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ABSTRACT The	paper	aims	to	analyze	the	“soft”	factors	of	local	development	and	to	understand	
the	nature	of	the	socio-economic	differences	between	municipalities	in	an	inner	periphery	
in	Bohemia.	The	partial	goals	are	to	explain	which	internal	conditions	are	conductive	to	the	
formation	of	these	ties	of	cooperation,	to	reveal	which	power	structures	are	involved	in	the	ties	
of	cooperation,	and	to	assess	the	direction	of	these	interactions.	The	conclusions	are	formulated	
and	discussed	in	relation	to	the	concept	of	institutional	thickness.	Our	research	confirmed	the	
key	differentiating	role	of	mayors	in	local	interactions	and	the	importance	of	administrative	
boundaries	–	especially	boundaries	of	self-government	regions.	These	boundaries	had	the	effect	
of	constraining	the	formation	of	formal	and	informal	relations	between	actors	in	territorial	
development.	The	research	also	provides	evidence	of	the	continued	existence	of	links	between	
municipalities	that	were	formed	during	the	communist	period.	The	data	come	from	the	author’s	
field	survey	among	the	mayors.

KEY WORDS institutional	thickness	–	inner	periphery	–	local	development	–	municipalities	–	
Czechia

KOMÁREK,	M.,	CHROMÝ,	P.	(2020):	The	institutional	thickness	of	an	inner	periphery	in	the	cross-
border	region	between	Central	Bohemia	and	Eastern	Bohemia.	Geografie,	125,	4,	423–446.
https://doi.org/10.37040/geografie2020125040423
Received	April	2020,	accepted	July	2020.

©	Česká	geografická	společnost,	z.	s.,	2020

mailto:marek.komarek@natur.cuni.cz
mailto:pavel.chromy@natur.cuni.cz
https://doi.org/10.37040/geografie2020125040423


424 GEOGRAFIE 125/4 (2020) / M. KOMÁREK, P. CHROMÝ

Introduction

Inequalities	naturally	arise	between	regions	in	the	course	of	their	development.	
The	 implication	 of	 this	 is	 that	 some	 areas	 are	more	 successful,	while	 others	
(problem	regions)	are	less	so	(Friedmann	1972;	Havlíček,	Chromý	2001;	Marada	
et.	al.	2006;	Vaishar	2006;	Hampl,	Dostál,	Drbohlav	2007;	Siwek	2012;	Kuhn	2015;	
Pociute-Sereikiene	2019).	With	deepening	European	integration,	such	‘problem	
regions’	very	quickly	came	to	include	regions	with	structural	problems	and	an	
ineffectively	structured	local	economy	inherited	from	the	era	of	central	planning	
(Dostál,	Hampl	2002)	and	peripheral	regions	located	on	the	national	border	(e.g.	
Chromý	2003;	Chromý,	Skála	2010).	However,	inner	peripheries,	which	are	usu-
ally	located	on	the	borders	between	administrative	units	within	the	country,	also	
fall	into	this	category	(Musil	1988;	Jančák	et.	al.	2006,	2008;	Musil,	Müller	2008;	
Jakešová,	Vaishar	2012).	According	to	Blažek	and	Uhlíř	(2011),	inequalities	and	the	
areas	that	then	come	to	be	identified	as	a	core	or	a	periphery	arise	as	the	result	
of	various	factors,	actors,	mechanisms,	and	other	conditions	of	regional	develop-
ment	(Blažek	2005;	Hampl	2007;	Hampl,	Blažek,	Žížalová	2008).	Different	places	
are	usually	situated	within	relatively	similar	‘external	frames’	of	development,	
and	differences	in	their	socio-economic	performance	are	thus	due	to	‘internal	
factors’	(this	means	not	just	natural	or	economic	resources,	but	also	the	increas-
ingly	significant	factor	of	socio-cultural	environment	–	i.e.	the	regional	‘milieu’).	
Concepts	that	consider	the	quality	of	a	particular	environment	solely	on	the	basis	
of	‘soft’	characteristics	associated	with	endogenous	resources,	manifested	as	the	
mobilisation	of	the	various	internal	resources	of	a	place,	are	currently	regarded	
as	the	primary	measure	of	a	region’s	competitiveness	in	a	globalised	world	(Blažek	
2012).	One	such	concept	is	the	concept	of	institutional	thickness	(Amin,	Thrift	
1994),	which	also	seeks	to	synthesise	the	whole	range	of	‘soft’	factors	that	exist	
(including	social	and	human	capital,	which	has	been	much	discussed	in	the	litera-
ture	in	recent	decades).	This	paper	uses	the	concept	of	institutional	thickness	as	its	
primary	explanatory	framework	(as	it	also	was	in	Komárek	2017)	for	understand-
ing	the	nature	of	social	and	economic	differences	between	municipalities	in	the	
area	of	an	inner	periphery.

Municipal	mayors	 undeniably	 play	 a	key	 role	 in	 the	 development	 of	 local	
peripheral	areas.	Since	the	demise	of	the	political	‘central-place	system’	of	mu-
nicipalities	following	the	collapse	of	the	communist	regime,	Czechia	has	been	left	
with	a	very	dense	network	of	municipal	authorities.	On	average	there	are	just	
several	dozen	inhabitants	per	rural	municipality	in	the	largely	disintegrated	Czech	
system	(Novák,	Netrdová	2011),	and	mayors	are	figures	that	serve	as	a	strongly	
differentiating	factor,	depending	on	their	skills	and	the	opportunities	and	the	
pool	of	contacts	they	create.	Bernard	et	al.	(2011),	for	example,	have	discussed	
how	mayors	can	have	an	effect	on	local	development.	Some	mayors	are	skilled	at	
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mobilising	and	making	things	happen	and	introducing	(local)	strategies	to	solve	
problems	and	they	thereby	become	leaders	(Sotarauta	2005).	In	addition	to	the	
presence	of	capable	actors,	another	factor	crucial	to	the	successful	development	
of	a	larger	region	is	that	there	is	strong	interaction	and	cooperation	between	these	
actors	–	on	the	individual	level	and	via	platforms	such	as	voluntary	associations	
of	municipalities,	local	action	groups	(LAG),	and	even	the	now	officially	defunct	
structures	that	were	formed	during	the	period	of	the	‘central-place	system’	of	
residential	settlements	(which	in	some	places	is	still	informally	utilised	to	organise	
meetings	among	mayors	and	oftentimes	to	address	local	problems).	It	is	good	for	
a	larger	region	to	establish	a	shared	awareness	and	a	positive	atmosphere	within	
that	region,	to	set	out	a	common	vision	and	similar	goals,	and	to	configure	their	
power	structures.	These	characteristics	are	the	basic	building	blocks	of	the	concept	
of	institutional	thickness	(Amin,	Thrift	1994).	Mayors	along	with	representatives	
of	local	associations	(who	are	however	often	dependent	on	municipal	funding)	are	
thus	unrivalled	among	the	actors	involved	in	development	in	terms	of	both	their	
density	and	the	even	pattern	of	their	spatial	distribution	across	Czech	rural	areas	
(Perlín,	Hupková	2010).	It	can	therefore	be	assumed	that	municipal	authorities	
and	mayors	are	key	institutions	in	the	creation	of	institutional	thickness	in	rural	
areas.

There	are	significant	differences	between	mayors	of	small	rural	municipalities.	
The	differences	in	the	way	local	self-governments	function	have	been	summarised,	
for	example,	in	Illner	(1992,	1996)	and	Bernard	et	al.	(2011).	The	smaller	the	size	
of	the	municipality,	the	greater	the	share	of	mayors	who	are	not	freed	up	from	
employment	in	order	to	devote	themselves	full	time	to	the	job	of	being	mayor,	and	
this,	particularly	for	reasons	of	time,	is	an	enormous	obstacle	in	the	path	to	forging	
ties	beyond	the	borders	of	the	municipality	and	therefore	also	to	the	development	
of	institutional	thickness.	These	‘part-time’	mayors	thus	usually	cannot	become	
local	leaders,	even	when	the	other	conditions	are	right	for	them	becoming	so.	In	
better	cases,	part-time	mayors	are	at	least	able	to	maintain	passive	inter-municipal	
ties	by	drawing	on	the	advice	(about	performing	their	function)	of	full-time	mayors	
in	surrounding	municipalities.	But	in	the	case	where	no	inter-municipal	relations	
are	maintained,	this	can	have	a	negative	effect	on	the	institutional	thickness	of	the	
wider	vicinity	and	can	put	other	potential	actors	in	local	development	at	a	disad-
vantage	with	respect	to	their	involvement	in	the	wider	community.	In	should	also	
be	noted	in	this	connection	that	inter-municipal	relations	are	much	more	difficult	
to	build	when	municipalities	are	located	in	direct	proximity	to	the	administrative	
borders	of	a	higher	administrative	unit	–	especially	the	self-government	regions	
(of	which	there	are	14	in	Czechia).	However,	a	similar	barrier	to	the	formation	of	
inter-municipal	ties	may	be	represented	by	the	administrative	border	of	what	
are	known	as	‘municipalities	with	extended	powers’	(of	which	there	are	206	in	
Czechia,	hereinafter	MEP)	or	by	the	administrative	border	of	the	district	covered	
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by	a	‘municipality	with	an	authorised	municipal	office’	(of	which	there	are	393	in	
the	Czechia,	hereinafter	AMO).	Administrative	borders	thus	play	an	important	
role	in	the	formation	of	inner	peripheries	(Burda	2016).

Our	analysis	of	the	territorial	relationships	that	actors	are	in	would	be	incom-
plete	if	we	were	to	ignore	the	differences	between	horizontal	and	vertical	interac-
tions	within	the	frame	of	social	networks.	Horizontal	networks	of	actors	denote	
first	of	all	a	relationship	of	reciprocity.	There	are	no	significant	power	disparities	
surrounding	their	formation,	and	this	makes	cooperation	between	individuals	
easier.	By	contrast,	vertical	networks	rest	on	a	slightly	weaker	level	of	coopera-
tion	but	cut	through	all	the	hierarchical	levels	of	a	society	(Putnam,	Leonardi,	
Nanetti	1993).	Horizontal	networks	of	actors	can	to	some	extent	be	equated	with	
the	bridging	and	bonding	types	of	social	capital,	wherein	the	bonding	form	of	
social	capital	is	not	as	beneficial	to	the	development	of	local	communities	as	the	
bridging	form	is	(Pileček,	Jančák	2010).	Vertical	networks,	which	can	to	some	
extent	be	equated	with	the	bonding	form	of	social	capital	(Woolcock	2001),	can	
be	employed	to	obtain	key	information	or,	for	example,	the	material	resources	
that	municipalities	essentially	need	(Jančák	2001).	It	is	therefore	desirable	for	
actors	to	be	involved	in	horizontally	formed	communities	of	local	actors,	which	
are	rendered	more	efficient	through	relations	of	trust	(Raco	1998),	and	in	activities	
organised	on	higher	hierarchical	levels	of	society.

The	main	aim	of	this	paper	is	to	understand	the	nature	of	socio-economic	dif-
ferences	between	municipalities	in	the	region	of	the	inner	periphery.	Hence,	the	
paper	firstly	discusses	the	issue	of	‘soft’	development	factors,	then	presents	in	
detail	the	neglected	concept	of	institutional	thickness,	which	is	used	for	a	partial	
evaluation	of	interactions	and	within	which	the	conclusions	are	formulated	and	
discussed.

A	careful	analysis	of	our	interviews	with	mayors,	who	are	key	actors	in	local	de-
velopment,	allowed	us	to	find	answers	to	research	questions	that	we	grouped	into	
three	sub-goals.	The	first	partial	goal	is	(1)	to	explain	what	internal	conditions	are	
conducive	to	the	formation	of	these	ties	of	cooperation.	So,	it	is	necessary	to	first	
classify	actors	(mayors)	according	to	their	possibilities	to	influence	local	events,	
identify	their	cooperation	with	each	other	within	the	region	(or	the	barriers	to	this	
cooperation	e.g.	administrative	boundaries)	and	ask	whether	they	form	networks,	
not	just	of	formal	contacts	but	also	of	informal	ones,	which	are	important	for	local	
development.	An	analysis	of	the	interviews	we	conducted	with	mayors	can	provide	
some	idea	of	the	degree	of	institutional	thickness	in	the	studied	region.	A	key	
component	of	the	concept	of	institutional	thickness	is	what	power	structures	are	
involved	in	the	ties	of	cooperation	that	this	article	is	focusing	on	(2).	Thus,	is	it	
possible	within	the	region	studied	here	to	find	municipalities	that	cooperate	on	
a	partnership	basis	(i.e.	as	equal	partners),	or,	conversely,	within	the	frame	of	
differentiation	on	the	local	level	do	we	see	rather	cooperation	occurring	between	
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a	clearly	identified	core	and	its	periphery?	Are	there	natural	leaders	in	the	region?	
The	third	and	final	partial	goal	(3)	entails	an	assessment	of	the	direction	of	the	in-
teractions.	The	following	questions	will	be	addressed.	Are	the	interactions	within	
the	studied	region	primarily	horizontal	or	are	they	vertical?	And	are	the	power	
structures	in	any	way	connected	to	the	prevailing	direction	of	interactions?	Last	
but	not	least,	another	partial	goal	is	to	contribute	to	the	theoretical	discussion	on	
the	concept	of	institutional	thickness.

The ‘soft’ factors of research on the development of inner peripheries

Peripheral	areas	have	traditionally	been	defined	by	their	unchanging	character-
istics	over	time.	However,	according	to	Chromý	(2003),	a	very	important	role	
in	this	definition	is	played	by	a	place’s	relative	position,	as	the	core–periphery	
continuum	is	closely	connected	to	the	urban–rural	continuum	(Perlín,	Kučerová,	
Kučera	2010).	Given	the	interconnectedness	of	the	system	it	is	impossible	to	study	
a	periphery	in	isolation	and	it	must	always	be	examined	in	relation	to	its	corre-
sponding	core	in	the	core–periphery	relationship	(Havlíček,	Chromý	2001;	Jančák	
et	al.	2006,	2008;	Pileček	2013).	It	is	also	always	necessary	to	discuss	the	scale	on	
which	we	are	defining	and	studying	a	periphery.	What	on	the	global	or	national	
level	is	a	peripheral	area	may	on	the	local	level	be	a	heterogeneous	nodal	region.	
Pileček	(2013)	also	warns	against	creating	a	polarity	out	of	the	core–periphery	
concept,	as	there	is	some	degree	of	peripherality	to	every	area	or	region.	Given	
the	large	number	of	indicators	applied	in	studies	of	peripheral	areas,	the	different	
methodologies	they	use,	and	their	varied	complexity,	there	are	many	and	varied	
conceptualisations	of	research	on	peripheries,	all	of	which	are	marked	by	some	
degree	of	subjectivity	(Pileček,	Jančák	2011).

According	to	Blažek	(2012),	institutional	approaches	to	the	study	of	regional	
development	take	a	region’s	competitiveness	as	the	chief	desirable	aspect	of	de-
velopment.	In	research	on	competitiveness,	‘soft	(hard	to	quantify)	factors’	have	
gradually	gained	primacy,	and	this	is	due,	among	other	things,	to	development	
coming	to	be	ever	more	widely	understood	not	solely	in	economic	terms	but	also	
in	a	sense	that	considers	the	socio-cultural	aspects	of	development.	According	
to	Blažek,	the	lower	level	of	spatial	(geographic)	scale,	the	greater	the	effect	and	
explanatory	power	of	these	(soft)	factors,	which	means	that	their	use	in	research	
on	the	local	level	is	fully	justified.	It	is	thus	on	the	local	level	that	the	role	of	the	
actors	in	local	development	is	differentiated	most	(especially	those	actors	found	
with	greatest	density	in	the	studied	region	–	namely,	mayors).

Human	and	social	capital	can	also	be	counted	among	‘soft	factors’.	Yet,	the	na-
ture	of	social	capital	and	its	significance	for	local	development	are	questions	that	
have	yet	to	be	resolved.	In	Czechia	the	regional	distribution	and	developmental	
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potential	of	social	capital	have	been	studied	by	sociologists	(Stachová,	Bernard,	
Čermák	2009;	Majerová,	Kostelecký,	Sýkora	et	al.	2011;	Bernard	2011)	and	social	
geographers	(Sýkora,	Matoušek	2009;	Jančák	et	al.	2008,	2010;	Pileček,	Jančák	
2011;	Pileček,	Chromý,	Jančák	2013;	Marada	et	al.	2019).	However,	the	most	atten-
tion	has	been	devoted	to	micro-regional	research	into	the	complex	endogenous	
developmental	potential	of	peripheral	areas	(Chromý,	Skála	2010).	In	a	meth-
odological	perspective,	most	of	this	research	has	come	in	the	form	of	qualitative	
and	primarily	descriptive	surveys	(Jančák	2001;	Stockmann	2005;	Vajdová	2008;	
Abramuszkinová	Pavlíková,	Kučerová,	Šmídová	2008).	Adding	to	this,	Hampl,	
Dostál,	Drbohlav	(2007)	have	found	that	the	relative	significance	of	social	and	
human	capital	is	directly	proportional	to	the	developmental	potential	of	the	ob-
served	locality.	And	the	same	proportional	relationship	applies	with	respect	to	
the	significance	of	all	endogenous	factors	(other	forms	of	capital	–	e.g.	cultural	
capital	–	regional	identity,	etc.).

Sotarauta	(2005)	has	focused	his	research	on	another	‘soft’	factor,	namely	lead-
ership,	and	he	has	written	about	the	need	to	mobilise	activity	and	then	to	sustain	
that	mobilisation.	As	any	problem	grows	more	complex	and	thus	the	chances	of	
actors	reaching	an	agreement	decreases,	the	importance	of	leadership	grows.	
A	leader	can,	with	the	right	strategy,	bring	about	successful	outcomes.	Sotarauta	
also	places	importance	on	the	development	of	key	attributes	in	leaders	in	accord-
ance	with	the	competences	that	they	have	been	both	officially	and	unofficially	
assigned.	On	a	more	general	level,	Cannarella	and	Piccioni	(2008)	highlight	the	
importance	of	local	actors’	involvement,	and	they	classify	networks	as	formal	
(formed	on	the	basis	of	official	agreements	and	with	clearly	defined	roles	and	
responsibilities)	and	–	for	the	purpose	of	development	the	more	important	–	in-
formal	(based	on	mutual	understanding	with	no	concern	for	any	formal	struc-
ture	to	them).	Depending	on	the	degree	of	dominance	in	the	network,	the	same	
authors	then	distinguish	between	networks	with	a	vertical,	hierarchical	order	
(where	there	is	one	dominant	actor	–	or	several	dominant	actors	–	responsible	
for	the	reproduction	of	relationships)	and	a	horizontal	order	(none	of	the	actors	
is	superior	of	any	of	the	others).	Cannarella	and	Piccioni	(2008)	regard	the	exist-
ence	of	a	stable	territorial	network	of	local	actors	as	an	essential	precondition	if	
a	positive	cooperative	environment	is	to	emerge	out	of	ties	that	originally	were	
primarily	competitive.	If	the	actors	are	not	integrated	into	and	part	of	a	network,	
their	actions	are	governed	by	improvisation	and	occur	in	isolation,	and	there	are	
clearly	discernible	limits	of	their	individual	initiatives.	Beugelsdijk	and	Van	Schaik	
(2005),	in	their	paper,	also	set	horizontal	cooperation	above	hierarchical	arrange-
ments	marked	by	power	differences.	However,	hierarchical	arrangements	may	be	
effective	and	fruitfull	in	cases	where	the	actors	accept	their	superior	and	subordi-
nate	roles	and	are	in	pursuit	of	a	common	goal.	The	denser	these	networks	are,	and	
in	which	there	is	then	also	an	added	level	of	trust,	the	more	the	level	of	insecurity	
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in	them	diminishes,	and	the	more	opportunities	that	open	up	for	mutual	learn-
ing	and	for	sharing	information	(Fromhold-Eisebith	2004).	Putnam,	Leonardi,	
Nanetti	(1993)	have	also	written	about	societies	being	more	effective	when	they	
have	complex	horizontal	networks	of	social	relations.	In	terms	of	methodology,	
Beugelsdijk	and	Van	Schaik	(2005)	favour	the	use	of	open	or	semi-structured	
interviews	and	a	subjective	(individual)	approach	to	study	of	‘soft’	factors.

Institutional thickness as a framework for research on the ‘soft’ factors 
of local development

As	indicated	above,	the	results	of	the	research	are	interpreted	in	the	light	of	a	con-
cept	that	has	remained	almost	unused	in	Czech	research,	which	is	the	concept	of	
institutional	thickness	put	forth	by	Amin	and	Thrift	(1994).	The	sole	introduction	
to	the	concept	in	Czech	scholarly	literature	to	date	is	in	Blažek	and	Uhlíř	(2011),	
and	it	was	applied	in	a	study	by	Hlaváček	(2010).

Amin	and	Thrift	(1994)	were	interested	in	the	basic	question	of	whether	it	is	
possible	in	the	modern-day	globalised	world	for	different	localities	to	be	competi-
tive	or	to	at	least	be	distinct	from	others	in	terms	of	their	focus	or	some	specialisa-
tion	based	on	the	way	they	organise	their	administration	and	the	institutions	they	
create.	Amin	and	Thrift	defined	institutional	thickness	on	the	basis	of	four	non-
economic	factors.	The	first	is	(1)	the	presence	of	institutions	(organisations	–	e.g.	
municipal	authorities)	in	a	region,	along	with	(2)	strong	interactive	ties	between	
representatives	of	these	institutions	(i.e.	mayors;	this	includes	standard	formal	
and	informal	contacts,	the	exchange	of	information,	and	the	formation	of	norms	
and	habits).	The	third	unquantifiable	factor	is	(3)	a	mutual	awareness	among	all	
actors	involved,	wherein	they	all	both	contribute	to	development	but	are	often	also	
dependent	on	the	community	as	a	whole.	The	fourth	factor	is	that	of	(4)	power	
structures,	which	should	be	set	up	in	a	region	in	such	a	way	as	to	minimise	sec-
tarianism	and	support	organisation.	With	respect	to	the	third	factor	especially	
development	can	be	made	to	occur	more	quickly	and	effectively	by	‘relations	of	
trust’,	as	they	have	been	discussed	by	Raco	(1998,	p.	978).

Amin	and	Thrift	 (1994)	did	not	view	 the	 link	between	 institutional	 thick-
ness	and	regional	development	as	a	causal	one,	but	rather	as	one	that	depends	
on	many	other	variables	and	opportunities.	Despite	the	relatively	robust	list	of	
critical	comments	that	have	been	directed	at	this	concept	(e.g.	Henry	and	Pinch	
2001;	Rodríguez-Pose	2013;	Zukauskaite,	Trippl,	Plechero	2017),	there	has	yet	to	
emerge	a	paper	refuting	the	basic	tenets	of	the	concept	of	institutional	thickness.	
In	almost	every	case	so	far,	conclusions	have	been	formulated	on	the	basis	of	case	
studies	(e.g.	Hudson	1994;	Wood,	Valler	2004).	Despite	its	shortcomings	(e.g.	no	
clear	specification	of	the	critical	size	of	the	region,	and	the	concept’s	inadequate	
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distinction	 of	 scale	 levels),	 the	 concept	 of	 institutional	 thickness	 can	 serve	
as	a	solid	framework	(especially	a	theoretical	one)	for	contemporary	research.	
And	despite	its	undeniable	potential,	the	concept	of	institutional	thickness	is	
discussed	very	little	today,	not	just	in	Czech	scholarship	but	in	research	more	
generally.

The research design and data

The	research	was	conducted	on	the	territory	of	two	self-government	regions	(kraj),	
which	was	then	further	delineated	according	to	lower-level	units	of	state	adminis-
tration	and	local	self-government	situated	within	the	cross-border	region	between	
Central	Bohemia	and	Eastern	Bohemia,	an	economically	underdeveloped	area	that	
is	almost	exactly	consistent	with	the	definition	of	inner	peripheries	provided	
by	Musil	(1988)	and	Musil	and	Müller	(2008).	Unlike	the	vast	majority	of	outer	
(border)	peripheries,	which	were	impacted	by	the	post-World	War	II	expulsion	
of	the	German	population	and	subsequent	resettlement	with	new	inhabitants	
(Kučera,	Chromý	2012;	Kučera,	Kučerová	2012;	Šerý	2014;	Šerý,	Šimáček	2013),	
this	is	an	area	that	has	enjoyed	continuity	in	its	development.	Here,	as	across	all	
of	Czechia,	it	is	possible	to	feel	the	effects	of	the	political	‘central-place’	system	of	
residential	settlements	set	up	in	the	state-socialist	period.	After	it	collapsed	in	the	
1990s,	numerous	independent	municipalities	(with	small	populations)	emerged,	
and	they	voluntarily	forged	associational	ties	with	each	other	and	established	
various	micro-regional	groups	that	play	an	important	role	in	facilitating	informal	
communication	between	mayors.	Since	2004	(and	Czechia’s	accession	to	the	EU)	
many	municipalities	have	also	been	part	of	LAG	(Havlíček	et	al.	2008;	Semian,	
Chromý,	Kučera	2016).

According	to	the	‘rural	area’	typology	developed	by	Perlín,	Kučerová	and	Kučera	
(2010),	the	region	selected	for	study	can	be	described	as	an	economically	weak,	
non-developing	rural	area	with	a	high	level	of	social	control.	For	a	more	detailed	
picture,	the	analysis	divided	the	region	up	into	the	administrative	districts	(AD)	
of	the	five	municipalities	in	the	region	that	are	‘municipalities	with	the	an	author-
ised	municipal	office’	(hereinafter	AMO),	namely	Městec	Králové,	Hořice,	Nový	
Bydžov,	Kopidlno,	and	Jičín.	The	northern	part	of	the	Jičín	AMO	overlaps	with	the	
Protected	Landscape	Area	of	Bohemian	Paradise	(CHKO	Český	ráj),	and	because	of	
the	distinct	nature	of	this	area	and	its	better	opportunities	for	promoting	tourism	
(Chromý,	Semian,	Kučera	2014;	Kučera,	Kučerová	Kuldová,	Chromý	2008),	it	was	
eliminated	from	the	research.	The	research	also	excluded	the	municipalities	that	
are	the	actual	seat	of	the	‘authorised	municipal	office’	(of	which	there	are	393	in	
the	Czechia,	5	of	them	in	the	studied	region),	in	part	because	of	the	distinct	posi-
tion	they	occupy	in	the	hierarchy	of	settlements	and	territorial	administration,	
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and	also	because	it	was	possible	to	observe	that	in	many	cases	other	municipalities’	
relations	tended	(partly	due	to	the	historical	influence	of	the	political	‘central-
place	system’	of	settlement)	to	be	orientated	in	the	direction	of	these	AMO’s,	so	
their	significance	was	to	a	sufficient	degree	manifested	indirectly.

The	studied	region	thus	encompassed	a	total	of	113	municipalities.	In	38	of	them	
semi-structured	interviews	were	conducted	with	the	mayors	from	municipalities	
which	do	not	have	extended	state-administrative	powers.	That	covers	more	than	
one-third	of	the	studied	region.	The	17	introductory	interviews	were	conducted	
in	November	2016	(in	each	case	after	having	received	a	written	response	from	the	
mayors	to	a	mass	request	for	interviews	that	had	been	sent	out),	and	owing	to	the	
small	number	of	interviews	conducted	in	the	first	round	of	interviewing,	a	second	
round	of	interviews	was	carried	out	in	January	2017	(conducted	by	telephone	with	
randomly	selected	mayors	in	order	to	obtain	at	least	a	30%	sample	of	respondents	
on	the	territory	of	each	AMO	AD).	One	pleasant	surprise	was	the	low	rate	of	refus-
als	to	the	request	for	an	interview,	with	only	two	mayors	excusing	themselves	
for	the	reason	of	a	lack	of	time.	This	significantly	reinforced	the	validity	of	the	
research	results.	

In	order	to	fulfil	the	research	goals	outlined	above,	it	was	necessary	to	obtain	
a	sample	of	respondents	in	the	studied	region	that	would	be	representative	in	
terms	of	the	municipalities’	spatial	distribution	and	population	size	(see	Table	1).	
First,	Moran’s	I	was	used	to	assess	the	spatial	concentration	of	the	agreed	inter-
views	and	rule	out	spatial	autocorrelation	(Spurná	2008).	Based	on	the	results	of	
this	measure,	it	was	possible	at	a	99%	confidence	level	to	reject	the	null	hypothesis	
that	the	spatial	distribution	of	the	interviews	carried	out	was	random	and	accept	
the	alternative	hypothesis	that	the	interviews	carried	out	were	evenly	distributed	
across	the	studied	region.	An	even	pattern	of	spatial	distribution	is	much	better	
for	the	validity	of	the	results	because	it	captures	aspects	of	institutional	thick-
ness	across	the	entire	studied	region.	In	order	to	confirm	there	was	no	spatial	
clustering	of	the	municipalities	in	which	no	interviews	were	carried	out,	local	G	
statistics	were	calculated	(Spurná	2008).	With	a	95%	confidence	level,	this	step	
uncovered	just	three	places	that	had	a	higher	frequency	of	interviews	conducted,	
and	this	was	largely	due	to	the	location	of	these	municipalities	along	the	border	
of	the	studied	region	and	to	the	shape	and	large	area	of	the	cadastral	territories	
of	these	municipalities.	However,	the	higher	frequency	of	interviews	carried	out	
did	not	pose	a	complication	for	interpreting	the	results	–	unlike,	for	example,	the	
existence	of	a	statistically	significant	concentration	of	municipalities	in	which	no	
interviews	were	conducted	would	have.	However,	if	the	higher	rate	of	interviews	
had	been	caused,	for	example,	by	the	absolute	frequency	of	relations,	it	would	
have	been	necessary	to	consider	modifying	the	absolute	values	in	these	identi-
fied	places,	or	at	least	to	more	sensitively	interpret	the	respondents’	statements.	
Representativeness	was	also	required	with	respect	to	the	population	size	of	the	
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Table 1 – Individual interview respondents (mayors) and basic information about their municipalities

Municipality Authorised 
municipal 
office

Municipal 
population 
size (2011)

Age 
of the 
mayor 
(2017)

Sex 
of the 
mayor

Full-time 
(FT) / 

Part-time 
(PT) 
mayor

Number of 
terms in office as 
mayor (current 
term included)

Boháňka Hořice 229 42 male PT 2
Červená Třemešná 151 49 male PT 1
Dobrá Voda 572 55 female FT 4
Jeřice 388 55 male PT 1
Miletín 895 44 male FT 3
Milovice u Hořic 309 69 male PT 2
Ostroměř 1,381 68 male FT 1
Sukorady 212 54 male PT 3
Vřesník 87 51 male PT 3

Češov Jičín 209 40 male PT 1
Konecchlumí 379 35 male PT 1
Kostelec 38 42 male PT 4
Kovač 128 44 male PT 2
Ohaveč 83 41 female PT 1
Slatiny 537 46 male PT 1
Střevač 283 54 female FT 1
Tuř 170 43 male PT 3
Úlibice 284 53 male PT 1
Vysoké Veselí 876 59 male FT 6

Cholenice Kopidlno 230 44 female PT 2
Rokytňany 114 66 female PT 1
Staré Hrady 190 51 male PT 2
Údrnice 281 44 male PT 2
Zelenecká Lhota 159 47 female PT 4

Dobšice nad Cidlinou Městec 
Králové

236 48 male PT 2
Dymokury 873 56 female FT 1
Hradčany 253 43 male PT 1
Kněžice 494 54 male FT 4
Podmoky 201 68 male PT 1
Sloveč 515 52 male PT 1

Barchov Nový 
Bydžov

312 61 male PT 7
Kobylice 271 42 male PT 1
Lužec nad Cidlinou 489 31 male PT 2
Měník 608 53 female PT 1
Myštěves 181 63 male PT 5
Nepolisy 962 32 male FT 2
Skřivany 1,061 37 female FT 1
Smidary 1,555 58 female FT 3

Source: Czech Population and Housing Census 2011, Volby.cz
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municipality	the	respondent	represented,	and	it	was	measured	and	confirmed	
using	a	paired	Wilcoxon	test.

In	conformity	with	the	aim	of	this	study,	the	structure	of	the	interview	was	
formulated	as	follows	(see	Table	2).	The	interview	structure	outlined	above	chiefly	
served	as	just	the	basic	frame	for	the	more	in-depth	interviews	which	often	(in	
exactly	one-half	of	 the	cases)	continued	for	more	 than	an	hour.	The	shortest	
interview	 lasted	approximately	one-quarter	of	an	hour.	The	 interviews	were	
audio-recorded	in	full,	except	for	one,	which	was	recorded	in	writing.	Based	on	
the	interviews	a	table	was	created,	with	38	columns	and	121	rows	that	contains	
more	than	4,500	items	of	information.	Each	column	presents	the	data	obtained	
from	the	mayor	of	a	municipality	and	the	rows	provide	information	on	the	indi-
vidual	characteristics	that	were	surveyed	in	the	interview.	The	data	were	drawn	
directly	from	this	table	to	create	specific	outcomes.	The	standardised	responses	
given	in	the	table	are	accompanied	by	several	dozen	additional	uncategorised	
comments	that	respondents	made	and	that	are	cited	below	in	direct	quotes	or	are	
paraphrased.	All	evaluations	(of	the	subjects’	activities)	and	the	activity	of	mayors	
on	supra-municipal	levels	were	recoded	on	a	numerical	scale	running	from	1	(the	
best/the	highest)	to	5	(the	worst/the	lowest).	The	table	and	the	complete	database	
produced	by	this	research	are	resources	whose	information	value	is	greater	than	
the	goals	of	this	paper.	The	next	section	presents	individual	data	in	the	form	in	
which	they	were	analysed.	First,	it	looks	at	the	division	of	actors	(mayors)	into	
six	basic	groups.	It	then	focuses	on	the	cooperation	between	actors	in	the	studied	
region	and	identifies	local	leaders.	Finally,	it	offers	an	analysis	of	the	institutional	
thickness	of	the	studied	region.

Table 2 – The questions posed in the interviews with respondents

Have you formed any contacts through your work in public office? Do you make use of them? Do you maintain 
these contacts in the long term? If you do, can you mention one example of you making repeated use of a contact? 

Are you currently cooperating with anyone outside your municipality? When and how did you establish this contact 
(or someone else established it with you)? With whom? What is the nature of these contacts?

How much time do you find left to engage in cooperation with actors in other municipalities for the purpose of 
resolving urgent internal affairs in the municipality?

Whom do you put trust in/rely on for work purpose? Do you know of anyone who puts their trust in/relies on you? 
Why and on what matters? How much?

Do you actively communicate with higher administrative units? Who initiates the communication? How frequently 
does it occur? Are these balanced or one-sided discussions?

Does anyone in your vicinity naturally have a greater say in matters? Who? Why?

Do members of the municipal council support your views? Do they have confidence in your abilities?

Source: Author’s field survey (November 2016 – January 2017)
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The different roles, possibilities, and individual abilities of mayors 
across municipalities

In	the	municipalities	with	the	smallest	populations,	mayors	are	not	free	to	perform	
the	office	of	mayor	full	time,	and	they	usually	have	a	full-time	job	as	well	as	being	
mayor	(see	Fig.	1).	Given	the	‘bureaucratic	workload’	and	‘frequent	paperwork’	
some	of	them	explicitly	referred	to,	these	mayors	have	almost	no	time	for	activi-
ties	on	the	supra-municipal	level.	Part-time	mayors	who	also	run	a	business	or	
have	flexible	or	reduced	working	hours	are	only	slightly	better	off	in	this	respect.	
However,	even	they	do	not	go	about	initiating	more	intermunicipal	ties	than	are	
absolutely	necessary	(i.e.	they	tend	to	maintain	formal	ties).	In	one	municipality,	
the	council	went	so	far	as	to	conclude	that	‘only	a	senior	citizen	would	be	able	to	be	
mayor,	because	only	they	have	enough	time	and	they	don’t	cost	anything’.	But	even	
having	a	senior	citizen	as	a	part-time	mayor	did	not	prove	to	be	the	ideal	choice	
in	order	to	get	the	municipality	involved	in	activities	on	the	supra-municipal	or	
inter-municipal	levels.	In	some	places,	these	part-time	mayors	know	nothing,	for	
example,	about	the	real	purpose	of	LAG	and	other	entities	working	to	improve	
rural	development.

Among	municipalities	with	larger	populations	(generally	those	with	more	than	
500	inhabitants)	the	percentage	of	mayors	who	perform	their	function	full	time	is	
larger.	The	more	passive	of	the	full-time	mayors	often	mentioned	the	opportunities	
they’d	had	to	take	part	in	meetings	on	the	supra-municipal	level,	but	on	these	oc-
casions	they	had	usually	only	made	a	small	number	of	formal	or	informal	contacts	
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Fig. 1 – Differentiation of mayors in studied region according to their activity, employment and the 
average number of hours per week they may devote to real development (n = 38). Source: Author’s 
field survey (November 2016 – January 2017).
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that	they	made	rare	use	of	for	the	purpose	of	the	municipality’s	operations.	Active	
full-time	mayors,	however,	participate	in	local	projects	not	only	in	their	function	
as	mayor,	but	often	also	do	so	in	a	managerial	role	in	a	LAG	or	in	some	other	local	
or	regional	group	(some	voluntary	associations	of	municipalities	–	e.g.	Rozhraní	
(AMO	Kopidlno)	–	have	even	become	the	seat	of	a	newly	emerged	LAG).	Many	
mayors	have	in	the	past	managed	to	get	their	municipality,	even	if	it	had	just	
a	relatively	small	population,	made	the	seat	of	a	LAG.	Mayors	in	this	category	are	
highly	productive	at	work	and	they	account	for	approximately	one-tenth	of	the	
mayors	in	the	studied	region.

The variety and conditions of cooperation between actors

How	mayors	operate	with	their	municipality	links	fluidly	to	how	they	act	within	
the	framework	of	the	local	community.	Therefore,	one	of	the	sub-goals	of	the	
study	was	to	identify	cooperation	between	mayors	and	explain	the	conditions	on	
which	the	formation	of	these	ties	of	cooperation	is	based	in	the	studied	region.	
As	well	as	the	specific	ties	of	cooperation	that	the	mayors	themselves	mentioned,	
the	map	created	as	the	outcome	of	the	analysis	(Fig.	2)	also	captures	the	differ-
ence	between	ties	of	cooperation	on	the	individual	level	and	broader	cooperation	
between	whole	municipalities	(cooperation	that	includes	other	members	of	the	
municipal	councils	or	potentially	even	other	actors,	which	was	learned	about	
indirectly	from	the	interviews	with	the	mayors),	and	it	captures	the	differences	
between	formal	and	informal	types	of	cooperation	and	the	vertical	or	horizontal	
direction	of	interactions	between	actors	in	local	development.	A	significant	find-
ing	is	the	confirmation	of	substantial	spatial	heterogeneity,	the	factors	behind	
which	are	the	above-noted	internal	differentiation	of	the	sample	of	mayors	and	
historical	development	(where	to	date	the	political	‘central-place	system’	of	set-
tlement	still	exists).	Except	for	two	mayors	who	were	very	passive	in	establishing	
contacts,	the	other	mayors	differed	from	each	other	according	to	whether	their	ties	
of	cooperation	operated	more	on	a	personal	basis	or	whether	additional	municipal	
councillors	or	other	actors	were	also	involved	in	intermunicipal	cooperation.	An	
interesting	situation	was	observed	within	the	AD	of	the	Kopidlno	MEP,	which	
slightly	extends	into	the	territory	of	the	AD	of	the	Jičín	MEP.	According	to	the	
respondents,	most	of	the	municipal	cooperation	in	the	Kopidlno	AD	occurred	on	
the	individual,	inter-personal	level.	To	understand	why	this	form	of	cooperation	
advanced	more	in	this	AD	it	is	enough	to	know	about	the	existence	of	the	associa-
tion	of	municipalities	Rozhraní,	a	voluntary	and	now	defunct	association,	within	
the	frame	of	which,	the	mayors	stated,	there	were	frequent	informal	interactions,	
but	these	only	contributed	to	a	small	degree	to	the	development	of	more	intensive	
(i.e.	broadly	based)	cooperation.
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An	important	role	in	regional	development	is	also	played	by	how	formal	or	in-
formal	the	ties	or	relations	are.	Formal	relations	(e.g.	the	coordinating	of	activities	
within	the	catchment	area	of	a	primary	school)	often	involve	vertical	interactions,	
while	informal	relations	(e.g.	cultural	events	organised	by	several	municipalities	
and	with	the	involvement	of	municipal	councillors	that	are	open	to	the	public)	
in	many	cases	are	horizontally	structured	and	based	on	partnerships.	A	prime	
example	of	horizontal	cooperation	between	partners	is	represented	by	a	group	of	
municipalities	in	the	south	and	the	east	of	the	AD	of	the	Nový	Bydžov	MEP	that	
also	cooperate	with	municipalities	in	the	Chlumec	AD	(see	Figure	2;	the	areas	
marked	in	green	dominated	by	horizontal	and	informal	cooperation).	It	is	this	
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ability	of	actors	(mayors)	to	together	form	an	informal	higher-level	cooperative	
alliance	that	helps	to	sustain	a	high	level	of	activity.

The	opposite	form	of	relations	between	municipalities,	i.e.	a	vertical	structure	
of	relations	of	a	more	formal	nature,	can	be	observed	in	the	southeast	of	the	Hořice	
AD.	Clear	evidence	that	ties	formed	through	the	political	‘central-place	system’	of	
municipalities	during	the	state-socialist	period	have	survived	into	the	present	
day	is	the	superordinate	position	that	Miletín	occupies	in	relations	between	the	
mayors,	and	this	was	confirmed	in	interviews	with	the	mayors	of	surrounding	mu-
nicipalities.	On	the	lowest	scale	level,	this	could	be	described	as	a	core–periphery	
relationship.	A	similar	dichotomy	but	with	a	far	smaller	periphery	was	identified	
around	Dětenice,	a	municipality	that	has	ties	of	cooperation	to	several	municipali-
ties	within	the	AD	of	Kopidlno	MEP	but	in	them	occupies	a	superordinate	position,	
and	its	importance	for	local	development	overshadows	even	that	of	the	Kopidlno	
MEP	itself.	A	weaker	polarity	can	also	be	observed	in	the	periphery	of	Dobrá	Voda	
u	Hořic	municipality,	but	unlike	the	situation	around	Miletín,	the	central	posi-
tion	Dobrá	Voda	u	Hořic	municipality	occupies	is	accompanied	by	the	existence	of	
informal	ties	of	cooperation	between	municipalities	in	its	periphery.	The	last	area	
where	predominantly	vertical	interactions	can	be	observed	is	in	a	little	region	with	
two	cores	that	is	located	in	the	northeast	part	of	the	Městec	Králové	AD	and	where	
the	Městec	Králové	municipality	and	the	Kněžice	municipality	are	both	in	a	su-
perordinate	position.	The	importance	of	Kněžice	is	moreover	heightened	by	the	
fact	that	it	is	the	seat	of	a	LAG.	The	reason	that	relations	within	the	Městec	Králové	
AD	have	formed	along	vertical	lines,	in	the	opinion	of	more	than	one	mayor	in	
this	AD,	is	because	this	AD	is	also	where	the	border	of	the	self-government	region	
is	located	and,	according	to	three	local	mayors,	there	are	almost	no	ties	that	run	
across	this	border.	But	it	is	also	because	there	are	strong	mayors	in	office	in	both	
Městec	Králové	municipality	and	Kněžice	municipality.	They	are	both	located	in	
the	peripheral	part	of	the	Central	Bohemia	self-government	Region,	where	there	
are	limited	opportunities	for	cooperation	with	municipalities	or	actors	around	
them,	that	is,	on	the	other	side	of	the	region’s	border,	because	they	belong	to	dif-
ferent	self-government	regions.	

The	municipality	of	Dymokury	in	the	northwest	part	of	the	Městec	Králové	AD	
is	geographically	in	a	better	position	than	the	municipalities	of	Městec	Králové	
and	Kněžice	(it	does	not	 lie	 in	close	proximity	to	the	border	of	a	higher-level	
administrative	unit).	Given	the	possibilities	it	thus	has	for	cooperating	with	the	
neighbouring	municipalities	 around	 it,	 the	majority	 of	 these	municipalities	
have	formed	horizontal	 ties	with	each	other.	 It	 is	 important	to	add,	however,	
that	the	strong	ties	of	cooperation	that	exist	between	municipalities	Dymokury	
and	Křinec	(population	size	approx.	1,300)	and	between	municipalities	Dymokury	
and	Rožďalovice	(population	size	approx.	1,600),	though	horizontal,	depend	more	
on	the	more	largely	populated	municipalities	which	have	full-time	mayors	who	
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are	able	to	devote	more	time	to	their	function.	Like	in	the	area	to	the	northeast	
of	the	Městec	Králové	AD,	in	the	Kopidlno	AD	on	the	very	edge	of	the	Hradec	
Králové	self-government	Region,	there	are	again	voices	that	point	to	the	difficulty	
of	forming	contacts	across	the	border	of	a	self-government	region.(more	about	
it	e.g.	Burda	2016).

Surprisingly,	even	the	MEP	do	not	sufficiently	participate	in	local	cooperation	
(these	are	higher-level	administrative	units	with	more	staff).	This	is	due	to	their	
official	status	as	the	seat	of	a	higher-level	unit	of	administration,	and	external	
communication	thus	proceeds	through	special	officials	rather	than	through	the	
mayor	and	council.	Informal	cooperation	is	assumed	to	exist	on	a	higher	level	in	
the	administrative	hierarchy	(between	the	AMO	and	MEP	themselves),	which	
could	be	ascertained	in	follow-up	research.	In	the	words	of	the	mayor	of	the	closest	
periphery	of	Jičín	municipality,	‘Jičín	focuses	primarily	on	the	administration	
of	its	territory,	the	counsel	we	receive	from	it	is	the	most	important	for	us,	but	
we	receive	it	at	the	office	of	the	municipal	authorities	or	indirectly,	not	from	its	
council	or	its	mayor’.	From	the	relationship	thus	implied	that	exists	with	the	larg-
est	town	within	an	AD	it	is	possible	to	infer	that	most	mayors	regard	assistance	
from	larger	towns	as	a	very	vertical	relationship	(and	also,	e.g.,	as	‘news	from	the	
centre’).	By	contrast,	Kopidlno	MEP	and	Městec	Králové	MEP	are	both	engaged	
in	intermunicipal	cooperation.	Kopidlno	MEP	is	a	regular	member	of	the	former	
association	of	municipalities	Rozhraní,	whose	members	collectively	joined	a	LAG.	
Only	the	mayor	of	Kopidlno	is	in	contact	with	the	mayors	of	the	surrounding	
municipalities	(in	that	AD).	In	the	words	of	one	of	the	mayors	of	the	surrounding	
municipalities,	‘there	is	no	need	to	engage	in	formal	cooperation	with	Kopidlno	
municipality,	only	our	building	authority	is	there,	where	we	sometimes	have	to	go	
to	sort	out	formalities,	and	we	only	know	the	mayor	from	LAG	gatherings’.	In	the	
Městec	Králové	municipality,	by	contrast,	there	is	a	strong	figure	in	the	position	
of	mayor,	and	the	contact	that	the	mayors	from	surrounding	municipalities	have	
with	this	MEP	goes	beyond	‘sorting	out	formalities’	with	the	building	authority	
(see	Fig.	3).

A	key	finding	from	this	research	is	the	absence	of	any	form	of	cooperation	
in	municipalities	in	the	Hradec	Králové	self-government	Region	on	the	border	
of	the	Central	Bohemia	self-government	Region	and	located	to	the	northwest	of	
Nový	Bydžov	and	southeast	of	Kopidlno.	Based	on	the	findings	shown	in	Figures	2	
and	3,	this	area	can	be	regarded	in	the	extreme	case	as	institutionally	excluded	
and	socially	marginalised	(Musil,	Müller	2008).	According	to	the	concept	of	in-
stitutional	thickness,	this	kind	of	area	is	characterised	by	the	complete	absence	
of	informal	institutions,	non-participation	in	power	structures,	and	a	lack	of	any	
sense	of	an	attachment	to	other	actors	and	organisations.	In	this	kind	of	case,	the	
municipal	authorities	are	an	organisation	that	has	minimal	formal	ties	(often	even	
those	required	by	legislation).
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We	can	see	from	Figure	3	that	the	most	important	figures	within	the	entire	
studied	region	are	the	mayors	of	Bukvice	and	Nepolisy.	Both	these	mayors	have	
an	influence	on	a	wider	area	not	only	through	their	position	as	mayor	of	their	
municipality,	but	also	through	the	managerial	roles	they	play	within	the	LAG.	
These	two	most	important	figures	in	the	studied	region	are	both	representatives	
of	well-integrated	areas	with	a	good	level	of	informal	cooperation.	We	also	find	
figures	that	are	important	for	the	local	community	in	the	position	of	the	mayor	
of	Dětenice	and	in	the	aforementioned	mayors	of	Městec	Králové	and	Kněžice.	
In	these	cases,	however,	they	are	not	representatives	of	areas	with	a	good	level	of	
(internal)	cooperation	where	a	basic	goal	is	to	offer	a	sophisticated	approach	to	
improving	an	atmosphere	that	is	already	quite	good;	rather,	they	are	individuals	
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who	are	providing	support	to	the	area	around	them	on	relatively	elementary	(and	
oftentimes	internal	municipal)	issues.

In	no	case	does	the	impact	of	any	of	these	key	figures	mentioned	above	extend	
into	the	problem	area	along	the	regional	border	that	stretches	from	the	munici-
palities	northwest	of	Nový	Bydžov	to	the	municipalities	southeast	of	Kopidlno.	The	
local	figure	identified	in	Holovousy	municipality	in	the	Hořice	AD	is	no	longer	in	
office,	her	influence	was	moreover	considerably	fragmented.	Therefore,	in	this	
case	(in	Figure	3)	there	is	no	undivided	boundary	that	marks	the	reach	of	her	
influence.	The	important	role	she	once	occupied	is	slowly	but	steadily	being	as-
sumed	by	the	mayor	of	Dobrá	Voda	u	Hořic.

The	interviews	also	revealed	that	a	figure	identified	as	a	leader	in	an	area	is	
trusted	more	by	the	other	mayors,	which	has	the	expected	consequence	of	in-
creasing	the	effectiveness	of	the	ties	between	them.	A	higher	level	of	trust	is	also	
enjoyed	by	the	representatives	of	areas	with	horizontal	ties	of	cooperation.

With	respect	to	the	relationship	of	municipalities	to	higher-order	units	of	
state	administration,	it	is	worth	mentioning	one	anomaly	that	was	frequently	
mentioned	by	the	mayors.	The	nature	of	the	relations	that	the	municipalities	
of	 the	Nový	Bydžov	AD	have	with	 the	regional	administrative	bodies	 in	 the	
Hradec	Králové	self-government	Region	is	extremely	negative,	even	though	the	
AD	of	the	Nový	Bydžov	MEP	is	the	area	in	the	studied	region	closest	to	the	(self-
government)	regional	capital	of	the	Hradec	Králové	self-government	Region.	The	
negative	relations	the	municipalities	of	the	AD	have	with	regional	administrative	
bodies	are	probably	the	result	of	the	position	of	independence	that	most	of	the	
interviewed	mayors	have	in	a	powerful	local	initiative	that	is	led	and	supported	by	
the	mayor	of	Nepolisy	and	the	entire	LAG	named	Společná	Cidlina.	This	example	
demonstrates	that	a	LAG	with	good	leadership	that	is	intelligible	and	beneficial	to	
all	its	members	is	a	more	effective	developmental	tool	than	are	relations	with	re-
gional	bodies	(based	on	several	interviews	in	this	area	it	could	even	be	postulated	
that	when	there	is	a	well-functioning	LAG	in	place,	municipalities	‘rebel	against	
regional	bodies	that	operate	in	an	overly	top	down	and	formal	manner’	and	limit	
their	contact	with	them	to	just	an	officially	necessary	minimum).	The	activity	
of	LAGs	in	the	studied	region	(and	especially	how	that	activity	is	perceived)	
varies	considerably.	There	are	relatively	well-functioning	LAGs	operating	in	the	
Hořice	AD	and	the	aforementioned	AD’s	of	Nový	Bydžov	and	Městec	Králové;	
by	contrast,	the	activity	of	the	LAG	in	the	Jičín	AD	is	viewed	negatively.	Other	
organisations	aiding	in	the	development	of	rural	areas	(the	mayors	most	often	
referred	to	the	Association	of	Local	Municipalities,	the	Association	for	Rural	
Regeneration,	and	the	Federation	of	Towns	and	Municipalities)	‘have	almost	
no	regional	impact’	and	often	run	up	against	the	constraints	on	their	time	that	
mayors	must	contend	with	(in	the	words	of	one	mayor	it	is	an	‘extra	activity	
with	no	marked	payback’).
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A summary of the key findings

Based	on	the	research	that	was	conducted	in	the	inner	periphery	in	the	cross-
border	region	between	Central	Bohemia	and	Eastern	Bohemia	it	is	possible	to	con-
firm	the	formulated	assumption	that	this	region	is	a	periphery,	not	only	in	terms	of	
how	socio-economically	advanced	it	is	(Musil,	Müller	2008;	Novák	Netrdová	2011)	
but	also	with	respect	to	the	‘soft	factors’	that	were	analysed	(Blažek	2012).	The	
research	also	confirmed	that	administrative	borders	play	a	role	in	the	formation	
of	ties	and	relations	within	the	region	(Burda	2016),	which	is	something	that	is	
considered	a	characteristic	feature	of	inner	peripheries.	‘Soft’	qualitative	factors	
also	have	a	significant	effect.	Developmental	differences	between	municipalities	
that	are	set	in	otherwise	almost	identical	‘external	frames’	can	be	the	product	
of	differences	 in	the	quality	of	 their	human	resources	and	the	 latter’s	ability	
to	comprehensively	mobilise	a	municipality’s	endogenous	potential	(Chromý	et	
al.	2011).	One	‘internal	condition’	that	varies,	for	example,	is	the	role	of	mayors	
in	the	municipalities,	where	there	are	immense	differences	between	full-time	
and	part-time	mayors	in	terms	of	the	amount	of	time	they	have	to	devote	to	their	
office	and	the	pool	of	contacts	they	are	able	to	form.	Another	such	condition	is	
the	degree	of	historical	inertia	there	is	to	existing	municipal	ties.	The	research	
also	confirmed	that	regional	development	also	depends	strongly	on	the	presence	
of	key	and	capable	actors	who	have	numerous	formal	and	informal	contacts,	both	
horizontal	and	vertical	ones.	Whether	a	particular	region	would	benefit	more	from	
horizontal	or	from	vertical	ties	is	largely	determined	by	the	historical	development	
of	settlement	in	that	region.

On	the	issue	of	institutional	thickness,	the	following	conclusions	can	be	formu-
lated.	Given	how	highly	scattered	municipalities	are	across	Czechia	as	a	whole	(1)	
municipal	mayors	can	be	deemed	key	actors	in	local	development	and,	indirectly,	
municipal	offices	are	thus	key	institutions.	The	frequency	with	which	munici-
pal	offices	engage	in	cooperation	with	other	municipal	offices,	businesses,	the	
non-profit	sector,	and	active	citizens	is	found	to	be	an	important	resource	for	
endogenous	development.	These	contacts	are	very	diverse	in	the	area.	Whether	
the	mayors	use	primarily	formal	contacts	or	make	extensive	use	of	informal	ties	
depends	largely	on	their	role	in	the	local	self-government	(full-time	mayors	are	
in	a	better	position	to	do	so	than	part-time	mayors).

(2)	Based	on	the	ties	of	cooperation	identified	among	mayors	and	the	prevalence	
of	horizontal	or	vertical	interactions	the	research	confirmed	that	ties	between	
municipalities	and	especially	between	key	actors	in	local	development	that	were	
formed	in	the	period	before	the	collapse	of	the	communist	regime	in	1989,	when	
a	political	‘central-place	system’	of	municipalities	existed,	continue	to	exist	to	
the	present	day.	A	prime	example	of	this	is	the	historical	inertia	that	lies	behind	
the	vertically	superordinate	position	occupied	by	the	municipality	of	Miletín	
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in	the	northeast	of	the	Hořice	AD,	which	was	confirmed	by	three	respondents.	
On	the	lowest	scale	level	(the	municipal	level),	we	can	define	this	area	(specifically	
outlined	in	Figure	2)	as	a	functional	region	with	a	very	distinct	core–periphery	
relationship.	Multiple	municipalities	in	a	vertically	superordinate	position	were	
also	identified	(Dětenice,	Dobrá	Voda	u	Hořic,	and	Kněžice	and	Městec	Králové	
together),	and	only	in	the	northeast	of	the	Hořice	AD	in	the	periphery	of	Miletín	
did	there	not	in	addition	exist	also	horizontal	contacts	between	the	municipalities.	
No	sign	of	local	differentiation	in	the	form	of	an	identifiable	core	and	its	periphery	
can	be	identified	in	the	south	and	in	the	east	of	Nový	Bydžov.

(3)	For	areas	where	mayors	regularly	cooperate	with	each	other	and	where	in-
teractions	are	predominantly	horizontal	and	contacts	informal,	what	is	of	crucial	
importance,	in	the	view	of	the	respondents,	is	that	there	exists	a	well-functioning	
LAG	in	which	naturally	stronger	individuals	with	knowledge	of	the	specifics	of	
local	events	are	active.	There	is	an	area	in	the	studied	region	(in	the	south	of	the	
Nový	Bydžov	AD,	see	Fig.	2	and	3)	that	works	exclusively	with	numerous	informal	
contacts.	It	might	mistakenly	seem	that	this	area	is	flourishing	because	of	its	close	
proximity	to	a	regional	capital,	but	the	work	of	the	regional	administrative	bodies	
in	the	Nový	Bydžov	AD	was	poorly	evaluated	(by	mayors	in	the	AD)	for	coming	
across	as	too	‘formal	and	overly	top	down’.	Across	most	of	the	territory	of	the	AD	
of	the	Nový	Bydžov	MEP	there	is	a	well-function	LAG	called	Společná	Cidlina	that	
grew	out	of	several	micro-regional	groups	that	existed	before	it	and	functioned	
well	(the	Associations	of	Municipalities	Pocidlinsko,	Nový	Bydžov	and	Cidlina).	
One	of	the	two	most	highly	regarded	figures	in	the	entire	studied	region,	the	mayor	
of	Nepolisy,	is	involved	in	this	LAG.

And	finally	(4)	the	borders	of	territorial	administrative	units	are	of	fundamental	
significance	in	that	they	constrain	the	formation	of	both	formal	and	informal	rela-
tions	between	actors	in	local	development.	A	spatial	analysis	of	ties	of	cooperation	
between	mayors	and	leading	figures	in	the	studied	region	revealed	the	existence	of	
institutionally	excluded	and	socially	marginalised	areas	along	the	border	between	
self-governments	regions	(Musil,	Müller	2008),	areas	in	which	the	mayors	do	not	
maintain	any	intermunicipal	ties.	Regional	borders	have	the	most	pronounced	
effect	on	the	formation	of	relations	between	municipalities.	The	lower	the	level	of	
administrative	unit	within	the	administrative	hierarchy,	the	weaker	the	signifi-
cance	of	the	border’s	effect,	but	there	nevertheless	remains	an	identifiable	effect.

When	using	the	concept	of	institutional	thickness	an	explanatory	framework	
(also	thanks	to	this	paper,	its	undisputed	potential	has	been	highlighted),	similar	
and	follow-up	studies	(not	only	focused	on	the	peripheral	areas	but	also	more	
generally	focused	on	rural	areas)	should	not	fail	to	consider	also	the	role	of	mayors,	
who	are	key	actors	on	local	development,	and	the	role	of	the	borders	of	the	ter-
ritorial	administrative	unit	in	forming	ties	or	ignore	the	significance	of	the	given	
historical	context.
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