are presented 
in Table 2. In six cities, CB budgets did not exceed the minimum statutory threshold. The 
allocated funds were higher in the remaining cities. Civic budgets were highest in Katowice 
and Łódź, where they accounted for 0.8% and 0.7% of the cities’ expenditures, respectively. 
Research studies conducted in other large Polish cities have also confirmed that civic budg-
ets account for a miniscule proportion of urban expenditures (Szaranowicz-Kusz, 2016). 
According to Błaszak (2019), civic budgets do not play a significant role in fiscal plan-
ning; therefore, the effectiveness of civic budgets does not influence the effectiveness of 
city budgets.

The value of CB per capita ranged from PLN 31 in Szczecin to PLN 86 in Katowice 
(Fig.  5). The remaining cities had similar civic budgets, excluding Katowice and Łódź 
where the spending on CB was considerably higher and exceeded twice the minimum stat-
utory threshold.
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Fig. 5  Average value of civic budgets per capita in the capital cities of Polish voivodeships. Source: own 
study
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Fig. 6  Average value of a CB project in the capital cities of Polish voivodeships. Source: own study
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Average project value was highest in Wrocław, and it was more than several times higher 
than in the majority of the remaining cities. The lowest value per project was recorded in 
Toruń (Fig. 6). These differences result from the number of submitted projects. The higher 
the number and fragmentation of the submitted projects and the smaller the funds ear-
marked for CB, the lower the average value of a project.

4.2  Public Spaces in Civic Budgeting

The analysis covered several categories of CB projects. The projects relating to public 
spaces were divided into 8 categories:

– urban greens, including municipal parks, green squares, urban green landscapes,
– sports/recreation, including sports fields and facilities, outdoor gyms and various forms 

of sporting activities,
– playgrounds, including playground development and expansion,
– revitalization, including general renewal of public spaces in whole or in part,
– transport, including urban infrastructure such as roads, streets, bicycle paths and park-

ing lots, pavement construction or replacement, bus stops,
– lighting, including in sports fields, streets and pavements,
– surveillance, including audio-visual security systems,
– land management, including the development of public spaces, installing or upgrading 

public facilities in a manner consistent with their intended use or expectations.

The distribution of total votes (in all analyzed cities) in each project category is pre-
sented in Fig. 7. “Land management” and “Transport” attracted nearly 50% of the votes 
and were regarded as categories where greatest improvement was needed. They were fol-
lowed by “Urban greens”, “Animal care”, and “Culture and entertainment” categories. 
These results indicate that the quality of public spaces and public transport in cities was 
prioritized by the residents. Public spaces are frequently visited and used by members of 
the local community, whereas public transport is essential to living in a city. “Surveil-
lance”, “Revitalization” and “Lighting” received only 2% of the votes, which suggests that 
technical concerns and the renewal of the existing public spaces are not primary concerns.

Fig. 7  Structure of civic budgets 
in terms of the number of votes 
cast in different categories of 
projects in the capital cities of 
Polish voivodeships. Source: own 
study
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An analysis of the programs implemented in other large cities indicates that the adopted 
categories are most popular among local residents, which confirms that these issues make 
the greatest contribution to the functioning and attractiveness of public spaces (Rybińska, 
2018).

The proportions of different project categories in percentage terms and in absolute val-
ues are presented in Figs. 8 and 9. “Land management” received the highest overall score, 
and it was most popular in Łódź, Opole and Zielona Góra, where it attracted 50%, 37% and 
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36% of total votes and scored well above the average. Land management projects were not 
submitted in Wrocław, and this category received the lowest support (13%) in Białystok, 
Rzeszów and Toruń. The second most popular category was “Transport” which enjoyed the 
greatest support in Gorzów Wielkopolski (51%), Bydgoszcz (31%) and Poznań (30%), and 
the smallest support in Szczecin (3%) and Wrocław (5%). “Urban greens”, a key element of 
public spaces, was the most popular category in Wrocław (50%), Kraków (21%) and War-
saw (20%). It received minimal support in Katowice, Rzeszów and Poznań (2–3%), and did 
not elicit any interest from the residents of Białystok and Gorzów Wielkopolski. “Surveil-
lance” was the least popular category that was not proposed in most of the evaluated cities 
and accounted for only 3% of the projects implemented in Lublin, 2% in Gdańsk and 1% 
in three other cities. “Revitalization” was the second least popular category with marginal 
support in several cities, excluding Wrocław, where it accounted for 10% of the projects 
slated for implementation. “Lighting” was the third least popular category, and the relevant 
proposals were submitted in approximately half of the surveyed cities, but did not exceed 
8% of the votes in any city. These findings suggest that the most popular project categories 
target local communities’ vital needs. According to Sorychta-Wojsczyk (2015), the Porto 
Alegre model focuses on specific investment projects, and it enables the residents to exer-
cise real power (the local authorities are open to the citizens’ suggestions and modify the 
proposed solutions accordingly).

The overall structure of CB projects in terms of the number of projects submitted in the 
analyzed categories is presented in Fig. 10. In all examined cities, the largest number of 
projects were submitted in “Land management” and “Culture / entertainment” categories, 
followed by “Sports / recreation” and “Transport”. Similarly to the previous analysis, “Sur-
veillance”, “Revitalization” and “Lighting” were the least popular categories.

The structure of expenses by project category is shown in Fig. 11. In most cities, most 
funds were allocated to projects relating to land management, sports/recreation and trans-
port. Considerable funds were allocated to urban greenery projects in Kraków, Wrocław 
and Łódź.

Similar trends were observed in an analysis of total expenditure. The highest proportion 
of expenses was noted in the “Land management” (approx. 25%), “Transport” and “Urban 
greenery” (approx. 20% each) categories. “Surveillance”, “Animal care” and “Culture/
entertainment” projects had the smallest share of total spending (2–3%) (Fig. 12).

The results of the above analyses indicate that land management in the existing public 
spaces and the provision of new public facilities are of paramount public interest. This 

Fig. 10  Structure of CB projects 
by category in the capital cities 
of Polish voivodeships. Source: 
own study
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category of projects received the highest score in terms of the number of voters, number 
of projects in each category, percentage share of each category, and structure of projects 
and expenses. “Transport”, “Urban greens” and “Sports/recreation” also received very high 
support in all cities. The submitted projects were least likely to address “Surveillance”, 
“Lighting” and “Revitalization” categories. In some cities (Kielce, Olsztyn, Rzeszów, 
Zielona Góra), projects in the above categories were not implemented. Similar obser-
vations were made in other studies which demonstrated that most CB projects focus on 
“hard” infrastructure (Chruściński et al., 2014; Kalisiak-Mędelska, 2016; Sołecka & Dwor-
niczak, 2016; Mucha, 2018; Węglarz, 2018). Social and technical infrastructure (including 
sports and recreation) are the leading themes in the submitted projects (Mucha, 2018).

0

50,00,000

1,00,00,000

1,50,00,000

2,00,00,000

2,50,00,000

3,00,00,000

3,50,00,000

4,00,00,000

4,50,00,000

5,00,00,000

5,50,00,000

B
ia

ły
st

o
k

B
y
d
g
o
sz

c
z

G
d

ań
sk

G
o
rz

ó
w

 W
.

K
at

o
w

ic
e

K
ie

lc
e

K
ra

k
ó
w

L
u

b
li

n

Ł
ó

d
ź

O
ls

zt
y

n

O
p
o
le

P
o

zn
ań

R
ze

sz
ó
w

S
zc

ze
ci

n

T
o

ru
ń

W
ar

sz
aw

a

W
ro

cł
a
w

Z
ie

lo
n
a 

G
ó

ra

A
m

o
u

n
t 

[P
L

N
]

urban greens

sports/recreation

playgrounds

revitalization

transport

lighting

surveillance

land management/

public facilities

Fig. 11  Structure of expenses in CB project categories related to public spaces in the capital cities of Polish 
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4.3  Ranking of Civic‑oriented Cities

The analyzed cities were ranked based on the local communities’ civic engagement. The 
results of the ranking and voter turnout in CB in each city are presented in Fig. 13. An 
analysis of these findings indicates that civic engagement is not always correlated with 
high voter turnout in CB. The highest correlation was noted in Olsztyn which ranked sec-
ond and where high levels of civic activity were reported. In turn, Warsaw ranked third, but 
community participation in CB was low. Relatively high similarities were also observed 
in Bydgoszcz and Opole. Together with Warsaw, Lublin, Toruń and Gdańsk belong to a 
group of cities characterized by a high score in the civic-oriented ranking, but low voter 
turnout in CB. Zielona Góra, Łódź, Rzeszów and Białystok belong to a separate group of 
cities that received a low score in the ranking despite the fact that local community mem-
bers actively participate in CB. These observations suggest that voter turnout in CB is not 
the key determinant of a city’s position in the ranking.

The correlations between voter turnout in CB and per capita income in the analyzed cit-
ies in 2019 were also examined. The correlation coefficient was close to zero, which indi-
cates that average economic growth expressed by local government revenue per capita does 
not influence civic engagement.

Fig. 13  Ranking of civic-oriented cities. Source: own study
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5  Summary and Conclusions

Civic budgeting is a form of public consultation that aims to engage community members 
in decision-making in matters that affect the quality of local life. It is undertaken to col-
lect information on diverse social needs, activate local communities, increase their involve-
ment in projects that benefit their city, and to build social trust. Therefore, the higher the 
voter turnout, the greater the community’s involvement in local affairs, which increases 
the likelihood that the implemented projects will better meet the local residents’ needs and 
expectations. More than one million citizens, i.e. around 13% of the combined population 
of Poland’s largest cities, voted on civic budgets in the capital cities of Polish voivodeships. 
This percentage can be regarded as a representative sample because the number of voters 
in each city exceeded the minimum sample size.

Many of the examined cities received vastly different scores in the ranking of civic-
oriented cities and the ranking of CB voters in 2019. These differences can be attributed to 
numerous factors, including the diversity of Polish society, the effectiveness of marketing 
activities undertaken by city councils to promote participation in CB, local governments’ 
willingness to establish a dialogue with the residents and create a platform for stakeholder 
cooperation, selfless activism and mutual trust. An analysis of local governments’ efforts 
to promote the CB concept validates these observations. It should be emphasized that citi-
zenship is influenced by numerous factors that have shaped the development of cities and 
are rooted in their history. In Polish cities, civic attitudes remain an element of a culture 
that had evolved during partitions, wars, resettlements, social and economic policies of the 
communist authorities, and democratic elections of deputies and mayors. Therefore, atti-
tudes towards civic engagement are closely linked with the history of urban development 
and society in the past two centuries (Borowiec, 2006; Pietrzak et al., 2010; Wendt, 2007).

Most of the local needs that were identified based on the number of votes cast for dif-
ferent categories of CB projects were related to public spaces, including land management 
and the provision of public facilities, both in individual cities and nationwide. The above 
can be largely attributed to the role public spaces play in local communities, including their 
contribution to social integration, recreation, relaxation and physical activity. These are 
primary needs, which is why they were so strongly emphasized in CB. Public areas are 
generally located in the immediate vicinity of one’s place of residence and they directly 
influence the quality of local life. Infrastructure and transport solutions that improve public 
mobility were also recognized as highly important.

Participation in the CB process, both at the stage of project submission and voting, pro-
vides citizens with certain control over the management of public funds. By actively par-
ticipating in the process, local communities develop civic attitudes, their members become 
active and accept their share of responsibility and influence over the development of urban 
habitat. Residents who assume joint responsibility for their place of residence decide on 
the organization and functionality of their living environment. This observation was cor-
roborated by the results of civic budgets evaluations in the examined cities, where the most 
commonly cited reasons for voting were:

– the subject matter and scope of the projects addressed the immediate needs of the resi-
dents,

– the project was connected to one’s place of residence or its immediate neighborhood,
– the project created new leisure opportunities,
– the project improved accessibility to urban spaces,



248 A. Szczepańska et al.

1 3

– the project met local community’s aspirations, enabled personal development or the 
pursuit of hobbies.

The analysis of the results of CB evaluations also revealed that CB projects are most 
often proposed by professionally active people aged 30–50 years. Therefore, the postulated 
problems and issues could largely reflect the needs of this social group, whereas young 
people and seniors could be underrepresented. Youths and seniors are least likely to submit 
CB proposals because the procedure requires at least basic knowledge of economics and 
law. The submitted projects must be well described and justified; they have to be consistent 
with formal requirements, local plans, programs and strategies. Every proposal must also 
include a cost estimate. These factors can prevent certain stakeholder groups from partici-
pating in the CB process.

The analysis of the CB process also revealed that the adopted rules and procedures dif-
fered across the examined cities. In the authors’ opinion, the CB process should be based 
on identical principles and requirements, including voting age (without restrictions and, in 
some cases, over 16), collection of signatures in petitions supporting a given project, esti-
mated budget for the implementation of specific project tasks with a division into city and 
district projects, the number of submitted projects, the number of voters, and a report on 
the progress made in a given project.

Community participation in the preparation of CB projects and voting is a good exam-
ple of civic engagement. Residents who join such projects express their willingness to par-
ticipate in the life of the city, make joint decisions and co-manage urban space. Participants 
value the opportunity to make decisions on issues that are important to the local commu-
nity, and to improve the quality of life in their neighborhoods. Participation in CB acti-
vates the local community and increases its engagement. It fosters a better understanding 
of local governments’ duties and obligations, and the mechanisms of local governance. In 
this regard, the concept of citizenship is not confined to social attitudes, but it also includes 
the policies and measures undertaken by the local government, including its willingness to 
enter into dialogue with the residents.

The results of the present study make a valuable contribution to international literature 
on civic engagement and voter turnout in CB in urban communities. The study identified 
the most pressing needs of urban residents, and it demonstrated that local communities’ 
needs and expectations are not influenced by a city’s size or rank, population structure, 
level of development, geographic location or history. The study revealed that city dwellers 
have similar priorities and expectations concerning public spaces.

In the future, a similar study could be conducted in smaller cities and towns to deter-
mine whether the local residents’ needs and expectations concerning public spaces are 
similar to those noted in large urban agglomerations. In the authors’ opinion, this line of 
inquiry is an interesting topic for future research.
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