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INTRODUCTION 

The goal of this activity is to empower the sense of community in 

rural areas in a selected region in Slovakia through the participa-

tory design approach. This should increase communication be-

tween people and its self-government and trust. Attachment to a 

place has deep psychological urge to express ourselves in part 

of the group or part of a place by evolutionary point of view.  

This paper was created as part of the IDENTITY SK project – the 

common platform of design, architecture and the social sciences 

in form of regional concepts for products and services from 

sources such as interdisciplinary literature, field research and 

storytelling. 

IDENTITY 

 
In the theoretical part, this paper seeks to find out what the iden-

tity as a part of social sustainability means [1]. This term is 

broadly used in every field of science and in colloquial speech.  

According to Podoba, identity is a social construct, which is 

evolving and changing through time, adapting to the current state 

of society [2]. For the needs of this paper, the meaning of identity 

used in sociology will be used. Identity (from the Latin identicus 

– identical, the same), otherwise also called ‘authentic being’, is 

a term denoting the unity of the inner psychological life of man 

and his actions. It is also an intense sense of self-identity that the 

individual experiences with his community [3]. Cultural identity is 

also a process in which a certain community identifies with cul-

tural heritage of ancestors, protects and otherwise slows down 

its demise for reasons of preserving cultural continuity for future 

generations [4]. It is an essential tool for organizing human com-

munities at the local, regional, state, or ethnic level. The loss of 

identity has always meant the decay of the community (gradual 

dissolution in a foreign cultural environment [5]. Identity is also 

abused by politicians to play for their benefit. It is mostly used 

emotionally in debates and speeches. For this reason, studying 

identity in this paper is based on the sense of belonging (to com-

munity and to space). 
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SENSE OF BELONGING, ATTACHMENT TO COMMUNITY 

A sense of belonging begins as an attachment to the caregiver. 

This critical need is the essence of surviving. We are deeply de-

pendent on someone from the beginning and carry that hormonal 

attachment with us throughout our lives. Children who have not 

achieved a healthy connection in childhood may have many 

health problems (depression, lower self-esteem, weight is-

sues...), are distrustful and may perceive rejection [6]. These 

conditions can lead to an individual's ability to connect with oth-

ers and create a cycle of events that undermines a sense of be-

longing. Connection with caring individuals increases over time. 

The sense of belonging is also acceptance as a member or part 

of a group and extends into a sense of community. This feeling 

is related to levels of the oxytocin hormone [7, 8, 9, 10]. On the 

other hand, people can form attachments just because they live 

close to each other [11]. Our ability to survive in groups allows 

us to adapt to certain communities, to silence or develop our per-

sonality traits. We are shaped by the community and vice versa. 

The unspoken rules of the group that ensure the survival of the 

group as a whole can be defined as culture. If I follow these rules, 

the group has a better chance of survival and I, as a member, 

can survive as well. Over time, the rules become more abstract 

and begin to differentiate themselves from other groups. It has to 

do with competition for limited resources. Groups may compete 

for real or perceived scarcity of resources such as money, politi-

cal power, military protection or social status. The same self-reg-

ulatory mechanisms within communities to sustain the group re-

main, but the content depends on the level of development [12]. 

The sense of belonging can also be interpreted as a reward sys-

tem and as an oxytocin currency. Belonging is defined as a 

unique and subjective experience that relates to the desire for 

connection with others, the need for positive regard, and the de-

sire for interpersonal connection [13]. A different view of culture 

and its relationship to genetics is held by the dual inheritance 

theory. According to this theory, culture is socially learned infor-

mation stored in an individual's brain that is capable of influenc-

ing behaviour [14]. Cultural diffusion and evolution resemble ge-

netic evolution through the process of adaptation. Cultural diffu-

sion is a process through several copying mechanisms. Cultural 

patterns or formulae play a major role in this process. These are 

spread by cultural leaders (well-known members of the commu-

nity) or new patterns copied by individuals in an effort to make 

them unique. All duplication of patterns is done unconsciously in 

most cases without knowing the origin of each aspect. As hu-

manity becomes more interconnected, cultural patterns change 

faster than before. Regional specificities are slowly disappearing. 

Local people, surrounded by specific cultural patterns until re-

cently, copy other international cultural patterns. Unique micro-

regional traditions are not competitive with faster and cheaper 

ones. This leads to the perception that we need to preserve re-

gional specificities and keep them in an untouchable “bubble” 

which, on the one hand, gives future generations a taste of the 

cultural background but, on the other hand, also protects it from 

natural evolution and adaptation. 

SENSE OF SPACE, ATTACHMENT TO PLACE 

If we look at the energy consumption of the brain, most of the 

energy is used to process new information. With more automatic 

and repetitive activity, less glucose is needed [15]. Attachment 

to a place can be described as something that is familiar, recog-

nized, and the brain uses less energy to decode the space. Our 

mental projection of the universe is complete and we need to be 

"surprised" by the minimum. The brain can operate in a more 

automated "mode" and has less of a "fight or flight" response. 

Mental images of familiar places are perceived in both positive 

and negative connotations. This is the same as the concept of 

home in environmental psychology [16]. Place-based identity en-

hances the internal identity and integrity of the individual and the 

collective self. A sense of belonging is usually supported by a 

person's direct interaction with a place, but can also be mediated 

indirectly through social contacts. The context of a place will fur-

ther influence a person's affinity for it. The availability of public 

services also induces positive feelings about a new place, 

whereas a large population has the opposite effect [17]. 

PARTICIPATORY DESIGN 

Participatory design is currently the highest level of democracy 

in common decision-making. It is a communicative process 

prone to miscommunications like those in cross-cultural settings. 

While team members may belong to the same general culture, 

their varying occupational and social contexts are subcultures 

that bring different background assumptions, conventions of con-

versation, and semantics. Communicative failures may go unde-

tected because mechanisms of conversational repair are among 

these differences. Team members may mistake failures in par-

ticipatory behaviours for failure of participatory design. We iden-

tify conversational behaviours that reveal unshared assumptions 

among design team participants. 

Participatory design must be more than having people present or 

even engaged in the process. This should be a dialogue among 

users on many levels. Participation is not a one-time act, such as 

calling a public meeting where people vote on what they want 

and do not want in the neighbourhood, but much more complex 

and a more sophisticated approach aimed at enabling meaning-

ful public involvement in planning and decision-making pro-

cesses. If the local self-government is the initiator of the process, 

it has a legitimate right to decide to what level public participation 

will be opened. It may be when, for example, the will to imple-

ment politics in a fully democratic way gives people (especially 

those pursuing their interests, which are paradoxically contrary 

to democratic principles) a chance to be heard. It should do so 

transparently and justify decisions. 

Participation is a demanding process. Local people, even activ-

ists, who never experience a similar case and never think about 

public places that way, can be exhausted if the process is taking 

too long. Keep all sessions up to 2 hours, even if the work is 

going well. No session must have an open end. Everyone in the 

session must know what is going to happen next, have clear 

tasks and simple homework. [18] 

Participatory design is used mainly in cities. Although participa-

tion is a more demanding and a long process, it has the potential 

to prevent possible future conflicts. It helps identify and accept 

the opinions and needs of various target groups: younger and 

older, women and men, boys and girls, motorists, fast or slow 

walking and non-walking, sports and non-sports based, individu-

als and families and therefore more sustainable [6]. The main 
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difference between engaging local people into the process of de-

cision-making between the urban environment and the country-

side is that relationships are more intense in the countryside than 

in the cities and there is almost no anonymity. Self-control is on 

a higher level. People are more homogenous (age, cultural back-

ground, common history...). These differences must be taken 

into account. [19] 

DESIGNER AS FACILITATOR 

 

Designers are increasingly facilitating multidisciplinary projects. 

The participatory and user-cantered approach offers an oppor-

tunity to increase the generation of ideas, co-creation and trans-

mit them more flexibly and openly. But we do not know how the 

designer as a facilitator influences these innovative projects. De-

signers as intermediaries contribute by identifying interactions 

between different levels of creative facilitation as a moderator for 

the level of implementation of cooperation. In this role, they must 

use their creativity to handle many other roles like organizing dif-

ferent steps, managing the group and spaces, introducing topics 

in an understandable way, setting up rules and culture for crea-

tive interaction, searching information and identifying categories, 

jointly identifying the problem and the evaluation criteria. During 

and at the end of the whole process, they should provide critical 

design proposition, creative attitude and visual and 3D models. 

[20] From many experiences the hardest task for facilitators is to 

handle the dynamics within the group and also communicate the 

process and its result to the municipality or the public.  

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH STRUCTURE FOR THE 
CASE STUDY OF LOCAL DEVELOPMENT 
 

During the project entitled IDENTITA SK, the team has visited 

several regions in Slovakia (Honta, Gemer, Liptov, Orava...), an-

alysed the potential and problems, had discussions with local ac-

tivists and mayors or regional deputies. Eastern Slovakia was not 

part of these study trips. One of the authors comes from the Up-

per Zemplín region, knows the location and the people. As one 

of them, he had a better start and the trust of local people. For 

this reason, acquaintances that are involved in the development 

of the region on multiple levels were reached out to. According 

to their recommendations and further contacts, three potential 

villages were selected (Porúbka. Olšinkov, Modra nad Cirochou), 

but only in Porúbka was it possible to move a step further for 

now. 

The bottom-up approach in local development was used to cre-

ate a structure which is also tested for suitability in regional con-

ditions. Each step can be evaluated and tested separately. This 

structure is conceived as open to different conditions in each re-

gion and village. It suggests different results fit local conditions 

and the current time. The whole structure will hopefully be tested 

in different regions. To put the hypothesis and experiences from 

urban environment into practice in rural areas, the region was 

selected by several parameters: 

- villages with less than 500 inhabitants (without general plan), 

- knowing active people with good contacts through whom I can 

gain trust of the local people, 

- open local self-administration.  

The Upper Zemplín region and counties: Humenné, Snina and 

Medzilaborce. Combining all parameters above, the village of 

Porúbka village was selected to be a pilot in testing the form of 

participatory design in rural areas. The will to change is the most 

important part of selecting a village or region to implement the 

participatory design in. Also crucial is a positive relationship be-

tween the municipality and local activists. 

The first two steps have a goal to both analyse the potentials and 

raise awareness of local people about their region, to ask ques-

tions and find answers to identify the problems they are able to 

handle. The general plan represents basic information about the 

region, the potentials and the development. It is really good back-

ground and hard data for deeper analyses and a basis for future 

actions. Therefore, smaller villages usually do not possess those 

basic data about their own territory. 

One of the results of the research will be the structure itself (Fig. 

1). Each step can be assessed and tested and even if the com-

munity is not able to reach the result (for any reason), they can 

move forward with the partial outcome. Therefore, the process 

has the same value as the outcome. This structure was designed 

during conversations with local people willing to change some-

thing in the region. The process of creating together can support 

the sense of belonging and the result is adopted as their own. It 

can also improve local identity and have better maintenance in 

the future. 

 
 

Figure 1: Scheme of research structure on the research  
study in regions, currently in Upper Zemplín. 

© Marián Ontkóc, 2019 
 

ANALYSIS OF UPPER ZEMPLÍN REGION 

Early settlements date back to the 14th century, as part of the 

colonization on Wallachian law, the mountainous areas of the re-

gion had been inhabited mainly by the Ruthenians. In the 18th 

century, there was a mass migration of the poorer sections of the 

population to the southern fertile regions and especially to the 

Lower Land for seasonal agricultural work and to work in Amer-

ica from the second half of the 19th century. From the national 

point of view, the population of Upper Zemplín consists of the 
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Slovaks, Ruthenians-Ukrainians and the Roma. Ruthenians-

Ukrainians live mainly in the Low Beskydy Mountains up to the 

line of Stropkov, Papín, and Snina. Seven villages disappeared 

in the second half of the 1980s in connection with the construc-

tion of the Starina reservoir. Upper Zemplín is characterized by 

log houses, smeared and whitewashed with clay and lime. There 

is plenty of quarry stone in Vihorlat. [21] 

The two world wars left a significant mark on the region. During 

the First World War, the main railway line through Humenné and 

Medzilaborce led to the Russian Front. Fighting also took place 

on the current Slovakia-Poland border and the battle lines lasted 

from November 1914 to May 1915. During this period, north-

eastern Slovakia gained great strategic importance and the Car-

pathian section of the Eastern Front became a place of intensive 

combat operations, which decided the further course of the First 

World War. The remnants of this operation are war and military 

cemeteries, mass graves and crypts [22]. At the end of the Sec-

ond World War, partisan groups operated in the Vihorlat Moun-

tains. After the suppressed Slovak National Uprising, several vil-

lages in the northeast of Slovakia were burned down (Chlmec, 

Porúbka, Tovarné, Tokajík...). Even before the battle of Dukla 

pass, the first village in the then Czechoslovakia – Kalinov – was 

liberated. Several bunkers in the forest have been preserved 

from this period, as well as monuments to remember both world 

wars, or local events. Natural highlights with greatest potential of 

tourist business are: Poloniny National Park with primeval for-

ests, Unesco-protected forest in Vihorlat Mountains, wooden 

churches, darkest night-sky and medieval castles. Village in-

volvement in those strong potentials with infrastructure and cul-

tural influence is promising for local development. 

PORÚBKA 

 
 

Figure 2: Porúbka village. 

© www.mapy.cz, 2021 
 

The village of Porúbka is located 11km to the south of the district 

centre Humenné. It is located in the Vihorlat Mountains on the 

Ptava stream, at an altitude of 28m above sea level. From the 

east side of the village, the border of the Valaškovce military dis-

trict passes (Fig. 2), During World War II, in the nearby forests, 

there were partisan units and a field hospital. Therefore, Porúbka 

was burned down by the German soldiers and only 2 houses sur-

vived. During 1950s, the village was rebuilt using the same pro-

ject of village house that was also used in other villages (To-

varné, Víťazovce, Tokajík). The house plan has the shape of the 

letter L and entrance from the yard, with 2 rooms facing the 

street. Some of them have a cellar beneath. Back in the yard is 

a farm with a stable and barn. It has hip roof with half-hip ending 

above the side room. The house was built with burned bricks and 

has asbestos cement roofing. 

FIELD RESEARCH 

After many minor meetings in various regions, the field research 

on the IDENTITA SK project in Upper Zemplín was progressing. 

First meetings were part of the first phase. That can help get to 

know local people or activists and prepare for later discussion 

with other groups. For now, there were two meetings. The first 

took place in Humenné, the second one in Porúbka (Fig. 3).  

 

 

Figure 3: Discussion with local activists in Upper Zemplín. 
© Marián Ontkóc, 2019 
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This was only the first introductory meeting to recognise local 

needs and the way the research should continue. Currently, a 

questionnaire is taking place with questions to recognise poten-

tials for improvement. The form was sent to several civic associ-

ations, local tourism businesses and official tourism agencies in 

selected counties. The results will be analysed in the final disser-

tation thesis. The information gathered during the first sessions 

can be divided into 3 categories (according to who and how can 

make changes) (Fig. 4): 

Capability of local people and mayors 

Local people do not know what they have in the region (cultural 

and natural heritage, history of village). Consequently, they are 

not able to identify values to be preserved and promoted. Young 

skilled people are moving to bigger cities or abroad to study or 

get a job. Very few come back and support local development. 

The mindset of those who stayed is, what we call, experienced 

by socialism. It depends on actions of higher authorities. Even if 

the community does not agree with some actions they obey, dis-

agreement is not shown officially or at all. A combination of all of 

the above results in apathy (lethargy) of local people, usually ex-

pressed by gossips and those who stood against and are elected 

as mayor, become an authority but with the same mindset, una-

ble to change much. There is also a strong competition among 

villages (regions) or even between parts of the same village (up-

per and lower part) etc. In some regions, this is very strong and 

has features of tribalism. A local solution is possible. Basic anal-

ysis can be performed using the tool of the local plan to find out 

the potential of each village and its possible uses. The relation-

ship between the municipality and the “voters” is crucial. If there 

is lack of trust, the municipality can see similar activities as a 

threat. The minimum a local mayor or council can do is not to 

lock the door. 

Infrastructure 

Infrastructure represents technical issues. Missing roads or 

roads and pavements, sewage, fences in bad shape, old play-

grounds, abandoned buildings, former cooperative areas, facto-

ries... The community needs more than local subsidies and must 

cooperate on a regional or state level to get funding for repairs. 

Legislation 

Villages are funded through state policy and receive money ac-

cording to the size of population by calculi. As each month, a 

village gets a different amount of money, the municipal council 

does not know exactly how the amount is computed. There is 

space for corruption and constraint on mayors. Laws are not sup-

portive of selling local products or creating a network of places 

to sell. Small villages with up to 500 inhabitants are not required 

to have a local plan. The community depends on a competent 

ministry and parliament (state level) to make any changes. In the 

next step, it is necessary to create a positive attitude with the lo-

cal group. 

The designer or architect is in the position of a mediator or facil-

itator. He or she must recognize potential through interviews and 

discussions and be able to direct common effort to the positive 

(sustainable) direction. This role requires more than creative abil-

ities. On the other hand, it gives a better input to design than any 

other role. 

 

 

Figure 4: Clustered collected data from surveys,  
split to 3 categories. 

© Marián Ontkóc, 2020 
 

ANALYSIS OF THE POTENTIAL OF THE PORÚBKA VIL-

LAGE 

- close to the district centre (11km), 

- strong legacy of World War II (burning of the village, the work 

of partisans, a memorial, bunkers), 

- stagnation of the village development and number of inhabit-

ants for over 30 years, 

- end village, access to the surrounded forests (primeval forest 

Kyjov, Vihorlat Mountains), 

- undetected high attendance of tourists from the area (bicycle, 

car), 

- land, building of a former kindergarten, pastures and orchards 

owned by the municipality, 
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- closed pub and grocery store. 

 
PARTICIPATIVE METHODS 

 

There are many different methods of empowering people to be a 

part of the participative process, of process management and 

different tools for designers/facilitators such as mind maps, walk-

ing mapping, many types of surveys, public meetings, workshops 

etc. It is the responsibility of the designer or facilitator to choose 

the most suitable ones. Participation is best encouraged by 

methods such as guided discussion and group problem analysis 

and demonstrations prepared rather than external explanations 

or presentations. However, informal methods make much 

greater demands on designers than formal methods. In one form 

or another, discussion is an essential part of participative method 

of dealing with development. [23] 

LEVELS OF PARTICIPATION 

Clarification of expectations, identification of goals and desired 

outputs can help the authority decide how it will proceed. Inter-

national Association for Public Involvement offers an overview of 

the levels of participation – from information and marking up to 

different levels of involvement and cooperation. When we involve 

the public, we start by informing. Participation will be successful 

if those who comment on the issues understand the topic and the 

reason for involvement. The second level is commenting (con-

sultation). We speak about it when the public comments on al-

ready completed policies, studies or projects and makes obser-

vations that will need to be processed, assessed, accept or re-

jected. At this level, there is no space for fundamental changes 

to the proposals anymore, which may bring about frustration of 

the people involved. 

Involvement and cooperation is a more challenging and deeper 

level of participation. The public no longer speaks out when the 

product is finished, but is engaged in this work from the begin-

ning. The deeper the public involvement and share is in the cre-

ation of solutions, the more demanding is the process of facilita-

tion (leading the public policy-making process). Some sources 

also indicate the latest level of participation – delegation or em-

powerment of citizens. This is a situation whereby the municipal-

ity (or the one vested with power) delegates the decision-making 

power to citizens. This approach is sometimes referred to as 

"civic" control. An example of such delegation can be local refer-

endums or participatory processes budget. [24] 

Participation means mutual trust between professionals, politi-

cians and citizens, which can be transformed, for example, to 

better cooperation on projects. Participation springs from the 

community and the community retains ownership of the process. 

The purpose is to influence other sectors and strengthen the ca-

pacity of the community for the benefit of its own development. 

CONCLUSION 

The decision-making processes that go bottom up should lead to 

development of the creative potential of citizens, deeper accord, 

greater feeling of responsibility and mobilization of residents’ 

own efforts in rural regions. Communication between citizens 

and local municipality is crucial to succeed to achieve a positive 

outcome. If one part is missing, the results remain theoretic only. 

The role of the designer is that of a facilitator. 

The conclusion presented in the part entitled FIELD RESEARCH 

is a partial authors’ summary of the notes from one of the meet-

ings in the Humenné district, including several discussions in 

other regions within the framework of the IDENTITA SK project. 

Short-time thinking, human potential and capability of local peo-

ple are the main obstacles to sustainable inclusive development. 

Effective research by participatory design in rural areas can only 

be performed in person. Unfortunately, the current pandemic sit-

uation does not allow for a proper field research and completion 

and testing of the hypothesis yet. Time-consuming sessions, 

closed local archives (the only source of information about small 

villages) and intense human relationships have made us unable 

to continue the research. Research, local contacts network and 

local activities are still ongoing. 
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