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Introduction

Strategic planning at local level is a relevant 
topic from both an academic and a practical per-
spective. In the Polish context, the subject has 
gained significance in recent years in the light of 
the ongoing reform of the spatial planning sys-
tem, although its academic roots go back several 
decades. Nevertheless, the existing literature has 
so far focused mainly on comparative analyses 
of strategy content (Mazzara et al. 2010, Ignacy, 
Kopyściański 2011), evaluation of strategy 

quality (Guyadeen et al. 2023), and research on 
the motivations behind strategy development 
(Sztando 2017), while quantitative research on 
the methods used to develop them is lacking. As 
an exception to the rule, it is worth noting the 
quantitative studies conducted in seven coun-
tries: France, Russia, Turkey, Romania, Hungary, 
and the United States (Hinţea et al. 2019). Its re-
sults, presented in the institutional and social set-
tings, make an important contribution to discus-
sions both on the mechanics of applying strategic 
planning and on the general understanding of 
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this approach in different contexts. In Poland, the 
analysis focused primarily on case studies and 
comparative analysis (Dziemianowicz, Cybulska 
2019, Martela et al. 2023). An exception is the 
study by Guzal-Dec et al. (2020), which examines 
the use of consultation methods by local authori-
ties among residents in two regions in relation to 
the concept of good governance. Although there 
are numerous practical guides for local authori-
ties, research on the methods used in developing 
municipal local strategies in relation to the quad-
ruple helix concept is lacking, and our article fills 
this gap.

Strategic planning at local level has been gain-
ing importance both in theory and in practice, 
particularly in the context of the ongoing reform 
of the spatial planning system in Poland. The 
current institutional and legal context in Poland 
makes the issue of local development strategies 
particularly timely. According to the binding 
legislation, all municipalities are required to pre-
pare development strategies by 1 July 2026, and 
the new spatial planning reform strengthens the 
interdependence between strategic and spatial 
planning instruments. Although recent reforms 
and mandatory annual reporting have strength-
ened the role of strategic documents, the quality 
and methodological sophistication of strategies 
still vary significantly across municipalities.

This paper addresses a problem of relation-
ship between the methods used by municipalities 
in the process of building development strategies 
and the stakeholder involvement in it. The main 
research question of this study concerns wheth-
er the level of stakeholder involvement and mu-
nicipality size affect the choice of strategic plan-
ning methods in local government units. The 
article formulates and examines three research 
hypotheses:
H1. The extensive involvement of the quadruple 

helix in development planning processes fa-
vours the diversity of techniques for obtaining 
information used in the work on strategies.

H2. The extensive involvement of the quadru-
ple helix in development planning processes 
favours the use of scenarios in development 
planning.

H3. Methods: Delphi, design thinking, and ho-
rizon scanning are statistically significantly 
more common in the largest municipalities 
than in the smallest ones.

The selection and construction of research hy-
potheses refer to the involvement in the strate-
gic process and the use of specific methods, both 
in strategic and scenario planning (e.g. van der 
Heijden 1996). The first hypothesis relates to the 
strategic process in general. The second and third 
hypotheses consider the specific nature of the 
foresight approach as an element of the strategic 
process (Cybulska, Dziemianowicz 2024). The 
scenario method is often classified as a methodo-
logical approach, as it combines various types of 
techniques (van der Heijden 1996, Magruk 2012). 
For this reason (as the most complex), it has been 
identified in a separate hypothesis.

The source of the research is the results of a 
computer-assisted web interview (CAWI) sur-
vey addressed to all Polish municipalities in 
2023. We analyse 150 responses obtained in the 
survey. The structure of the article is organised 
into an analysis of theory in a broad context, a 
description of methodology, a presentation of 
the research results and hypothesis verification, 
and a discussion of the results and conclusions. 
Overall, this study contributes to the emerging 
body of knowledge in the field of strategic plan-
ning in Polish municipalities, offering insights 
into how stakeholder engagement shapes meth-
odological practices.

Literature review

Development strategies for organisations are 
considered in the literature as a multifaceted is-
sue. Beyond eclectic attempts to describe strategy 
as an element of strategic management (de Wit, 
Meyer 2010), specific issues related to strategy 
and the strategic process are discussed (Kaplan, 
Norton 1996). At least three key topics concern-
ing the organisation’s strategy can be identified. 
The first is related to the role of strategy in the 
organisation’s development. A fundamental 
question is ‘whether the organisation needs a 
strategy?’ This fits in with the trend of strategic 
management and, for example, making strategic 
choices (Ansoff 1985), but also the proper imple-
mentation of the strategy (Kaplan, Norton 2008). 
The second line of inquiry concerns the various 
approaches to strategy. The literature on the sub-
ject refers to strategic schools (perspectives), in-
cluding planning, evolutionary, positional, and 
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resource-based (Obłój 2007). Within this line of 
inquiry, it allows the organisation to make its own 
choices regarding strategic actions. Therefore, 
the concept of strategy may be perceived from 
different perspectives, including as: a resource, 
a process, creativity, learning, and participation 
(Tighe 2019). The third topic we draw attention 
to concerns the role and involvement of stake-
holders in the strategic process. The group of 
stakeholders involved in the strategic process can 
be very broad and diverse. The issue of the leader 
and leadership comes to the front here (Maxwell 
2012), because leaders and their ways of operat-
ing are often seen as a key driving factor in stra-
tegic actions.

The strategy, initially adopted in the military 
context, found its application in business, and 
then in the operations of government and pub-
lic administration. The evolution of a strategic 
approach in public administration (obviously 
excluding war strategies and plans) occurred 
with the emergence of New Public Management 
(NPM), that is, the transition from traditional 
(Weberian) administration towards results-ori-
ented administration (Kjr 2004). The administra-
tion obviously tried to adopt good practices from 
the business world. This even resulted in the 
comparison of administrative units to companies 
and the respective local authorities to corporate 
management boards. It turned out that simply 
translating business principles into the princi-
ples of public institutions is neither easy nor, in 
many cases, even justified (Dziemianowicz 2016). 
Hood (1991) emphasised that increasing efficien-
cy in administration in line with this trend may 
come at the expense of integrity and resilience, 
and the results of the literature review by Funck 
and Karlsson (2019) illustrate, among other 
things, the insurmountable difficulties in meas-
uring this efficiency. Difficulties in implementing 
NPM and the clear weaknesses of this approach 
in administration resulted in a search for new 
forms of operations. The main approach that 
emerged in this search was governance (Mazur 
2015). It addresses the dissatisfaction with pub-
lic authorities acting ‘above citizens’ and, at the 
same time, involves various stakeholder groups 
in the implementation of administrative tasks. Of 
course, governance also has its disadvantages, 
but it seems to be the current leading approach 
in public administration, resulting in inclusion of 

residents and other stakeholder groups in partic-
ipation processes.

This topic is directly related to the concept of 
the quadruple helix, which was developed as part 
of the theory of innovation systems involving co-
operation between different sectors. The original 
concept of the triple helix, described by Etzkowitz 
and Leydesdorff (2000), involved the exchange of 
knowledge between universities, industry, and 
the government. Its evolution was proposed by 
Carayannis and Campbell (2009), who added to 
the original model a relationship with the ‘me-
dia-based and culture-based public’, which they 
associate with culture in general and even the 
creative class. In the evolution of this definition, 
the fourth helix can be interpreted more broad-
ly as the inclusion of social partners, without a 
strictly defined subjectivity. Going beyond the 
innovation system, this pattern of cross-sectoral 
relations also becomes relevant in the general 
conduct of territorial development policy at var-
ious levels, where actions taken by government 
and local government structures benefit from the 
inclusion of the voices of business, science, and 
society representatives in the discussion on de-
velopment. Taratori et al. (2021: 18) states that 
“the evolution of innovation ecosystems models 
(i.e. from Triple to Quintuple Helix) yields for 
the parallel to the evolution of smart urban gov-
ernance approaches. (…) At the same time, the 
conceptualisation of most appropriate, dynam-
ic and customised frameworks to the smart city 
transitions or even to the specific smart project 
to be envisaged”. Leydesdorff and Deakin (2011), 
who linked the helix model to smart urban de-
velopment, believe that it is neo-evolutionary in 
nature and, through the creation and exchange 
of knowledge, has the potential to adapt to new 
global conditions.

However, particular attention should be 
paid to how different stakeholders are involved 
in processes based on knowledge exchange be-
tween different sectors, especially in processes 
requiring a long-term perspective (Schütz et al. 
2019). Although the literature indicates the need 
to involve different stakeholders, especially cit-
izens, in planning processes (e.g. Sanoff 2000, 
Meschede, Mainka 2020), some case studies in-
dicate that this is an element that may be poor-
ly translated in strategic documents (Guyadeen 
et al. 2023) and projects (Taratori et al. 2021). 
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Depending on the course of strategic planning 
processes at local level, they may use different 
methods of analysis and information gathering 
techniques, which may (but do not have to) in-
volve the participation of representatives of the 
quadruple helix.

The shape of the process is important for the 
subsequent implementation of the strategy. By 
design, it often includes the following: 1) analy-
sis, 2) draft, 3) formal resolution, 4) implementa-
tion, and 5) evaluation (Meschede, Mainka 2020). 
Polish good practices from the scientific literature 
and practical guides indicate both the chronolo-
gy of the individual stages of work on strategies 
and propose the tools to be used during the pro-
cess. For example, Dziemianowicz et al. (2012) 
and Sztando (2013) distinguish, among others, 
diagnosis of the current situation and strategic 
analysis, setting of mission, vision, and strate-
gic goals, or public consultations as key stages 
of the process. Each of these steps can be based 
on a number of proven methods and techniques. 
For the purposes of this article, it is worth distin-
guishing that information gathering and analysis 
techniques are the tools used and actions taken 
within the framework of more broadly outlined 
methods, that is, ways of proceeding aimed at 
achieving a given purpose (Dzwigoł 2015). This 
translates into the methods and techniques used 
in the process. Among the key methods of stra-
tegic analysis, Kałkowska et al. (2010) mention 
strategic analysis of the macroenvironment, com-
petition environment, strategic potential, and 
comprehensive methods of strategic analysis. 
These include elements such as trend extrapola-
tion, the Delphi method, environmental scenario 
planning, value chains, and SWOT analysis.

When it comes to information gathering and 
analysis techniques, a distinction can be made in 
terms of third-party involvement – into internal 
and external processes (both in relation to the per-
son, team, and organisation) as well as in terms 
of the purpose of application. The first distinction 
depends on the nature of the process, as many of 
the techniques can be successfully applied with 
the involvement of a wider group of stakeholders 
(e.g. Warner 1996, Meschede, Mainka 2020), even 
if this is not their original mechanism. The sec-
ond distinction, namely the purpose of applica-
tion linked to the structure of strategic processes, 
also varies but appears to be more robust. Based 

on this, the methods and techniques can also be 
divided into four groups (Table 1 provides exam-
ples and descriptions of specific methods within 
these groups).

The first group of commonly applied methods 
consists of research-oriented information gath-
ering processes aimed at diagnosing the past, 
current, and future conditions of development, 
in order to form an empirical foundation for sub-
sequent analytical and decision-making stages 
(Guyadeen et al. 2023, Kilonzo, Ojebode 2023). 
These methods include, e.g., surveys, structured 
and semi-structured interviews with one per-
son or more people, and desk research based on 
the literature, statistical databases, or plans and 
policies.

A second group of methods refers to partic-
ipatory processes, which have become a cen-
tral element of local development strategies 
under the governance paradigm, as one of the 
good governance principles (Commission of the 
European Communities 2001). These process-
es typically include workshops, focus groups, 
public meetings, deliberative forums, and stake-
holder panels, designed to involve residents, lo-
cal businesses, non-governmental organisations, 
and public institutions in shaping strategic direc-
tions. Participatory methods serve not only as a 
mechanism for collecting contextual and experi-
ential knowledge but also as a tool for building 
consensus, legitimacy, and shared ownership 
of strategic goals (Quick, Bryson 2016). Such in-
teractive formats support social learning, com-
munity building (Ruano 2019) and enhance the 
adaptability of strategies, although they require 
careful facilitation, sufficient amount of time, and 
resources to be productive (Sanoff 2000).

The third category encompasses diagnostic 
and analytical tools used to structure informa-
tion, evaluate alternatives and support strategic 
decision-making. Among the most frequently ap-
plied instruments in local development strategies 
are SWOT and TOWS analyses, which enable the 
synthesis of internal and external factors and the 
formulation of strategic options (Weihrich 1982, 
Leigh 2010). Increasingly, more advanced mul-
ti-criteria decision-making (MCDM) techniques 
are employed to prioritise projects, assess pol-
icy scenarios, or compare development paths 
using both quantitative and qualitative criteria 
(Shrestha et al. 2004, Basset et al. 2018).
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We can also identify methods and techniques 
that can be used both analytically and participa-
tively, depending on the chosen course of action. 
This group includes elements of exploring the fu-
ture, including visioning, building future scenar-
ios, and their subsequent analysis (Phdungsilp 
2011). In this sense, a vision “represents a view 
of the ideal community toward which the group 
is working” (Gordon 2005: 27) and scenarios are 
“descriptions (usually of a possible future) which 
assume the intervention of several key events or 
conditions which will have taken place between 
the time of the original situation and the time in 
which the scenario is set” (Durance, Godet 2010: 
1489). This group also includes approaches to 
translating images of the future into actions and 
strategic goals, such as backcasting.

Methodology

The centrepiece of the study was an online 
questionnaire survey (CAWI). In order to design 
the part of the questionnaire concerning strate-
gic planning and management, an analysis of the 
literature was carried out, covering mainly hand-
books on management and strategic planning 
in Polish municipalities, including publications 
commissioned by the Ministry of Development 
Funds and Regional Policy/Ministry of Regional 
Development (Dziemianowicz et al. 2012, 
Górniak, Mazur 2012, Hoinkis et al. 2021) and 
legal acts – the Act on development policy, Act 
on municipal self-government and Act on spatial 
planning. The information that contributed to 
the survey from these sources included the fol-
lowing: methods used in the strategic process, 
information gathering techniques, mandatory 
and voluntary elements of the strategic process, 
mandatory and voluntary inter-sectoral relations 
in the strategic process, and mandatory content 
of the new generation strategy (after the amend-
ment under the Act of 7 July 2023, amending the 
Act on spatial planning and development and 
certain other acts).

The above sources were used to construct 
a part of the survey contained in the questions, 
which covered the existence of a strategy, the 
techniques used in its development to collect and 
analyse information, and the methods and fre-
quency of consultation with various stakeholder 

groups. In this article, we discuss the findings 
from two matrix questions in the survey, con-
cerning the methods and techniques used in the 
strategy preparation process and the frequency 
of involvement of various stakeholder groups 
(Table 2).

The first question asked was, ‘What informa-
tion gathering and analysis techniques did you 
use during the strategy development process?’ 
The answer to the question consisted of responses 
regarding the use of each of the eight methods: 
internal workshops (only for office employees), 
open workshops (involving representatives of 
other entities and residents), online or stationary 
survey, Delphi survey (multi-stage survey with 
experts), statistical data analysis, design thinking, 
horizon scanning, and other methods. For each 
method, it was possible to select multiple answers 
from the following: ‘Analysis of external condi-
tions – e.g. PEST/PESTEL’, ‘Analysis of strengths 
and weaknesses  – e.g. SWOT’, ‘Trend analysis’, 
‘Building development scenarios’, ‘Other’.

The second question was, ‘How often during 
the last two terms (since 2014) when planning 
and making development decisions in your mu-
nicipality, did you refer to the opinions of…’. The 
question had six extensions: ‘…residents?’; …ex-
perts?’, ‘…officials or representatives of other lo-
cal government institutions?’, ‘…business repre-
sentatives?’, ‘…non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs)?’, ‘…other public entities?’. For each of 
these, the respondent could choose from the fol-
lowing options: ‘Never’, ‘Rarely (in single cases)’, 
‘Usually (in most cases)’; ‘Always’.

In addition, the part of the survey that is not 
discussed in this article concerned the approach 
to exploring the future and the perception of the 
future, leadership, and development among lo-
cal decision-makers. These elements are beyond 
the scope of this paper and are therefore not de-
scribed here.

The initial assumption was to survey all mu-
nicipalities in Poland (2477 units). The CAWI 
survey was conducted using Google Forms in 
November 2023. The survey was distributed 
by email to the email addresses of municipali-
ties listed in the public contact database of local 
government units provided by the Ministry of 
the Interior and Administration. The assump-
tion was that one person from each municipality 
would respond, who held a decision-making or 
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specialist position aimed at planning the devel-
opment of the unit. The CAWI survey was used 
to identify municipalities that had prepared or 
were in the process of preparing a strategy of 
development. These municipalities were asked 
about their approach to the strategy process.

The survey was structured around 15 ques-
tions, including closed-ended questions (single 
and multiple choice) and open-ended questions. 
Four questions used a Likert scale to determine 
the views of local government representatives on 
specific issues (by their agreement with the state-
ments provided). The questions addressed topics 
such as the techniques used in the strategic pro-
cess and stakeholder involvement.

The hypotheses raised in the article refer to the 
differences between the types of municipalities 
that participated in the survey. In order to verify 
them, non-parametric tests (Mann–Whitney U, 
Kruskal–Wallis) were carried out to statistically 
evaluate the observed trends. Non-parametric 

tests were used due to the unequal size of the 
groups being compared and the lack of normal 
distribution in the responses obtained (Norcliffe 
1986). A significance level of 95% was adopted.

In order to verify Hypothesis 1, two compara-
tive groups of survey respondents were created. 
The first group consisted of respondents from 
municipalities with the broadest involvement of 
the quadruple helix in development planning pro-
cesses. The second group comprised respondents 
from municipalities with the weakest involve-
ment of the quadruple helix. For this purpose, a 
‘helix’ and ‘anti-helix’ indicator was constructed, 
where weights were assigned to the answers to 
the survey question regarding the frequency of 
consultation with stakeholders on decisions. For 
the first group, the indicator expressed the sum 
of the weights assigned to the answers ‘always’ 
(weight = 1) and ‘usually’ (weight = 0.5). In the 
second group, the indicator expressed the sum 
of the weights assigned to the answers ‘never’ 

Table 2. The structure of questions whose results are analysed in the paper.
Q1: What information gathering and analysis techniques did you use during the strategy development process?

Internal workshops (only 
for office employees)

Analysis of external 
conditions – e.g., 
PEST/PESTEL

building develop-
ment scenarios

Analysis of 
strengths and 

weaknesses – e.g., 
SWOT

Trend 
analysis

Building 
devel-

opment 
scenarios

Other

None 
(technique 

was not 
used)

Open workshops (involv-
ing representatives of oth-
er entities and residents)
Online or stationary 
survey
Delphi survey (mul-
ti-stage survey with 
experts)
Statistical data analysis
Design thinking
Horizon scanning
Other

Q2: How often during the last two terms (since 2014) when planning and making development decisions in your 
municipality, did you refer to the opinions of...

Never Rarely
(in single cases)

Usually
(in most cases) Always

...residents?

...experts?

...officials or representa-
tives of other local gov-
ernment institutions?
...business representa-
tives?
...non-governmental or-
ganisations (NGOs)?
...other public entities?
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(weight  =  1) and ‘rarely’ (weight  =  0.5). In this 
way, a group of 24 respondents was selected for 
the HELIX TOP24 group, with a score of the first 
indicator from 3.5 and above, as well as a group of 
25 respondents for the HELIX WORST25 group, 
with a score of the second indicator from 3 and 
above. The assigned weights were used solely to 
form the two comparison groups. The weights 
were not taken into account in the statistical tests. 
The groups were constructed in a way that pre-
vented the same units from being included in 
both. The data for both groups were statistically 
analysed using a non-parametric test. The test 
compared the total number of techniques used 
per municipality in both groups.

Comparative groups were also used to test the 
second hypothesis, which examined whether re-
spondents in one group more often indicated the 
use of scenario planning than those in the second 
group. To verify Hypothesis 2, a Mann–Whitney 
U test was performed.

In order to verify Hypothesis 3, the partic-
ipating municipalities were divided into five 
size groups according to percentiles1. The data 
described above were then statistically analysed 
using non-parametric tests. The tests took into 
account an indication of whether the municipali-
ty used at least one of the techniques mentioned. 
This hypothesis was tested in two steps. In the 
first step, a Kruskal–Wallis test was performed to 
compare all five groups of municipalities. To com-
plement the above analysis, a Mann–Whitney U 
test was also performed. The test compares only 
two groups of municipalities, which allows a 
more accurate analysis.

Results

Analysis of political and legal conditions 
influencing the formulation of local 
development strategies in Poland

The issue of strategy development by local 
authorities in Poland can be placed in the con-
text of the phenomena described above. Local 
development strategies will soon become an ob-
ligatory element of the country’s development 

1	 The groups are unequal, as the breakdown into quin-
tiles was done on the full group of 161 municipalities.

management system, or rather, they already are, 
as municipalities must have a strategy in place by 
1 January 2026 (Journal of Laws 1990, No. 16, item 
95). Local governments are currently working on 
both strategies and spatial plans (general plans – 
as part of the spatial planning reform [Journal of 
Laws 2003, No. 80, item 717]). In the emerging 
system, the key strategic document is the medi-
um-term development strategy of Poland, with 
which both government documents (so-called 
horizontal strategies – including the national re-
gional development strategy) and development 
strategies of voivodeship governments should be 
coherent. The boards of these voivodeships assess 
local and supra-local strategies in terms of their 
coherence with spatial policies. Therefore, local 
strategies must be consistent with the voivode-
ship strategy, but also with the supra-local strate-
gy, if one has been developed.

The strategic planning system in Poland re-
sponds flexibly to the territorial development in-
struments used in the context of European Union 
(EU) policies (see Regulation (EU) 2021/1060 of 
the European Parliament, of the Council 2021). 
This territorial approach to development results 
in many different experiences in regions and at 
local level across Europe (Pertoldi et al. 2022). 
Also in Poland, the issues of strategic planning 
at local level are a subject of interest not only 
to practitioners, but also to academics (Klasik, 
Frenkel 1993).

For a long time, the issue of local authorities 
having a strategy has been a concern in the con-
text of local government activities. Throughout 
the period of economic transformation from 1989 
to the present day, municipal strategies have not 
been a mandatory document, although it is im-
portant to note that having a strategy made it 
easier for municipalities to apply for European 
funds (Dziemianowicz et al. 2012). Therefore, the 
non-binding document adopted by the munici-
pal council could give the impression that local 
authorities want to act strategically and are there-
fore more aware of the importance of strategic 
management than those that do not have these 
documents. However, it turned out that there are 
few municipalities without a strategy (a definite 
minority). Nevertheless, numerous problems 
were identified in the creation and use of these 
documents, which were used almost exclusive-
ly as attachments to applications for European 
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funding. Although in opinion polls of local au-
thorities, the awareness of having a strategy, a 
vision of development, an idea for development 
and conducting strategic management seemed to 
be high (Dziemianowicz 2016). A positive instru-
ment increasing the importance of strategy was 
the obligatory reporting on strategy implemen-
tation in an important political document, which 
since 2018 has been the ‘Report on the State of 
the Commune’. This report, prepared annually, 
is adopted by municipality councils, and if it is 
not adopted twice, a motion for a referendum on 
the dismissal of the municipality governor can be 
made. Thus, referring to a strategy has become 
a necessity, but it is still difficult to implement a 
strategy with the help of appropriate implemen-
tation programmes.

As early as the beginning of the 1990s, be-
cause of the aid flowing into Poland from devel-
oped countries, manuals on strategy preparation 
were created, drawing on Western experience 
(Bończak-Kucharczyk et al. 1996, Kłosowski, 
Warda 2001), but later also on domestic experi-
ence (Dziemianowicz et al. 2012). Recent reforms, 
which bring the development planning system 
closer to combining strategic and spatial plan-
ning, have resulted not only in provisions that 
local strategies will be obligatory, but also in the 
fact that the manner of preparing the document 
and its minimum scope have been defined by 
law. Manuals for strategic planning at local and 
supra-local levels therefore take into account the 
interpretation of the laws, but also refer to good 
practices, including the building of a network of 
stakeholders involved in the strategy develop-
ment process and subsequent implementation 
(Hoinkis et al. 2021, Churski et al. 2022). As part 
of the strategy preparation, a process of public 
consultation on the draft document is necessary, 
but none of the statutory provisions mention 
tools and methodology for strategy preparation. 
This should not be considered a legal loophole, as 
it allows for a certain degree of freedom in the ac-
tions of document creators, which does not limit 
their inventiveness.

At the same time, since 2020 the strategy (its 
draft) must be consulted (with: “neighbouring 
municipalities and their associations, local so-
cial and economic partners, residents of mu-
nicipalities  – in the case of a supra-local devel-
opment strategy, or a municipality – in the case 

of a municipal development strategy, and with 
the appropriate director of the regional water 
management board of the State Water Holding 
Polish Waters” [Journal of Laws 2006, No. 227, 
item 1658, own translation]). However, the rules 
regarding these consultations are very general 
and leave room for a passive position on the part 
of local government, which is only required to al-
low the possibility of submitting comments after 
the draft document has been made available to 
the general public. The scope and frequency of 
stakeholder involvement during the preparation 
of the document is not defined. Therefore, the in-
clusion of stakeholders in the process of creating 
a municipal development strategy document is 
dictated by good practice rather than statutory 
pressure (with the exception of those documents 
that are prepared within the framework of EU 
territorial instruments  – here the involvement 
of stakeholders is already defined at the stage of 
document creation).

Given the social and economic partners, oth-
er municipalities, and the residents themselves, 
it can be assumed that all elements of the quad-
ruple helix should be involved in the process of 
creating documents. Unfortunately, this is not 
easy due to the partners’ perception of the strate-
gy as a document with little power. Considering 
the fact that a wide range of research tools can be 
identified, including those based on group work 
and the high socialisation of local strategies (at 
least in theory), we try to verify three research 
hypotheses in this article.

Respondent structure

Responses were received from 223 differ-
ent entities, of which 161 respondents provided 
the name of the municipality. Most responses 
came from rural municipalities (45%), followed 
by urban–rural (34%) and urban (21%) munic-
ipalities. The largest number of responses came 
from the Małopolskie (18 responses), Śląskie 
(17 responses), and Mazowieckie (17 responses) 
Voivodeships (Table 3). Owing to the relatively 
low number of responses in the regions, we did 
not conduct comparisons between them. The 
difference in the number of responses from the 
regions makes a comparative analysis impos-
sible. Among the 161 respondents, the largest 
group were Deputies/Secretaries/Treasurers 
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(78). The next largest groups included employ-
ees of the department responsible for municipal 
development planning (28), other municipal of-
fice employees (24), directors or managers of de-
partments/divisions in the municipal office (22), 
and mayors (9). A total of 150 respondents stated 
that their municipality either had a development 
strategy or was in the process of preparing one. 
This group answered questions regarding devel-
opment strategies, so their responses are subject 
to further analysis.

Techniques used in the process of building 
strategy of development

Based on the survey respondents’ answers, 
two groups of information gathering and analy-
sis techniques stand out, with techniques in each 
group receiving a similar number of indications 
(Table 4). The first group consists of techniques 
that are commonly used, with 126 responses 
(84%) or more respondents indicating their use. 
These are, in order, open and internal work-
shops, statistical data analysis, and surveys. The 
second group of techniques are elements used 
occasionally, which were indicated by less than 
33% of respondents. This group includes design 

thinking, horizon scanning, Delphi survey, and 
other methods.

Among the methods used, most respondents 
indicated the analysis of strengths and weak-
nesses (139 responses) (Table  5). The differenc-
es between the number of indications of other 
methods are small – 96 people declared the use 
of trend analysis, 85 – the analysis of external fac-
tors, 87 – the development of development sce-
narios, and 77 – other methods.

In response to the question of how often, 
over the last two terms of office, the views of 
various stakeholders were taken into account 
during planning and decisions on development 
in their municipality, the largest number of re-
spondents indicated a high frequency (answers 
‘usually’ and ‘always’) of consultation on devel-
opment decisions with residents (109) and offi-
cials or representatives of other local government 
institutions (101) (Table  6). The lowest number 
of respondents indicated a high frequency of 

Table 3. Distribution of responses by voivodeship.

Voivodeship
Number 

of re-
sponses

Number 
of munici-
palities in 

voivodeship

Response 
share by 

number of 
municipalities

Dolnośląskie 6 169 3.6%
Kujawsko-
Pomorskie 11 144 7.6%

Lubelskie 16 213 7.5%
Lubuskie 2 82 2.4%
Łódzkie 11 177 6.2%
Małopolskie 18 182 9.9%
Mazowieckie 17 314 5.4%
Opolskie 1 71 1.4%
Podkarpackie 9 160 5.6%
Podlaskie 11 118 9.3%
Pomorskie 8 123 6.5%
Śląskie 17 167 10.2%
Świętokrzyskie 9 102 8.8%
Warmińsko-
Mazurskie 10 116 8.6%

Wielkopolskie 8 226 3.5%
Zachodniopo-
morskie 7 113 6.2%

Total 161 2477 6.5% Table 4. Techniques for collecting and analysing infor-
mation in the process of building the strategy of devel-

opment based on the results of the survey (N = 150).

Type of information gathering and 
analysis technique

Number of 
responses 
(n = 150)

Open workshop (involving representa-
tives of other entities and residents)

140

Statistical data analysis 136
Online or on-site survey 135
Internal workshop (only for office employ-
ees)

126

Design thinking 48
Horizon scanning 48
Delphi survey (multi-stage survey with 
experts)

43

Other 38

Table 5. Methods in the process of building the strate-
gy of development based on the results of the survey 

(N = 150).

Method name
Number of 
responses 
(n = 150)

Strengths and weaknesses analysis –  
e.g. SWOT

139

Trend analysis 96
Analysis of external factors –  
e.g. PEST/PESTEL

85

Building development scenarios 87
Other 77
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consultation with business representatives (55). 
The other stakeholder groups were indicated a 
similar number of times.

Verification of research hypotheses

The results of the analyses conducted to test 
the first hypothesis indicate that respondents 
in the HELIX TOP24 group indicated that their 
municipality used more than five different tech-
niques (5.25), with almost one (0.833) indication 
for each municipality for a technique used as 
part of a method not mentioned in the question 
(answer ‘Other’) (Table 7). On the other hand, re-
spondents from the second group indicated sig-
nificantly fewer techniques used. There were less 
than four for each municipality (3.72). The results 
of the Mann–Whitney U test support Hypothesis 
1 (Table 8). Municipalities with a higher level of 
involvement of the quadruple helix in develop-
ment planning processes used statistically signif-
icantly more different techniques when develop-
ing their strategies.

Contrary to the second hypotheses, which 
stated that extensive involvement of the quad-
ruple helix in development planning process-
es favours the use of scenarios in development 
planning, their higher use (but not statistically 
significant) took place in municipalities with 
a low level of quadruple helix involvement in 
development planning processes (Table  9). The 
hypothesis should therefore be rejected, but it is 
important to note that development scenarios are 
a very rare tool in general. The reasons for this 
Table 8. Mann-Whitney U-test results for the number 
of techniques used in the two groups of municipali-

ties based on the results of the survey (N = 150) – data 
was compiled using the PS IMAGO PRO solution, 

whose analytical engine is IBM SPSS Statistics.
Group of 

municipalities Average rank* Value Z Significance

top24 28.71
−2.121 0.034

worst 25 20.29

* a higher average rank means a higher number of tech-
niques used.
H0: the groups do not differ (the samples are drawn from 
the same population).

Table 6. Frequency of consulting with stakeholders based on the results of the survey (N = 150).

How often has your municipality referred to the 
opinions of ... during the planning and deci-

sion-making process for development over the 
last two terms of office (since 2014)? (n = 150) re
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Never 1 8 5 7 10 4
Rarely (in isolated cases) 40 60 65 42 85 63
Usually (in most cases) 89 70 68 83 44 68
Always 20 12 12 18 11 15

Table 7. Information gathering and analysis techniques in two municipal groups based on the results of the 
survey (N = 150).

Type of information gathering and analysis tech-
nique

HELIX 
TOP24

Number of ‘Other’ 
indications

HELIX 
WORST25

Number of ‘Other’ 
indications

Internal workshop (only for office staff) 21 0 18 0
Open workshop (involving representatives of other 
entities and residents) 24 1 19 1

Online or on-site survey 22 6 17 0
Delphi survey (multi-stage survey with experts) 8 4 4 0
Statistical data analysis 21 1 20 1
Design thinking 10 1 7 2
Horizon scanning 11 2 5 1
Other 9 5 3 1
Total 126 20 93 6
Average 5.25 0.83 3.72 0.24

H0: the groups do not differ (the samples are drawn from the same population).
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should not be sought in the level of development 
of cooperation between different sectors, but in 
the general level of awareness.

The survey results indicated that the use of 
methods such as Delphi, design thinking, and 
horizon scanning increases with the municipal-
ity size, which is in line with the assumptions of 
the third hypothesis (Table 10). However, follow-
ing the application of a the Kruskal–Wallis test, 
this result proved to be statistically insignificant 
(Table 11). It should therefore be concluded that 
the size of the municipality is not a significant 
differentiating factor in the approach to the use 
of techniques such as the Delphi survey, design 
thinking, or horizon scanning. The results of the 
complementary Mann–Whitney U test showed 
no significant difference between the two groups 
under comparison, indicating that the differences 
between the two groups of municipalities were 
not statistically significant (Table 12).

Discussion of the results and final 
conclusions

The obtained results allowed us to verify the 
initially formulated hypotheses. In the case of the 
first hypothesis, statistical confirmation was ob-
tained. Therefore, two conclusions can be drawn 
regarding both practice and future research. 
The broad involvement of various stakeholders 
in the strategy-building process can obviously 
contribute to the diversity of methods used. At 
the same time, it can put pressure on the process 
leaders to draw on a variety of experiences. On 
the one hand, this can be a factor that improves 
the quality of work and results, but it can also 

Table 9. Mann-Whitney U-test results for the use of 
development scenarios in the context of the quadru-
ple helix (yes = 1, no = 0) based on the results of the 
survey (N = 150) – data was compiled using the PS 
IMAGO PRO solution, whose analytical engine is 

IBM SPSS Statistics.

Group of 
municipalities

Average rank* 
(yes = 1, no = 0) Value Z Significance

top24 24.17
−0.479 0.632

worst 25 25.80

* a higher average rank means more frequent use of 
development scenarios.
H0: the groups do not differ (the samples are drawn from 
the same population).

Table 10. Selected methods in municipalities by size 
group based on the results of the survey (N = 150).

Groups by 
population 
(based on 

percentiles)

Group 
size

Use of Delphi 
survey, de-

sign thinking 
or horizon 
scanning

Share (%) of 
municipalities 
indicating use 

of method 
within group

Group 1 
(<4866) 26 9 35%

Group 2
(4866–7693) 31 12 39%

Group 3
(7694–13,030) 31 13 42%

Group 4
(13,031–25,088) 30 14 47%

Group 5 
(>25,088) 32 15 47%

Total 150 63 42%

H0: the groups do not differ (the samples are drawn from 
the same population).

Table 11. The Kruskal Wallis test results – using a 
Delphi survey, design thinking, or horizon scanning 
(yes = 1, no = 0) for 5 groups of municipalities based 

on the results of the survey (N = 150) – data was 
compiled using the PS IMAGO PRO solution, whose 

analytical engine is IBM SPSS Statistics.

Group of 
municipalities

Average rank* 
(yes = 1, no = 0)

Value H 
Kruskal 
Wallis

Significance

1 69.96

1.292 0.863
2 73.03
3 75.45
4 79.00
5 79.16

* a higher average rank means more frequent use of Del-
phi survey, design thinking or horizon scanning.
H0: the groups do not differ (the samples are drawn from 
the same population).

Table 12. Mann Whitney U test results – using a 
Delphi survey, design thinking or horizon scanning 
(yes = 1, no = 0) in the smallest and largest munici-

palities based on the results of the survey (N = 150) – 
data was compiled using the PS IMAGO PRO solu-
tion, whose analytical engine is IBM SPSS Statistics.

Group of 
municipalities Average rank* Value Z Significance

1 27.54
−0.935 0.350

5 31.09

* a higher average rank means more frequent use of Del-
phi survey, design thinking or horizon scanning.
H0: the groups do not differ (the samples are drawn from 
the same population).
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disrupt previously prepared plans for strategy 
development processes (Dziemianowicz 2016). 
In Poland, Guzal-Dec et al. (2020) conducted 
an interesting study on this topic. The study 
revealed a clear correlation between the use of 
participatory methods and the subsequent pos-
itive perception of the quality (usefulness) of 
the strategic document. The scope of this study 
extends beyond Hypothesis 1 in this article but 
highlights the impact of stakeholder engagement 
on management approaches. It also shows a pos-
sible feedback interaction – a good perception of 
the document quality may influence the subse-
quent willingness to engage in the process. The 
sustained engagement of stakeholders can lead 
to improved relations between them and the lo-
cal authority, and can enhance the quality of the 
process (Ruano 2019).

The literature on the subject suggests that joint 
deliberations on the future leading to the defini-
tion of a consensus-based vision, or at least con-
sideration of possible future scenarios, can form 
the basis for work on a strategy (Government 
Office for Science, 2016) and its subsequent legiti-
misation (Fenton et al. 2016). It is also directly re-
lated to the range of techniques used (Fenton et al. 
2016). Nevertheless, we were unable to positively 
verify the second hypothesis in this study. This 
raises the key question of why scenario-based 
approaches are so rare in municipal strategies. 
Cybulska and Dziemianowicz (2024), using the 
term ‘strategic-foresight maturity of municipal-
ities’, point to numerous problems and factors 
that discourage or limit local authorities in the 
use of scenarios. They concern the attitude and 
experience of leaders, but also of the teams that 
are preparing strategies. A certain limitation may 
also be the fact that scenarios are not a statutorily 
required element of strategy2, although scenarios 
are clearly preferred in business thinking about 
the future (Tighe 2019). It is obvious, however – 
and this is confirmed by research (e.g. Carlsen et 
al. 2013, McBride et al. 2017) – that higher stake-
holder participation affects the quality of the im-
plemented scenario method, which by definition 
is based on participatory methods (e.g. van der 

2	 Although they are a legally mandatory element of the 
national development concept (Journal of Laws 2006, 
No. 227, item 1658.), which could potentially influ-
ence their dissemination among local governments.

Heijden 1996). It seems that the leader’s involve-
ment and influence on shaping the strategic pro-
cess may be crucial.

The results obtained also do not confirm the 
third hypothesis. The lack of a relationship be-
tween population size and the variety of meth-
ods used in the strategic process may come as a 
surprise. The size of territorial units may deter-
mine the scope of the strategic process, the com-
petences of teams and leaders (Carmeli 2006), 
and technical capabilities through economies 
of scale (Newton 1982), and sometimes direct-
ly influences whether given units create strate-
gic documents at all (Řehoř 2015). Studies from 
other countries also provide such examples. For 
instance, in Hungary there is a clear positive 
correlation between the size of the local govern-
ment and citizens’ involvement in strategic pro-
cesses (Barati-Stec 2019). The example of France 
also shows that in small municipalities it can be 
difficult to undertake strategic actions at all – it 
is the larger local governments that have great-
er powers and opportunities to engage citizens 
(Carmouze et al. 2019).

However, the process of strategy develop-
ment, even if it involves cooperation with vari-
ous stakeholders, can intensively engage a spe-
cific and fairly limited number of stakeholders 
(Dąbrowska et al. 2022). This means that it is not 
the number of potential stakeholders involved 
in the process that is important, but the actual 
number. Assuming that the activity may also 
concern those who are aware of and interested 
in the strategic process, the element of team com-
petence is crucial, not the general public. In any 
case, this is actually what the results suggest – the 
use of more advanced methods is more common 
in larger municipalities, although the differenc-
es are not significant enough to be statistically 
significant.

However, when interpreting the results of our 
study presented in this article, it should be taken 
into account that we rely on the results of a survey 
that is subject to certain flaws. The main objection 
to this method in the context of the study is the 
low flexibility and superficiality of the topics cov-
ered (lack of opportunity to explore the topic in 
depth during the process) (Pandey, Pandey 2015). 
Another limitation is that a comparative regional 
analysis could not be conducted due to substan-
tial disparities in the number of responses across 
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regions; therefore, this aspect was not analysed 
in detail. Moreover, since the existence of a lo-
cal strategy is a prerequisite for accessing other 
territorial instruments in the 2021–2027 program-
ming period, the lack of attention to the year of 
strategy adoption constitutes an additional lim-
itation of the research. It should also be noted 
that the study did not rely on a strictly random 
sample. The number of responses obtained does 
not meet the sample size requirements, and the 
responding municipalities were more likely to be 
those that are relatively more active and open to 
sharing information. Consequently, the sample 
may be affected by response bias (Babbie 2011), 
which should be taken into account when inter-
preting the results. Nevertheless, it allows for a 
contribution to the research area, shedding some 
light on the specificity of strategy of development 
methods and verifying some of the hypotheses.

Nevertheless, in summary the findings 
demonstrate that broad and systematic stake-
holder engagement supports greater methodo-
logical diversity, but at the same time reveals the 
marginal use of advanced methods. This indicates 
a clear need to strengthen institutional capacities 
and strategic competences within municipal ad-
ministrations, regardless of the municipality size.
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