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Abstract: In recent years, sustainability as a concept has become the subject of several scientific
debates. Along with the smart city trend, emphasis is also being placed on the sustainability of
cities and towns, yet there is a research gap for smaller municipalities where there is no current
scope for increasing the level of digitization or implementing smart city practices. Sustainability here
has to be achieved differently, in particular through communication and transparency. This issue is
addressed in the present research, which examines 116 Slovak municipalities, as well as their strategic
documents and online communication with citizens, using a content analysis method. The study aims
to provide knowledge about the functioning of online communication in Slovak local governments
by answering seven research questions. These are linked to two research hypotheses, which are also
evaluated using a statistical test. One of the main findings is that the overall sustainability work
in a local government is dependent on its size. Thus, larger local governments are more likely to
implement sustainability. It was also found that larger villages and towns use term sustainability
more actively in their strategies than the smaller ones. Additionally, more information channels do
not always mean better informing about plans and strategies connected to sustainability in local
governments. This paper presents the findings from our research, which can contribute to the field of
local government research and management by broadening the view on smaller villages and their
functioning in terms of online communication with inhabitants.

Keywords: local governments; sustainable management; sustainable local government; online

communication; sustainability of municipalities

1. Introduction

Sustainability as a concept has been a part of public life for a long time, yet, in
recent years, its importance has grown, focusing not only on individuals but also on
organizations, governments and communities. Research from 2019 supports the 2030
Agenda and its sustainable development Goals. The authors argue that local governments
have an important role to play in fostering sustainable development. They are also of the
opinion that local governments have to implement sustainability in governance from the
ground up, i.e., in the whole integrity of the local government. The implementation should
be clear with a clear objective [1]. Many authors agree that this problem has not yet been
given the attention needed in the academic literature [1,2], and that in order to achieve
sustainability, localization at the regional level is necessary [3].

Local governments are the closest administrative link to citizens and should therefore
represent the values that citizens expect. Nowadays, sustainability is undoubtedly one
of them, and it is therefore up to local governments to approach this subject responsibly
and systematically. Szolgayova [4] argues that one of the elements of sustainability of local
government is the elaboration of a land use plan. This should ensure a balance between
the three elements of sustainable development, i.e., environmental protection, economic
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development and social aspects. According to Prochazkova [5] and Jankelova [6], sustain-
able local governments should first and foremost be transparent. Both the representative
persons and the employees of the authority should have integrity and be aware of their
responsibilities. Strategies related to the management of any area in the municipality
should be clearly linked to the activities of the municipality. In addition, the municipality
is to focus on efficiency and involve the public. The relationships of the different factors are
shown in the model in Figure 1.

Transparency

Responsibility : Effectivity

Sustainable
local
government

Public Strategies
involvement and activities

Figure 1. Characteristics of local government sustainable management [5,6].

These five elements can be considered as the basic pillars that a local government
must have firmly embedded in its functioning; otherwise, it cannot be managed sustainably.
Together, these elements form a sustainable framework for managing local government that
not only meets the needs of citizens today, but also ensures a better future for generations to
come. Based on the previous findings, it can be concluded that the elements of sustainable
municipal governance include the promotion of growth, the protection of culture and
openness to inter-municipal cooperation. In general, cooperation can strengthen the level
of sustainability of an institution [7]. Education of citizens and employees is also important
and can directly support the level of understanding of sustainability in the municipality.
Research from 2020 showed that the transparency of local governments is associated
with the characteristics of the local government and elected leaders and their preferences
connected to politics or sustainability itself [8]. Moreover, municipalities are considered to
be key actors in waste management and recycling activities [9]. When needed, the local
governments should employ a municipal sustainability manager to deal with the issues of
sustainability [10].

In the context of sustainability in local government, we can identify three key commu-
nication relationships, which are shown in Table 1. These are essential for the successful
implementation of sustainable management and the achievement of goals in the municipal-
ity. A comprehensive understanding of these relationships can enhance effective municipal
coordination and management, as well as interacting with citizens and increasing sustain-
ability awareness and engagement among citizens.

Table 1. Communication-sustainability relationship [11,12].

Relationship Direction Basis Aim
I Perceiving sustainability issues, Achieving a certain level of
Communication . . . .
s Both ways (discussion) structuring facts and awareness to determine the
about sustainability . . .
framing concerns implementation of the SD
Communication Expressions of experts, scientists, Capturing public attention and
s One way . . : .
of sustainability educators, journalists educating about the issues
— Strong encouragement of debate and Setting the stage for social
Communication 1 . .
One or both ways willingness to express and participate transformation based on the

for sustainability

in SD objectives of the SD
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The issue of communication in local governments in Slovakia has been dealt
with by the author Peter Kubica in his two publications—"Effective Communication
of Local Government” [13] and “KomuNICKuj” (On Marketing, Media and Modern
Communication) [14]. In both books, the author drew on his experience as a long-time
spokesperson for the Department of Information and Foreign Relations of the Zilina Self-
Governing Region. Apart from the author mentioned above, no other author in Slovakia
has dealt with this issue, according to the analysis so far. We consider the lack of re-
search on local government communication in Slovakia to be the problem addressed in
this publication.

A large part of communication in local governments is the responsibility of the local
government representative [13], whether it is the mayor or the chairman of the municipality.
Communication is often neglected during the representative’s election period but reaches
a peak and exaggerated attention in the last pre-election year. Every local government
activity should be communicated appropriately, preferably with reasons for the action, so
that all stakeholders understand the local government’s decision. Public communication
can effectively impact the held public opinion on sustainability issues [15]; thus, the local
governments have the potential to be the leading institutions in the process of opinion-
making. Also, the trust in the local government’s decisions may be strengthened and
improved by easy access to information for citizens and a higher level of transparency [16].
In terms of transparency, a better understanding of citizens may be provided via open data
on municipalities” websites [17].

Kubica further defines that the main tasks of communicators, i.e., those directly
responsible for communication, include the creation of a communication strategy. This
should be a document outlining the planned form of communication with all stakeholders.
It should include SWOT analysis, short- and long-term communication objectives and
tools [13].

Communication in local government is diverse and takes the form of answering
questions to journalists, presenting information at council meetings, responding to requests
for information under Act No 211/2001 Coll. on free access to information, meetings
between local government representatives and citizens, organizing cultural, social and
sporting events, activities of clubs and associations, and handling of pages (requests from
citizens) during office hours [13].

However, under strong pressure from the media, local governments may report and
publish less needed strategic information. A study from 2014 found that municipalities led
by left-wing parties tend to use this pressure effectively and have a higher disclosure of
such information [18].

It is also important to distinguish between internal and external communication. The
essential internal communication is to communicate with the local authority staff about any
changes, plans or strategies. External communication is based on transferring information
from within the authority to the outside, i.e., to other, external stakeholders. The main
elements of both internal and external communication should be transparency, openness
and timeliness [13]. Not only formal but also informal communication is important, such as
the dialog between the municipality and cultural and sports organizations or other interest
groups [19].

Online communication may be crucial for local governments when achieving the
connectivity of its citizens and may be used as a support for offline communication, such as
public meetings or organized activities. Communication channels of municipalities should
be proactively used in order to inform about sustainability issues [20,21].

Communication in local government becomes effective and of high quality when the
following points are met [14]:

e  Mutual information channels between management and staff, between the authority
and the constituent organizations, between members and the authority, or between
members and organizations are functioning and reliable;
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o  The staff of the authorities and the constituent organizations have sufficient arguments
for various changes and decisions in the local government;

e Those in charge of communication can obtain the information they need on issues in
local government and are able to respond to queries from stakeholders.

It is therefore essential that the local government appropriately chooses the commu-
nication channels it will use to communicate with its employees as representatives of the
internal environment, as well as channels for communicating with external stakeholders.
However, according to the findings so far, one of the main stakeholders in local government
communication is the group of employees who not only represent the local government
but also continue to act as unofficial communicators.

Local governments should apply principles called CARE to their communications [22],
meaning to communicate immediately when the need arises (not delay sharing informa-
tion with any of the stakeholders), to choose the appropriate communication (know the
addressees of the communication and the current situation well), to recognize and reward
engaging in communication and stimulating discussions and to express support (to be
interested in the challenges and problems experienced by the people with whom the
communication is taking place).

Connected to communication, the concept of City as a Platform has been researched
and recommended in bigger local governments, meaning that communication with citizens
should be mostly digital [23]. Moreover, using more digital techniques for communica-
tion may improve the engagement of citizens and their interest in local government and
community [24].

In order to effectively achieve and promote sustainability in local governments, four
institutional capacities should be present [17]. These are strategic or leadership capac-
ity, analytical and data management capacity, organizational management capacity and
collaborative or network management capacity.

Based on the findings, the municipality needs to be prepared for sustainable change to
be able to achieve the wanted level and to communicate clearly with its citizens.

Research in Slovak local governments is not very broad and the findings are mostly
from practical studies carried out by the Association of Towns and Municipalities of
Slovakia [25]. These studies address the problem of sustainability and communication in
municipalities, although only partially; this problem is not covered on its own. The aim
of this study is therefore to minimize this gap and bring new information on how Slovak
municipalities communicate in terms of sustainability.

2. Materials and Methods

This section introduces the aim of the research and describes the hypotheses set and
the research questions linked to them. The research methods and data collection used are
also described. Based on the data collected, it was possible to answer the research questions
and use a statistical test to test the hypotheses.

The aim of this study is to analyze chosen forms of online communication in Slovak
local governments and to better understand the involvement of sustainability in online
communication, mainly websites and published strategic documents. Moreover, a detailed
analysis of strategic documents of Slovak municipalities and their work with the concept
of sustainability has not yet been conducted. Thus, the goal is to remove this research gap
and bring more information on how the local governments approach sustainability in their
strategies and whether and how they communicate about this topic with their citizens.

In 2023, there were 2927 municipalities registered in Slovakia, including 17 municipal
districts of Bratislava and 22 municipal districts of Kosice. Considering only municipalities
and towns, without urban districts, there are 2890 municipalities and towns in Slovakia,
of which 141 are cities [26]. The rest are municipalities that do not have the status of
a town at the current date due to low population or failure to meet other conditions [27].
In general, therefore, we consider municipalities and cities in Slovakia for the purposes of
this research.
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The research sample is rural villages and towns from the selected districts. Specifically,
these are the districts of Zilina, Byt¢a and Prievidza and all municipalities including towns
in them. In total, the sample consists of 117 municipalities. These municipalities were
analyzed in detail in two steps in the research phase of the analysis of the website and
strategic documents. Of the 117 municipalities, there were 8 towns, 64 medium to large rural
municipalities with a population between 1000 and 5000, and 45 small rural municipalities
with a population under 1000. More information and the reasons why the municipalities
were chosen are stated in Table 2.

Table 2. Information about chosen districts and municipalities [28-36].

District No. of Inhabitants No. of Municipalities Reason for Choosing
Prievidza 131,693 (as of 2021) 52 (4 towns and 48 villages) The 4.3nd of mining in the region, the planned.change
in the economy and character of the region
The city of Zilina and its surroundings are
Zilina 161,377 (as of 2021) 53 (3 towns and 50 villages)  developing rapidly and there are resources allocated
from the Euro funds for further development
. . High development potential and ecological stability
Bytca 31,154 (as of 2021) 12 (1 town and 11 villages) of the district
Sum 324,224 117

2.1. Research Hypotheses and Questions

As a first step in the research, we chose which indicators would be evaluated based on
previous research [37] and existing evaluation approaches in Slovakia for the websites of
Slovak local governments, namely Open Local Government carried out by Transparency
International Slovakia [38] and Sustainability in the towns of Slovakia [39]. Later, a final set
of indicators were set after conducting the initial analysis. These indicators then served as
a basis for research questions and later hypotheses.

The hypotheses are linked to the research questions and are based on the findings
from the literature review and general research assumptions. The essence of the research
hypotheses is to better understand the readiness of Slovak municipalities for sustainability
in online communication, represented by the municipality’s website and published strategic
documents. For the purpose of the research in this paper, two hypotheses were established
based on the research questions and the associated measurable indicators.

H1. The larger the municipality, the more it works with sustainability.

The first hypothesis focuses on the content of strategic documents, which in the context
of this research means the Programs of Economic and Social Development (PESDs) of the
municipality and its equivalents, as the main strategic documents of the municipality
established by law, and the general evidence of working with sustainability in the online
space. Moreover, a study from 2024 was focused on researching the question of the impact
of the municipality’s size on its sustainability, finding that larger local governments are
indeed less financially sustainable than the smaller ones [40]. Thus, we would like to
address the same question, only focusing on the ability to communicate sustainably. The
essence of the hypothesis is to prove or disprove the assumption that municipalities that
have more inhabitants and are therefore larger have strategies set more sustainably, a notion
that is strongly present in the strategic documents and in the online communication of the
municipality. Clearly, given the fact that development documents are being examined, the
focus will be on development. At the same time, we are working with the assumption
that different areas of development will be included, i.e., economic, environmental and
social. But the question remains whether municipalities are also working with the concept
of sustainability, and to what extent. We look for evidence in documents posted on the
municipality’s website, or on other available portals, or by searching through Google and
on the website itself, using several indicators.
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To test the hypothesis, we work with indicators examined in the online environment
and in published documents. It is necessary to obtain answers to the first three research
questions (Table 3).

Table 3. Research questions and indicators connected to HI.

Research Questions Indicators
Level of elaboration of published strategic documents
RQ1: To what extent do municipalities address Inclusion of sustainability in strategy documents
sustainability in their strategy documents? Identification of key areas for development
Preferred area of SD in the municipality
RQ2: Do municipalities address issues and needs in Identified problems in the municipality
strategy documents? Baseline needs of the municipality

Overall work with sustainability in management
Population (rural villages and towns)
Municipal partnerships in Slovakia and abroad

RQ3: Are there any differences in approach to
sustainability between municipalities of different sizes?

It was evident from the initial analysis that cities and larger municipalities generally
had significantly more sophisticated strategic documents compared to smaller municipali-
ties and were also more inclusive of the concept of sustainability and its equivalents.

H2. If municipalities use more channels in the online space to inform citizens, they will better
communicate their goals, plans and vision.

The second hypothesis is based on the assumption that local governments that use
multiple channels and innovative approaches to informing citizens exhibit more elements
of sustainability and their communication is more accessible and open. There was a study
in 2023 which supported this assumption, analyzing the digital communication channels
of local governments and their impact on transparency [24]. By analogy, municipalities
should therefore show a higher level of information about goals and plans and should
communicate their vision clearly. In order to confirm or reject the hypothesis, four research
questions are worked with (Table 4) and mainly assess how municipalities communicate
about sustainability and the goals associated with it and on which platforms. A number
of smart solutions for municipal communication have been identified in this research and
their use is also relevant to work with this hypothesis. At the same time, the disclosure of
information that contributes to the transparency of the local government is also assessed,
i.e., the way the municipality is managed and the persons responsible, as well as the
publication and availability of strategic documents.

Table 4. Research questions and indicators connected to H2.

Research Questions Indicators

Existence of a body responsible for sustainability
Overall work on sustainability in governance
Level of delivery of digital services to citizens
Sustainable activities in the municipality (focused on the development of
one of the pillars of sustainability)

RQ4: What signs of sustainability are present in
municipalities” online communications?

RQ5: Are municipalities monitoring the trust Existence of a measurement of satisfaction with life in the municipality

satisfaction of their citizens in the online space? Measurement of trust in the person in charge by citizens and employees
RQ6: Which channels do municipalities use in the Up-to-datedness of information on the website
online space to inform citizens? Ways of informing citizens in the online space

Level of information on the way the municipality is governed
Level of information about the plans, goals, vision of the municipality
Level of electronic publication (invoices, contracts, orders)
Level of publication of strategic documents (number and type)
External evaluation of transparency
Information on the use of EU funds and own investments
Level of education of the manager

RQ7: How transparent and open are municipalities
in terms of their communication in the online space?
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Based on the confirmation/rejection of the hypothesis, we can assess whether there is
some link between the level of information about goals, plans and vision and the number
of information channels used.

2.2. Data Collection and Evaluation

Two main research methods were used for data collection, including content analysis
of the strategic documents of the surveyed municipalities and their plans and projects.
Based on previous research and experience, we chose the Program of Economic and
Social Development (PESD) as the analyzed document. For example, the differences and
similarities in the strategic documents between the studied municipalities, as well as in the
different strategic documents of one municipality in terms of transparency and working
with sustainability, were monitored. Also, an analysis of documents based on laws (Act no.
369/1990 Coll. on Municipal Establishment and Act N0.302/2001 Coll. on self-government
of higher territorial units) and regulations applicable to local governments in Slovakia
was used. A combination of quantitative assessment together with qualitative analysis
of individual documents was used, which provided an overview of the current state of
publication of the documents, but also information on their content and work with the
concept of sustainability.

The first part of this research—a pre-analysis of strategic documents of the municipa-
lities—was carried out during 2022, in the months of February to April. In this stage, we
focused on the actuality and availability of PESDs, the most important strategic document
for Slovak local governments. The second stage of the research—the main broad research of
more indicators and online communication of these municipalities, considering the PESD
documents and social media presence—took part from October 2023 to February 2024.

The selected indicators could be examined through an in-depth analysis of the munici-
pality’s published strategic documents. Linkages to sustainability and its incorporation
into the strategies and management of the municipality were investigated. Due to the need
to analyze similar documents, the type of document that most of the municipalities studied
had at their disposal was chosen, i.e., the Economic and Social Development Program of
the municipality. Coding was chosen to work with the indicators, which made it easier to
interpret the findings and thus combine qualitative results with quantitative ones.

The process of coding was carried out as follows (more, detailed coding for each of
the 25 indicators is available on demand from the authors):

Code/score of 0—information was not available or applicable;
Code/score of 1—minimal information available showing only the minimal work
with the indicator, insufficient level of status and work with indicator;
Code/score of 2—information available, but the level of status is only satisfactory;
Code/score of 3—basic information available, average level of status and work
with indicator;

o  Code/score of 4—more information available, above average level of status and work
with indicator;

o  Code/score of 5—maximum information available, great level of status and work with
indicator, can serve as ‘best practice’.

This precise coding was used to prevent bias as each score had its own definition with
each indicator. A later check was carried out by the second author who did not participate
in the initial analysis to control for potential bias and guarantee an objective approach to
the analysis.

The coded data obtained were evaluated using the contingency table function and
it was thus possible to compare the different indicators. The results from this part of the
research were categorized according to the size of the municipalities: up to 1000 inhabitants
or from 1000 to 5000 inhabitants, with a separate category for cities. These results were then
processed in the form of graphs and tables for better visualization. It is important to note
that the coding of the data was in no way intended to represent a subjective assessment, and
to avoid this, values and descriptions corresponding to each level of coding were provided.
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Verification of the set research hypotheses was achieved by answering the research
questions and then by analogical evaluation of the condition that confirms or rejects the
hypothesis. In addition, we used the statistical test of dependence, the Chi-squared test,
and auxiliary calculations for its detection in Excel.

For the statistical validation, we worked with null and work hypotheses and the
indicators connected to the most significant research question based on the null and
work hypotheses. First, we used a contingency table to determine the frequencies for the
combinations of the individual indicator scores that represented the actual frequencies. We
then determined the expected values of the frequencies using the following formula (which
was used for all other hypotheses that were tested using the x? test):

7’,’*5]'

1’11"]' = 1
where 7, j is the expected value, r; is the value of the total sum in the adjacent row, s; is
the value of the total sum in the adjacent column, and # is the value of the total sum of all
elements in the table. The chosen significance level was p < 0.05 for all work hypotheses.

3. Results

The chapter with the findings of our study is divided into five sections, firstly focusing
on a pre-analysis of strategic documents of researched municipalities, then continuing with
broader analysis of their online communication, including the updated versions of said
documents and the presence on social media. The main research is later divided into four
parts based on the characteristics of the evaluated indicators.

3.1. Initial Analysis of Online Communication of Chosen Slovak Municipalities

Within the primary part of this research, a partial analysis of the websites of mu-
nicipalities from the districts of Prievidza, Zilina and Byt¢a was carried out. A total of
117 municipalities were examined, 52 from the Prievidza district, 53 from the Zilina district
and 12 from the Byt¢a district. The complete list of municipalities is listed in Table A1 in
Appendix A. The aim of the first part of the research was to find out how municipalities
handle their strategic documents in the online space as an indicator of sustainable man-
agement. At the same time, it is a basic prerequisite for transparency that municipalities
clearly communicate their intentions and goals precisely through strategic documents. This
research was carried out between February and April 2022.

One of the findings was that many municipalities work in associations and conse-
quently have these strategic documents in common. However, a shortcoming was seen
precisely in the fact that if an association with a larger number of municipalities (10 or
more) has one strategic document, it is relatively easy to describe the common objectives,
but to focus on the plans for individual municipalities separately is already more difficult
and they are not as clearly described. In addition to the mere presence of the document, we
also examined its timeliness and clarity.

The most frequently published document was the Program of Economic and Social
Development of the Municipality (PESD), which is also provided for in Act No. 539/2008
Coll. on the Promotion of Regional Development, although it is described under the
name of the Municipality Development Program. Some municipalities had other strategic
documents published, such as the Action Plan, the Waste Management Program or the
Community Plan.

The worst results were observed in the municipalities of the Prievidza district, where
up to 10 municipalities had no published document of this type, 35 municipalities had
their own PESD document published, and 6 municipalities used the joint PESD of the
municipalities of the Handlova valley. In addition, eight municipalities also published
a waste management program. One municipality modified its PESD and combined it with
the Municipal Action Plan. Thus, based on these results, 10 municipalities showed low
transparency in the area of publication of strategic documents.
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Better results were observed in the Zilina district, also due to the fact that no munici-
pality was identified that did not have at least some type of strategic document published.
In this district, 19 municipalities had their own PESD document published; two associ-
ations were identified. The PESD of the Terchova valley was used by 15 municipalities
and the PESD of the Rajec valley by 24 municipalities. The Action Plan was used by one
municipality, as well as the Community Plan. In addition, four other documents were
published in the city of Zilina: the Mobility Action Plan, the Strategic City Development
Plan, the Green Action Plan and the Waste Management Program.

In the last surveyed Bytca district, 11 out of 12 municipalities had their own PESD.
One municipality worked with a similar document, but it was called the Development
Program. Three municipalities from the set had an additional Waste Management Program
and one municipality also had a Community Plan.

Based on the results from this part of the research, a further research procedure was
set up, namely a subsequent insider’s view of the municipality’s governance through
a deeper content analysis of documents. Also, based on the results of the first research part,
the hypotheses were established.

Of all the municipalities analyzed, only 1 municipality did not have a website, so we
were unable to find any information, which is why the number of municipalities analyzed
for some indicators is 116.

The analyzed municipalities were distributed in three categories based on their popu-
lation size. Table 5 shows the distribution and compares it to the real size distribution of all
municipalities in Slovakia.

Table 5. Number and percentage of municipalities in the Slovak Republic and in this research.

Size Group Category n in the SR % in the SR n in This research % in This Research
Villages up to 1000 citizens A 1876 64.1% 45 38.5%
Villages with more than B 910 31.1% 64 54.7%
1000 citizens
Towns C 141 4.8% 8 6.8%
Sum 2927 100% 117 100%

3.2. Work with Strategic Documents in the Analyzed Municipalities

An initial survey of selected sustainability indicators in the online space showed that
the most frequently published strategic document on municipal websites was the PESD and
its variations (Municipal Development Program, Program for Economic Development and
Social Development). For this reason, other strategic documents, such as the Community
Plan or the Waste Management Program, were only minimally considered. Thus, the results
presented in this part of the paper are mainly based on the PESD documents.

In category A, most municipalities had just one document published, namely the
PESD, as it was present in 77.8% (35) of the municipalities; 8 municipalities had two
documents present, the second document being the community plan for social services.
More different documents were present in the municipalities of category A, where just one
document (PESD) was published in 57.8% (37 municipalities) and at least two documents
were published on the website of 37.5% (24) of the municipalities. In the cities, these
numbers were higher; only one of the cities analyzed published just one document (PESD),
and the others had a community plan for social services added to it. In total, 50% (four) of
the cities had five or more strategic documents on their website.

In the municipalities, the presence of a PESD was predominant. In towns, all docu-
ments present were up-to-date (for 2023), while in rural municipalities, there were also
documents that were no longer up-to-date (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Presence of strategic documents on website.

Of all municipalities in category A, up to 80% (36 municipalities) had these documents
prepared to a high standard, addressing strategies in all areas with plans for implementing
solutions. For the municipalities in category B, the high level of elaboration reached the
threshold of 67.2% (43 municipalities). The municipalities also achieved an average to
higher level of identification of the necessary areas of development (ecological, economic,
social) in these documents. For the municipalities in category A, 18 municipalities had
very detailed strategies in the above-mentioned areas; 53.3% (24 municipalities) reached
an average to higher level of elaboration. This means that the documents addressed
development in all areas, but the solutions were not logically linked and were rather
purposeful. In category B, 78.1% (50 municipalities) achieved a high level of working with
strategic areas in PESD documents. All of the analyzed municipalities had a high level of
strategic documents and each of them addressed all areas of development at a high level in
the PESD document.

In category A municipalities, very purposeful problem-solving planning was present
when working with the different areas of sustainable development, where 88.9% of mu-
nicipalities (40) did describe problems and solutions touching on all three pillars of SD,
but these solutions were not logically linked to a very small extent and no system was
developed. The remaining municipalities in this category had a weaker level of elaboration,
where they worked with sustainable solutions only partially, or only addressed one area
of SD, which was most often the environmental sphere. Better results were observed
in category B, where 24.6% of municipalities (16 municipalities) had proposed plans for
working with sustainability that were logically linked to a set methodology for measuring
success and clearly defined measurable indicators. Three municipalities out of eight had
proposed sustainability plans with a high-level methodology; four described sustainability
work without a stronger logical link, although it was embedded in all three of its areas.

In the municipal documents analyzed, the work with the term “sustainability” and its
variations varied considerably. Table 6 shows the average occurrence of this word in the
PESD documents of the municipalities of the size categories analyzed. Cities were the most
frequently active in working with the term.

Table 6. Average occurrence of the word sustainability in PESD documents.

Category A B C
Occurrence of the word 13 17 36

The overall level of work with this concept, i.e., not only its occurrence, but its embed-
ding in a development-linked document, is shown in Figure 3. A level of zero meant that
the concept of sustainability was not mentioned at all in the document; the other marginal
value described a situation where sustainability is present in all parts of the document
and is its main substance. Even though most municipalities described development in
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all three areas of SD, the term sustainability was most often associated with environment
or mobility.
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Figure 3. Overall level of work with sustainability in PESD documents.

For 50% of the municipalities in category A, strategic documents of a common nature,
valid for different associations of towns and municipalities or regional associations, were
present. In category B municipalities, the proportion was lower, with 57.6% of the docu-
ments analyzed being of a separate nature, valid only for that municipality, with plans and
solutions specifically for that municipality. The disadvantage of joint documents is that they
often cover more than 10 municipalities, not addressing specific problems of individual
municipalities and working only with the regional development plan. Six of the eight cities
had a separate PESD document published, while three of them also worked with a joint
regional document, which had the character of a sustainable urban development (SUD)
document. Two cities published only a joint document, for one of which it was the SUD.

An often-observed problem was the fact that strategic documents were not drafted
in a way that could be understood by the ordinary citizen. Only in some cities were
communication versions of these documents published, where plans were described in
simpler language. The documents were dominated by complex analyses with references to
the Agenda 2030 or the development documents of the municipalities, which may not be
fully familiar to citizens.

The content analysis of the documents also covered the described needs and identified
problems in the municipalities. Those municipalities that had separate PESD documents
reached a higher level, as they responded directly to the existing challenges of the given
municipality. Measurement and categorization were carried out by searching for the terms
“need” and “problem” and their variations, and then determining whether the document
described how this information was obtained, where the municipalities observed the
needs of their citizens and how they were able to identify problems, as well as the context
in which these terms were mentioned. Where municipalities had described needs and
problems but there were no signs of systematic monitoring or collection, municipalities
scored in the average category with a score of 3. The higher level was ascribed to those
municipalities where, in addition to description, elements of monitoring and systematic
work with problems and follow-up planning were present. In category A municipalities,
average to higher-level work was observed with identification of both needs and problems;
35.6% (16) of municipalities had described but (systematically) unmonitored needs in their
documents; 53.3% (24) of category A municipalities reached a higher level with described
monitoring. In category B municipalities, the higher level was the most frequently achieved,
with 75% (48) of municipalities having achieved a higher to very good level of work in
implementing needs in their strategic documents. The higher to very good level was
equally prevalent in towns, with 62.5% (5 towns) achieving it. The work of identifying
problems and then developing proposals and procedures to address them is shown in
Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Overall level of work with problems and needs in PESD documents.

To sum up, it can be stated that municipalities have an average to higher level of
information in their strategic documents, but several problems are present:

e  The documents need to be searched extensively, are not available in the main parts of
the website and do not have a uniform location;

e  Municipalities often have outdated documents published and do not publish the
current ones in a timely manner;

e  Some municipalities did not have documents published at all, even though they were
listed on website enviroportal.sk [41] and could be traced;

e The PESD document is intended for citizens, but can often be more difficult for this
stakeholder group to understand;

e  Municipalities do not use the communication versions of these documents with an
emphasis on plans and working with sustainability;

e  There is still little work with the concept of sustainability in the documents, although
municipalities are making at least partial efforts to work with it in governance;

e  Documents produced by external contractors were of a higher standard but did not
sufficiently describe needs and issues;

e  Municipalities made high use of joint development documents, which, although they
had the highest level of work on sustainability, did not contain specific plans and
objectives for the municipality, only for the region or association.

3.3. Informing Citizens Online

In this research, we consider the website as the most important online communication
tool of the municipality, where information on sustainability should also be available, if the
municipality applies this concept in its management. Of all the municipalities analyzed,
only one municipality, belonging to size category A, did not have a website. All other
municipalities had a website, with different solutions; both older and newer websites with
different designs were observed, where the newer ones also offered responsiveness for
different devices.

The websites of the municipalities from category A reached an average to higher level
of up-to-datedness of information, where clarity and systematicity were observed, but the
information was less accessible, which was also confirmed when searching for strategic
documents. In total, 17.8% (8) of the municipalities in this category had websites with both
a high level of currency and accessibility of information, while in category B, this was as
high as 50% (32 municipalities), and in urban areas, all websites had a high level of both
currency and accessibility of information (Table 7).

Table 7. Average evaluation of up-to-datedness and accessibility of information on websites.

Category A B C
Evaluation 3.60 441 4.88
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According to a survey conducted in 2023, the most popular social network among
Slovaks is YouTube, which was used by up to 92% of respondents (Ami digital, 2023). The
social network BeReal is considered the least used network, with only 7% of users among
those surveyed. The full results are shown in Figure 5.

NGl LA
TFa.ceb 00 | O ¥/,
Instagram | (5 7/,

Pinterest I /|37,

Tiktok S 1),

Twitter I )59,
Snapchat T — S D3,

LinkedIn m———— (%,

BeReal mmmmm 79,

0%

39
32
30
20 16
0 1
0 - I .

Category A Category B Category C
n=45 n=64 n=8

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Figure 5. Use of social networks by Slovaks [42].

Although YouTube is the most popular social network among citizens, it is only
minimally used by municipalities. In category A, two municipalities have an active profile,
with one municipality inactive. In size category B, six active profiles and six inactive profiles
were identified. All the analyzed cities had their own YouTube channel; 50% of them were
active. The most frequently added content was recordings of city council meetings, to
which citizens can react and post comments.

Another popular form of information and communication with citizens in the online
space was the social network Facebook, where most municipalities also had an actively
used account (Figure 6).

H No profile M Existing but not used profile W Actively used profile

Figure 6. Use of Facebook in municipalities.

Facebook posts were mostly in the form of photos or statuses, with the following
content being the most common:

Changes to the hours of the municipal office;
Invitations to cultural and community events;

News about events held;

In smaller villages, information about market sales;
Information on local services;

Activities for groups of residents (children, pensioners);
Thematic posts (Children’s Day, Easter, Christmas...);
Various surveys in the towns;

Information about job offers.
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Thus, there was no significant information on the objectives or plans of the municipal-
ity and also little coverage of sustainability issues.

The social network Instagram is very little used among the municipalities, with cities
having the most active profiles. In rural municipalities, profiles of municipal organizations,
such as various youth associations or voluntary fire brigades, were often evident, but not
profiles of the municipalities as such (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Use of Instagram in municipalities.

Municipalities can also communicate their plans in the form of a municipal newspaper,
which is usually published periodically, usually quarterly. In category A municipalities, this
method is not actively used; out of 45 municipalities, only 2 municipalities had a current
municipal newspaper published on their website. In category B, a higher percentage of
municipalities (31.3%; 20 municipalities) already had a municipal newspaper published
regularly on their website, and this was the most common way of informing about their
plans and also fulfilling an educational role in the field of sustainability. Up to 62.5% of the
cities analyzed actively used municipal (or city) newspapers with an overview of activities
and plans.

Mobile solutions in the form of apps have also been identified in municipalities. The
most frequently used was the Virtualne [43] application from the publisher WebyPortal,
which also provides the creation and management of websites for municipalities. The
second most used was the V obraze [44] application from Galileo. The Infourad [45]
application was also used to a small extent in category A municipalities. The smallest
percentage was represented by custom applications, but these had the highest prevalence
in cities (Figure 8). The term ‘own application’ is defined as an application whose name is
identical to the name of the municipality when downloaded to a mobile phone. It does not
have to be an application developed exclusively by the municipality; often, third parties
are the providers (e.g., impoinfo [46], Moderne obce [47], Online obec [48], etc.). External
applications are those that are uniform for all municipalities and, once installed, the citizen
chooses their own application from among the municipalities listed from which they want
to receive information.

Mobile apps allow municipalities to communicate directly with the citizen, as impor-
tant messages arrive directly to their smartphone. However, these are often solutions that
are directly linked to a website, which simply overlay the information on the website onto
the app. If the municipality does not regularly update the website or upload important
information to it, it will not appear in the mobile app either.
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Figure 8. Use of mobile applications in municipalities.

However, there are also more smart solutions available for municipalities that support
the increase in digitalization and can thus contribute to a better citizen experience and
consequent satisfaction. The most used is the DCOM [49] (Data Centre of Cities and Munic-
ipalities) solution, which enables municipalities to provide citizens with electronic services
in the field of administration and thus lightens the bureaucratic burden. ESMAO [50]
(Electronic Services for Municipalities) is a similar system that plays a similar role. Digi-
talne mesto [51] is a solution for mandatory publication, which includes invoices, orders
and contracts. This solution is clear, easy to filter and understandable for the citizen. The
Munipolis [52] solution is a web application that can be linked to a phone and brings an
overview of news and announcements from the municipality’s website. The authors de-
scribe this solution as a means for smart communication of municipalities and other public
space components with citizens. The last solution analyzed is Odkaz pre starostu [53] (Note
for the Mayor), which is a platform for leaving suggestions for solutions for municipalities,
often hosted on a website. Citizens thus have the space to engage directly in governance
and make suggestions for improvement if, for example, they are unable to attend a town
hall meeting. In their studies, experts from the Association of Towns and Municipalities of
Slovakia (ZMQOS) also encourage municipalities to make use of as many available solutions
as possible, but in practice, these solutions are only gradually being put into practice.
Table 8 provides an overview of these solutions and the extent to which they are being used
by municipalities.

Table 8. Solutions encouraging digitalization and their use in municipalities.

Category

A B C

Solution
DCOM
ESMAO
Digitalne mesto
Munipolis
Odkaz pre starostu
n

Used Not used Used Not used Used Not used

28 17 31 33 3 5
1 44 7 57
0 45 3 61
12 33 17 47
2 43 4 60

n=45 n=64 n=3_§

g o o O
W oo N ®

Municipalities that did not use these systems had electronic publications available
directly on their website and provided no or minimal electronic services. Some municipali-
ties also provided the possibility to subscribe to information from the website by SMS or
e-mail. In category A municipalities, 17.8% of municipalities (eight municipalities) used
this option. In category B, 32.8% of municipalities (21 municipalities) provide this option
more frequently. Newsletter subscription by e-mail or SMS was provided by two of the
eight municipalities analyzed.

In the context of e-services, our research also analyzed the extent to which municipali-
ties have digitized their official communication with citizens. None of the municipalities
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analyzed were assigned a rating of 5, as none of them were seen to maximize digital ser-
vices, with little support for the necessity of in-person handling at the municipal office or
the local authority. The following three conditions were mainly observed:

e The municipalities have published all the necessary forms, which can be printed
out by the citizen at home, filled in and brought to the local authority signed in
advance—rating 2.

e  Municipalities have published online forms that can be filled in directly on the munici-
pality’s website—rating 3.

e  Municipalities have published fillable forms that can be submitted electronically
and only the other necessary elements, including verification, can be completed in
person—rating 4.

Where only some of the required official forms were available, the municipality was
given a rating of 1. Some municipalities did not have any forms for official communication
published at all and were therefore given a score of 0, meaning that this could not be found
on the website. The complete results of the work with digital services on the municipalities’
websites are shown in Figure 9.
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Figure 9. Digital services on the municipalities’ websites.

Regular informing and extended communication opportunities provide citizens with
the space to get involved in the management of the municipality, which, according to the
results of the questionnaire, is a moderately important factor for citizen satisfaction. In the
area of involvement in governance, we identified the following conditions:

e  There is no system or forms for citizens’ suggestions in the municipalities; they can
only submit them in person or at the local council—rating 1.

e  Contact information for staff is available and suggestions can be made directly to them
or in person at the local authority—rating 2.

e  There is a simple form for submitting complaints or suggestions via the website—ev-
aluation 3.

e A sophisticated system for submitting complaints or suggestions is in place and
regularly checked—evaluation 4.

e Inaddition to the above, the municipality informs about the organization of public
meetings, encourages face-to-face meetings and public discussions, and involves
citizens in the development of strategic documents—rating 5.

Unavailable information is scored as 0. The results of the municipalities” assessment
of citizen involvement in governance are recorded in Figure 10.

Overall, the examined municipalities try to communicate with citizens in the online
environment at an average level. They use some digital tools and solutions but there is still
so much potential to be fulfilled.
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Figure 10. Level of digital services on the municipalities” websites.

3.4. Sustainability Work and Evidence in the Online Space

According to the theoretical findings, one of the main signs of the sustainability of
a municipality in the online space is transparency. Thus, in our research, we focused on
how municipalities communicate essential information and whether they are sufficiently
transparent. Data on municipal governance, mandatory disclosure of documents, infor-
mation on investments, goals and plans, and promoting sustainable development were
analyzed in more detail.

Following the previous findings, we analyzed the way in which municipalities inform
about mandatory disclosures, i.e., invoices, orders and contracts. Among the rural munici-
palities, some municipalities provided citizens with the possibility to react immediately
to these documents, for example, by sharing them on a social network or by a fast-track
response via e-mail. Cities did not provide such an option, although they had the most
transparent solutions on average. Municipalities were given the lowest score of 3, repre-
senting the availability of all necessary documents but low clarity, the inability to filter
these documents and a more difficult possibility of retrospectively finding them. Most
municipalities scored a rating of 4, representing clear and easily accessible information on
published documents, but without a given possibility to respond (Figure 11). In category A,
it was not possible to identify these documents on the website at all for three municipalities.
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Figure 11. Level of informing about mandatory disclosures in municipalities.

In the area of management and persons in charge, municipalities provide mostly brief
information; the information is more difficult to find and, often, only information about the
managing person, their deputy and the municipal council is present (coding 2); only basic
contacts are given for employees without describing their job description (coding 3). Not
all municipalities had also published more detailed information about the staff (coding 4);
moreover, more detailed information about the managing person, such as a CV, and about
the staff (coding 5) was absent (Figure 12).
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Figure 12. Level of informing about the municipality’s management.

In rural municipalities, there are no special bodies set up to deal with sustainability
or sustainability-related topics in governance. However, municipalities were identified
that had dedicated staff or members or commissions of the local government for this topic.
We also considered local development agendas, community support or environmental
protection as working with sustainability. In municipalities of category A, the absence
of any information about the established body or persons responsible for this issue was
prevalent, which was found in 42.2% of the municipalities (19 municipalities). In 37.8%
(17 municipalities), the municipalities worked with sustainability through dedicated com-
mittees of the municipal assembly. Category B municipalities showed better results, with up
to 67.2% (43 municipalities) actively working on sustainability, development and related
agenda issues in local government committees or staff working groups. In six munici-
palities, bodies dedicated to sustainability were identified, often urban development or
environmental protection departments.

Municipalities do not uniformly report on the use of EU funds and other investments.
There is often a problem that citizens do not know what activities are taking place in
the municipality thanks to various subsidies, or what investments the municipality is
earmarking for their implementation. It is important to inform about this, because such data
also strengthen the transparency of the municipality and thus its sustainability. In the Slovak
online space, there is a portal, kamidueurofondy.sk [54], where citizens can check how their
municipality is using the subsidies from the EU funds. However, only municipalities can
report on their own earmarked funding and the website is a good vehicle for reporting
on the funding of various projects. The highest level of awareness was achieved by the
municipalities, with a rating of 5 prevailing. This represents information that, in addition
to a basic description of the project, also presents its benefits for citizens, specifically
describes the allocated funding, and indicates the time of the solution and, in addition, this
information is regularly updated. In category B municipalities, the predominant rating was
4, i.e., more concise but complete information on the various investments. The smallest
municipalities did not inform about investments frequently; only the use of EU funds could
be traced on the website, resulting in a rating of 2 (Figure 13). A rating of 0 was given to
one municipality when the information was not available on the website.

The last analyzed information supporting the transparency of the municipality was
data on the plans and goals of the municipality or the setting of the vision of the mu-
nicipality. In those municipalities that also provided information through the municipal
newspaper, a higher level of information about planned activities in the area of municipal
development was identified, which was also demonstrated in their evaluation. The mu-
nicipalities performed at the highest to very good level, with communication of objectives
through multiple channels, in a clear, understandable and detailed manner. In category B
municipalities, a rating of 4 prevailed, describing clear information, but often on only one
channel (PESD document or municipal newspaper). The lowest level of information on
objectives was achieved by category A municipalities, whose communication often did not
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make the objectives clear; it was not possible to identify what development activities were
planned, or only outdated information was available. The results are shown in Figure 14.

27
21
15 14
15 5 11 12
10 4
]
0 J— — —— |

Category A Category B Category C
n=45 n=64 n=8

B0 -lowestleve]l W2 W3 M4 M5 -highestlevel

Figure 13. Level of informing about the use of EU funds and other investments.
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Figure 14. Level of informing about plans and goals in municipalities.

As the sustainability of local government is also supported by sustainable activities
themselves, which strengthen the community, are educational in nature or support the
development of one of the pillars of SD, evidence of municipalities organizing such activities
or co-organizing them with third parties was also investigated. Overall, there was a strong
interest in municipalities in promoting sustainability directly in their work with citizens,
which increased with municipality size. The following forms of SDG activities were found
most frequently:

Joint cleaning of municipal green areas or cleaning of watercourses;

Promoting community bazaars;

Organizing clothing swaps;

Organizing cultural events, preserving community traditions;

Promoting education and organizing training activities in the field of sustainability.

The best results were achieved by cities with a score of 4, i.e., with evidence of regular
organization of such activities, but without an established system and logical links, and
5, when the system was already established, and the activities were linked to each other.
The worst situation was in small municipalities of category A, where occasional efforts
to organize such activities prevailed with a rating of 3, as well as a rating of 2, where
municipalities were involved in the organization with third parties but did not make efforts
themselves. Only a small number of municipalities had no information available on SD
activities, or only had outdated information available showing a past organization that is
no longer being pursued (Figure 15).
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Figure 15. Level of organizing sustainable activities in municipalities.

The municipalities also provide information on their websites about partnerships,
especially Slovak ones. Most of the municipalities analyzed are part of regional associations
of towns and municipalities and maintain these relationships on a regular basis. The
highest number of foreign partnerships was found in the municipalities with 100% (eight
municipalities). In category B municipalities, 23.4% of municipalities (15 municipalities)
described foreign relations, while in category A, the incidence was the lowest, at only
6.7% (3 municipalities). If other municipalities have such partnerships, they do not report
them in the online world. The analyzed municipalities belong to the following Slovak (and
regional) municipal associations:

The Association of Towns and Municipalities of Slovakia [55];

The Association of Towns and Municipalities of Upper Nitra [56];

The Association of Municipalities of the Handlova Valley [57];

The Association of Municipalities of the Rajec Valley [58];

The Regional Association of Towns and Municipalities of Upper Povazie [59].

Based on the values assigned to the sustainability work indicators, we assigned
municipalities a rating for their overall sustainability work; the average score is shown
in Table 9; the maximum score awarded was 5, similar to the other indicators. The score
corresponded to the most frequent value (modus) awarded in the content analysis indicators
on working with sustainability and informing citizens, and from this score, an average was
created for the size group of municipalities.

Table 9. Average evaluation of overall sustainability work in the online space of municipalities.

Category A B C
Evaluation 2.78 3.33 4.50

As seen in Table 9, the higher score of overall sustainability in online communication
was achieved in towns, with the lower score in the smaller villages under 1000 inhabitants.

3.5. Hypothesis Validation

To validate the first hypothesis, we need to answer the following research questions
connected to H1.

RQ1: To what extent do municipalities address sustainability in their strategy documents?

According to the results, towns have the highest rate of working with the concept
of sustainability; this rate increases with the size of the municipality. Local governments
have a high level of strategic documentation, which is also highest for larger municipalities.
Sustainability implied in the work with plans and objectives was more present in the
strategic documents of larger municipalities and cities. This is confirmed by the finding
that larger cities were more likely to have separate documents dealing with sustainability
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(sustainable urban development) that included surrounding municipalities belonging to
the larger size category. However, most of the documents lacked clarity for the ordinary
citizen who may not fully understand the analytical issues of governance.

RQ2: Do municipalities address issues and needs in strategy documents?

In larger villages and towns, a higher level of work with citizens’ needs was also
observed, with significantly clearer identification of problem areas with a set methodology
for solutions. The municipalities are addressing the issue at an average to higher level,
especially around describing solutions to the identified problems. Again, municipalities
with a population of more than 1000 inhabitants performed better.

RQ3: Are there any differences in approach to sustainability between municipalities of different
sizes?

Thus, the findings show that municipalities with more than 1000 inhabitants, includ-
ing cities, address sustainability issues more than smaller municipalities and implement
them more in their strategies. This was also confirmed in the assessment of the overall
sustainability work, which was highest for these two categories of municipalities. Thus, it
can be confirmed that the differences in sustainability work were noticeable not only in the
strategic documents but also in the communication on the municipality’s website. Larger
rural municipalities and towns are more likely to activate citizens in sustainability activities
and just as often educate citizens about this issue.

The findings from the responses to the research questions are confirmed by statistical
testing of this hypothesis using the Chi-squared test (x? test), for which we set the null and
working hypotheses (Table 10).

Table 10. Work hypotheses for H1.

H1 Work Hypothesis
Hwo0 The overall sustainability work is not dependent on the size of the municipality.
Hwl The overall sustainability work is dependent on the size of the municipality.

Using the x? test, we determined a p value that was equal to 0.03035 and thus less
than the chosen significance level. Thus, based on the Chi-square test, we can reject the
null hypothesis and accept the alternative hypothesis that overall sustainability work is
dependent on the size of the municipality.

Considering the findings from the research questions and the confirmation of the
dependence of the two variables, we can claim that hypothesis H1 is supported by the
results.

The second hypothesis supports the claim that by using multiple information channels,
municipalities are able to communicate their objectives more clearly to citizens. Verification
was conducted by answering the linked research questions and a statistical test of the
dependence of the two variables under study.

RQ4: What signs of sustainability are present in municipalities” online communications?

In this research question, a number of indicators were analyzed, observing in particular
the transparency of information as a manifestation of sustainability and then the clearer
manifestations of working with this topic. It was confirmed that transparency was not
given much emphasis in the municipalities, but all the necessary information was available.
In terms of communicating the objectives, those municipalities that also used municipal
or city newspapers or newsletters as a communication channel performed better. In the
area of communication on the management or use of investments, municipalities are not
uniform and communicate mostly to a small to medium extent.

RQ5: Are municipalities monitoring the trust satisfaction of their citizens in the online space?
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Most of the municipalities analyzed do not monitor satisfaction in any systematic way;
only contacts are present to whom citizens can make suggestions regarding their satisfaction.
Thus, this manifestation of sustainability has not been observed to a large extent in the
municipalities. This is also confirmed by the indicator for measuring satisfaction among
citizens, in which up to 88.9% of municipalities in category A reached the lowest values,
78.1% of municipalities in category B were at this level, and only among towns was the
medium level reached most often in 37.5% of towns, confirming the occasional purposeful
measurement of satisfaction.

RQ6: Which channels do municipalities use in the online space to inform citizens?

In the online space, all but one of the municipalities analyzed provide information on
their website, with the highest level of timeliness and ease of access achieved by cities and
larger rural municipalities. Facebook was the next most popular tool, but with respect to
the hypothesis, on such profiles, municipalities do not inform their targets at all or only
minimally. Rather, they use them to showcase activities and events carried out or as a means
of instant communication of municipal announcements. Again, better results were observed
in cities that occasionally posted organizational information on Facebook. Instagram and
YouTube were used by few municipalities, while higher interaction from citizens was
observed in those municipalities that uploaded recordings of local council/municipal
assembly meetings to the online space.

More smart solutions, namely various mobile applications and external solutions,
including e-service solutions, are also growing in popularity, but are still used by less
than 50% of the rural municipalities analyzed; in urban areas, these figures were higher.
Solutions also include systems for electronic publication of documents related to municipal
management. An interesting available solution is the Link for the Mayor portal, but it is
only used to a small extent. However, this is a relatively new solution, and it is still possible
that more municipalities will join it.

RQ7: How transparent and open are municipalities in terms of their communication in the online
space?

Given that this research question is slightly linked to question 4, we can conclude that
municipalities are transparent on an average to higher level; the information given by law
is available in most cases and thus fulfills the citizens’ requirement to put information on
the Internet. However, some municipalities communicate information at a later time or
do not update it at all, and thus outdated information remains present. Websites can thus
become a cluttered space, which also lowers their transparency rating.

To statistically test the second hypothesis, the null and alternative hypotheses de-
scribing the relationship between the two indicators being compared were established
(Table 11).

Table 11. Work hypotheses for H2.

H2 Work Hypothesis
Hwo Informing about goals, plans and vision is not dependent on the number of
information channels.
Hwil Informing about goals, plans and vision is dependent on the number of

information channels.

After evaluating the x? test, the p value reached a level of 0.61626, which is higher
than the chosen significance level of 0.05. Based on this finding, we reject the alternative
hypothesis and accept the null hypothesis that informing about goals, plans and vision is
not dependent on the number of information channels.

Based on the inconsistent findings between the research questions and the determined
independence of the variables analyzed, we argue that hypothesis H2 is rejected.
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4. Discussion

The findings are compared with selected research from Slovakia and abroad. In
the next section, the limitations of the research are defined with reference to the current
situation in Slovakia and its impact on local governments. The limitations of the research
procedure, methodology and data obtained are also identified. The chapter concludes with
a summary of the expected contributions of this paper to science and practice.

4.1. Analysis and Comparison of Other Research

The first part of this subchapter focuses on whether and how the issue of sustainable
local government has been explored around the world. We compare the results emerging
from these studies with our results, as well as the methodological research apparatus. It
is important to note that there is currently a gap in the scholarly world, as the issue of
linking local government, sustainability and communication has not been addressed by
many authors so far.

The issue of sustainable Slovak local governments has already been partly touched
upon in a questionnaire survey aimed at identifying the application of social responsibility
in public administration organizations. It was based on the Office for Standardization,
Metrology and Testing of the Slovak Republic and was carried out in May 2020, with
the CAF Centre (part of the Slovak National Institute for Standardization, Metrology and
Testing) directly in charge of its implementation. However, in addition to local govern-
ments, the survey also targeted other public institutions—ministries, district offices, high,
secondary and primary schools, separate faculties of higher education, and regional and
district courts [60].

The survey was conducted only as a questionnaire survey in selected institutions.
However, even the selection of the organizations surveyed was not very specific and not
well defined. The authors’ team emailed the questionnaire to 1765 public administration
organizations, with a return rate of only 5%. However, from the author’s point of view, this
is a very low return rate and with the final number of institutions involved—94—it is not
possible to speak of relevant data for the whole of Slovakia. The most interested in filling
in the questionnaires were the contributory and budgetary organizations of the ministries,
and later the regional and district courts and secondary and primary schools. From the
point of view of the municipalities and towns we have studied, the interesting result is the
participation of municipal authorities, only 11 in number. This is also the reason why we
cannot consider such results as sufficiently relevant.

However, a positive finding is that every participating organization considers social
responsibility and SD as an important topic, although only 21% of them reported having
a sustainability strategy in place in their organization, similarly for SD activity plans.
The activities studied were divided into three groups, namely environmental, social and
economic aspects of SD. One of the most common actions taken at the level of environmental
sustainability was the computerization of administration and its digitalization. In the
social area, training and career development of employees was the most promoted. And
finally, in the economic sphere, transparent management of financial resources and overall
transparency of the organization was most favored. Our research supports these findings
by showing that Slovak municipalities try to be digitalized and in terms of finances; they
are very transparent. The above activities were most often self-funded and in most cases
were the responsibility of a person in the organization’s management.

In our research, we analyzed similar information from publicly available data on the
Internet and did not directly query the persons responsible, which may represent a slight
shortcoming. In contrast, the representation of the municipalities analyzed was higher
than in the survey described here. Both compared studies considered transparency as an
important element of sustainability, on which the authors agree.

One of the most significant findings similar to our research was stated in a 2014
study of English-speaking and Nordic countries and their local governments. The authors
analyzed indicators divided into four groups: general information, economic information,
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social information and environmental information. The data were obtained from websites
of 33 municipalities in 7 countries. Even though, at the time of conducting this study,
no legal obligations to publish information on sustainability were present, the analyzed
local governments showed positive results in addressing transparency [1]. The authors
agree that improvement in this area is needed, namely designing a model sustainability
report, identifying the right sustainability information, identifying stakeholders clearly
and identifying the needed information for these stakeholder groups. Coming up with
similar findings, our research brings a broadened perspective on the transparency of local
governments’ websites, supporting the need for more clear and transparent information
for the citizens.

The author Paul Fenton (Link&ping University, Sweden) addressed the issue of sus-
tainable municipalities in Sweden during his PhD thesis. At the beginning of his thesis,
he also defined a large gap in research on the subject. In his work, he focused primarily
on the energy and climate sustainability of Swedish local governments, using multiple
methods [61].

Five medium-sized municipalities were selected for the research; the author focused
on important strategic documents and plans along with individual and group interviews.
These processes were followed by a thorough analysis of the data collected. Some of
the research was supported by funding from Swedish sustainability programs (e.g., an
article focusing on sustainable transport in the city of Norrkoping). Here, a workshop
focusing on urban transport planning was also used, during which discussions took place
that were a valuable source of information for the author. Some parts of the research
were based on an exhaustive literature study, together with information from the author’s
personal experience. The main result of this research is that five main factors influence local
governments and their sustainability [61]:

e  Capacity, in the sense of the ability of stakeholders to participate in the processes of
local government governance, can be understood as the competence of those involved
in governance, but also as the ability of the public to engage in governance.

e  Mandate has an impact on the internal processes of the organization, being strongly
based on elections and closely linked to the trust of citizens and employees of the
authority in the actions of the person in charge.

e  Resources—the availability of various resources such as time, budget, staff or informa-
tion as a prerequisite for sustainable governance.

e  Scope is understood more closely as the extent of action or the possibility to act at all,
i.e., it is the legal and statutory definitions of the powers of the municipality and its
governing person, which influence the municipality from outside.

e  Will represents the constraints on action and management, the extent to which the
governing person is able to turn ideas into actual solutions to problems.

It can be stated that these factors are closely related to the actual staffing of municipal
governance and are not strictly factors of sustainable governance per se. However, this
research provides a deeper insight into how the person responsible for managing the
municipality should approach governance. Due to different approaches in the research, we
can not compare the findings and only can consider this research as an inspirational insight
into potential future research.

In the case of a similar research sample, the authors of Polish research [2] focused on
smaller local governments, the essence of which was to explore the possibilities of their
smart development. The authors of the study assessed the sustainability and smart potential
of selected municipalities in one region—similar to our research. They concluded with
a finding like ours—that one of the pillars for the sustainable development of municipalities
is the clear and comprehensible creation of strategic documents and their publication.
According to the authors, the study of sustainability in smaller municipalities requires
more academic attention as it is an important part of their development.

In Germany in 2019, similar research was conducted, analyzing websites of 15 local
governments [62]. The authors focused on finding information on working with sustainabil-
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ity and sustainable development goals on the websites of the 15 largest cities in Germany.
The difference to our research is that even though the objective was the same, the research
was still focused on larger cities rather than smaller municipalities or rural areas. This
research showed that the cities communicated mostly topics on education, energy, climate
protection or mobility, with which we agree in our findings, as one of the most promoted
areas of sustainability was climate protection and connected education.

The websites of 55 towns and cities in Spain were analyzed in a 2014 study. The results
showed that the municipalities communicated mostly information on social sustainability,
and that when the citizens feel more informed and involved in the local governments’
processes, it can have a positive impact on the disclosure of such information. Also, the
authors stated that the coordination of publishing information is needed [63].

Even though, in our research, we did not focus on political preferences of mayors
or any signs of political direction on the websites, a study from 2023 showed that local
governments in Italy and Spain implemented sustainable policies despite the political
ideology [64].

4.2. Limitations of the Research

The issue of grasping the sustainability of local governments is very complex, and
due to capacity (mainly time and human) constraints, we had to narrow down this issue
to selected elements of local government sustainability. After theoretical analysis, these
were mainly identified as transparency, communication with the citizen and the presence
of manifestations of general sustainability work in the online space. For this reason, other
elements of sustainability in municipalities could not be covered, such as economic factors,
financing of municipalities, and a closer managerial view of sustainability and the use of
modern and innovative management practices to maintain sustainability in governance.
Neither was the actual approach of municipalities to sustainable solutions examined, but
only their overall willingness and interest in sustainability, along with their willingness to
communicate about the issue.

Due to the significant fragmentation of Slovakia and the very high number of munic-
ipalities, it was necessary to narrow down the research sample. This made it necessary
to focus on only some of the municipalities. For this reason, a representative sample of
3 districts with their 117 municipalities was selected. These districts have various distinct
characteristics and can therefore also be representative for research of this nature.

The subject of the research was also the perception of the transparency of local gov-
ernments. However, the question remains to what extent citizens can accept the potential
non-transparency of municipalities, since according to the last presidential elections, this
concept is not very decisive for the citizens of Slovakia. The candidate with the least trans-
parent campaign according to Transparency International Slovakia [65] became the new
president, and it is therefore questionable whether in what way the majority of the popula-
tion actually understands the transparent and non-transparent actions of public authorities.

In the online environment, the volume of misinformation has increased in recent years,
mainly due to previous and ongoing crises (the COVID-19 pandemic, the wars in Ukraine
and the Gaza Strip, the instability of political systems, etc.). Also, due to the spread of
disinformation, society is becoming increasingly polarized, which is particularly noticeable
on social networks, but also by the increasing amount of disinformation media [66]. Local
governments can be highly influenced by such actions, as they should play an important
role in the fight against disinformation due to their high credibility. Thus, it is essential that
local governments are aware of the nature of their actions and try to educate citizens not
only in sustainability, but also in the understanding of transparency and critical thinking.

4.3. Future Research

Considering the above-mentioned limitations of this research, it would be advisable
to continue the research in other Slovak municipalities for a comprehensive view of the
issues of Slovak local governments and their communication in the context of sustainability.
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Comparing various regions of Slovakia based on chosen factors, e.g., employment rate,
growth potential, tourism, etc., could bring valuable outcomes in terms of whether some
regions have more potential to be sustainable in their communications than others, using
existing indicators from this exact research.

Other approach would be to focus more deeply on the communication of local govern-
ments, their aspects and principles, specific communication documents, and strategies or
proposals for a unified approach, which is currently not defined in Slovak conditions. It
could also be interesting to repeat similar research later and compare the findings to see if
there have been improvements in sustainability communication.

Carrying the research outside of Slovakia to neighboring countries, such as the Czech
Republic, Austria, Poland or further countries, may bring different points of view on
this topic, and the results from comparisons may be useful for not only practical (as best
practice) but also theoretical purposes (on how the differences may influence work on
sustainability in communication). The situations in the context of other countries may
vary in terms of politics, culture, economics and other factors, making such comparisons
interesting. However, the compared municipalities would need to be at least of similar
character, mainly the number of inhabitants.

5. Conclusions

Sustainability in local government can be understood from different perspectives.
However, a comprehensive view of sustainability, including its three pillars, is essential
for the full implementation of sustainability in the functioning of local government. Only
if a municipality works with sustainability can it inform its citizens about the issue and
follow sustainable principles in online communication. From the analysis of the theory,
we found that one of the main elements of sustainability in local government should be
its transparency, which is very closely linked to its communication. Based on this finding,
we continued our research, the essence of which was to analyze the websites and strategic
documents of selected Slovak municipalities.

This research confirmed the hypothesis that working with sustainability is directly
dependent on the size of the municipality, and thus, larger municipalities have a higher
potential to become sustainable in terms of both communication and overall functioning.
Transparency can also be understood by the number of channels a municipality uses to
inform its citizens. However, it has not been confirmed that a higher number of information
channels in a municipality would also ensure better and more transparent information
about the goals, plans and vision of that municipality. On average, the cities analyzed
had the highest level of timeliness and accessibility of information, and the word sustain-
ability and its variations also appeared most frequently in their strategic documents. At
the same time, we found that municipalities are slowly starting to provide more digital
services and are using several commercial digital solutions for citizen communication
and administration.

The existence of a small amount of similar research has confirmed the need for a greater
focus on this issue in academia. This study has provided interesting results that can be
further expanded in the future. For future implications, we believe that our findings may
be useful not only in academia, filling the research gap and focusing on a very specific
research sample or as a material for comparison in other studies, but also in practice as
an insight into the reality of online communication of Slovak smaller local governments in
the regions with high development potential.
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Appendix A

Table A1l. List of Slovak municipalities examined in the study.

Villages with more

. 1 in the TN
Size Group Category Research Municipalities
Bitarovd, Brezany, Cavoj, Ciémany, Dlzin, Fatkov, Hlboké nad Vahom,
Horné Vestenice, Horny Hri¢ov, Horky, Hricovské Podhradie, Chvojnica,
Jablonové, Jalovec, Jasenové, Kl'ate, Kocurany, Kostolna Ves, Kotréina
Villages up to A 45 Lucka, Lipnik, Lutise, Lysica, Mala Causa, Mala Cierna, Malinova,

1000 citizens Nevidzany, Nezbudskd Lucka, Ovéiarsko, Pastina Zavada, Podhorie,
Podhradie, Poluvsie, Portiibka, Radobica, Rudnianska Lehota, Se¢,
Stranske, Straza, Sul'ov—Hradna, guja, Sutovce, Temes, Vel'ka Causa,
Vel'ka Cierna, Zbyiiov
Bystritany, Beld, Cigel, Ceretiany, Diviacka Nova Ves, Diviaky nad
Nitricou, Divina, Divinka, DIhé Pole, Dolna TiZina, Dolné Vestenice, Dolny
Hricov, Durdina, Gbel'any, Horna Ves, Hvozdnica, Chrenovec-Brusno,
Kamenec pod Vta¢nikom, Kamenna Poruba, Kanianka, Kl'a¢no,
Kolérovice, Konska, Ko$, Kotesova, Krasiiany, Kunerad, Lazany, Lehota
pod Vtaénikom, Liest'any, Lietava, Lietavska Licka, Lietavska

than 1000 citizens Svinna—Babkov, Marsova—Rasov, Mojs, Nededza, NedoZery-Brezany,
Nitrianske Pravno, Nitrianske Rudno, Nitrianske Su¢any, Nitrica,
Opatovce nad Nitrou, Oslany, Petrovice, Poruba, Pravenec, Predmier,
Rajeckd Lesnd, Razto¢no, Rosina, Sebedrazie, Strafiavy, Stre¢no, Svedernik,
Stiavnik, Teplicka nad Vahom, Terchova, Turie, TuZina, Valaska Bela, Varin,
Vel'ké Rovné, Visiiové, Zemianske Kostol'any

Towns C 8 Bojnice, Byt¢a, Handlova, Novaky, Prievidza, Rajec, Rajecké Teplice, Zilina
Sum 117
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