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Abstract

Economic vitality of community is one of the main factors and conditions for suc-
cessful urban development. The article present the theoretical and empirical analy-
sis of the concept of economic vitality of urban community in the country of small
economy. The objective of the paper is to identify the challenges and factors of
improving the economic vitality of community in cities of a country with a small
economy and to develop the strategic recommendations and measures for strength-
ening the economic vitality of the community. Methods used: literature studies,
document analysis, statistical data analysis, expert interview, survey, case analysis,
Space Syntax analysis. The research showed that the communities in the country of
small economy are still not entrepreneur and economically vital; there’s a lack of
cooperation cultural and experience among of communities and businesses; there
are favorable conditions to promote community (economic) vitality. Strategies to
encourage and facilitate business and community cooperation at the local govern-
ment level are necessary. Communities and companies are ready to cooperate to-
gether, but the cooperation based on shared value is not grown up yet. The article
concludes with recommendations for promotion the vitality of communities and
cooperation with business.

Introduction

The concept of urban community vitality is multifunctional and com-
bines social, economic, governance and spatial aspects. Many factors affect
the community vitality. If we don’t identify these factors, it is difficult to
maintain and support it. Although scientists variously describe a vital
community, there is the lack of definitions from economic point of view. In



most cases, the economic literature examines this concept through the
Community Economic Development approach. The lack of a detailed anal-
ysis of the concept from the economic point of view burden the possibility
of strengthening the economic vitality of community in a more methodo-
logically justified way.

There’s no doubt about the positive impact of economic vitality of
community on urban economic development. The scientific literature high-
lights that vitality of local community can make the difference between
success and failure of the city. Active and well-functioning urban commu-
nities create favorable, supporting environment for individual or group
initiatives, business and innovations. The main problem faced by research-
ers is the methodological way, how to strengthen the (economic) vitality of
communities. Based on the fact, that viable community has strong, active
and inclusive relationships between resident, private sector, public sector
and civil society organizations, the main attention should be oriented to the
identification of factors and circumstances, which stimulate these relation-
ships.

The objective of the paper is to identify the challenges and factors of
improving the economic vitality of community in cities of a country with a
small economy and to develop the strategic recommendations and measures
for strengthening the economic vitality of the community.

Research Methodology

These research methods were used: literature studies, document, statisti-
cal data analysis, expert interview, survey, case analysis, Space Syntax
analysis. Authors of the research first of all conducted a wide analysis of
scientific literature to clarify the main concepts of the research. Analysis of
various government documents and statistical data review helped to deter-
mine specific institutional approaches to local (urban) communities and
their development. Cases analysis were used to present the specific of
community vitality. Based on the literature and document analysis, the
survey for assessing the economic vitality of the communities was pre-
pared. To reveal and assess economic vitality of the communities, Kaunas
City (second city in Lithuania) was selected. Based on expert interview and
Space Syntax analysis, seven territorial communities from Kaunas city
were selected. These territories were selected as the analysis showed that
these areas are distinguished as ones with high potential of the active local
community, i.e. where the main functional axis is characteristic of relative-
ly higher opportunities of integration of individuals and functions. This was
also approved by the Board of the Kaunas City Municipality and managers
of the Association of Kaunas City Local Community Centres. The respond-



ents of this empirical research were the representatives of seven Kaunas
city local communities (managers and members 98 persons total) and eco-
nomic entities (335 in total), which are acting and/or have registered their
main offices in the territory of these communities.

The Concept of Economic Vitality of Urban Community

Economic vitality of community is not a new concept in the literature.
Most of the scientists (Dze’l Kant Friendship Centre Hall, 2015, Bates,
Robb, 2014, Phillips, 2003, Green, 2001, North Central Regional Centre for
Rural Development, 1999) provide their own definition of a community
vitality. The authors generally combine all four dimensions — economic,
social, managerial, and environmental — in their definitions and they ana-
lyse it through the concept of Community Economic Development. Based
on that approach, the urban community in this article is defined as individ-
uals, entities of private and public sectors, organizations of civil society
residing, working, and/or operating in an urban territory with clearly ex-
pressed spatial identity (in the whole of a city or part thereof), having a
sense of shared identity and a common interest in individual and social
well-being.

The literature provides various definitions of economic vitality, but the
contemporary literature (Jucevicius et al, 2015, Porter et al, 2012, Porter,
Kramer, 2011, Pihkala et al, 2007, Smailes 1995) emphasizes that the suc-
cess of economic development is more frequently determined by dynamic
capacities rather than by static factors and resources. According to Porter
and Kramer (2011), one of the approaches pointing out pursuit of shared
goals between the community and business entity is the concept of shared
value. Based on that approach, the economic vitality of the community is
understood as an ability of the community to maintain itself and create
individual and social well-being for a sufficient period of time through
cooperation, business development and creation of shared value.

Main Forms of Economic Vitality of the Community

Main forms of economic vitality of the community are provided in Fig-
ure 1.

Forms of Economic Vitality of the Community
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Fig. 1. Forms of Economic Vitality of the Community

Various literature sources provide an abundance of examples, especially
from rural areas, where the community aiming at improving its quality of
life established the enterprise to develop the community business. For in-
stance, the community of BudraiCiai (Lithuania) established its micro-
enterprise engaged in processing fruit, vegetables and juicing in 2010. The
community earns income to develop its activity and maintain the building,
also creates jobs for locals. Social enterprises are singled out as an addi-
tional form of entrepreneurship of the communities by the scientists
(Pilipavicius, 2011, Defourny, Nyssens, 2010, Trembley et al, 2010). The
Full House Community may serve as an example: in the territory of Dziiki-
ja National Park (Lithuania) it applies spiritual development and work ther-
apy, helps addicts and socially excluded people to recover and re-integrate
in society.

The success and prospects of the activity of community-based organisa-
tions in a residential area highly depend on their ability to involve various
subjects of economy. The communities cooperate with economic entities in
various ways (see Figure. 1). The example concerns the relationship be-
tween Raudondvaris community and business: a resident of the territory
started making flavouring of hot pepper and had an opportunity to present
them at a trade fair initiated by the community. The local community also
presented the works of the cook on other various events. Due to infor-
mation boost and advertising, the product market expanded, which resulted
in the establishment of the enterprise. The modernisation of the website
was done by photographer and IT specialist from the same community for
free. In exchange for community’s support, the enterprise allocates its
products to activities of the community. The enterprise also conducts edu-
cational programmes for children in its industrial kitchen.

The establishment of a joint company between the community and eco-
nomic entity is still rarely observed in practice, especially in small econo-
mies.

Porter, Kramer (2011), Porter et al (2012) emphasize that the concept of
shared value is a new approach in business development. This concept rec-
ognises that the enterprise will be more viable, where the community is
more viable. An example provided by Porter, Kramer (2011) demonstrated



that fair trade may increase farmers’ income from 10% to 20%, while share
value investments may increase their income by more than 300%.

There is no doubt that economically vital communities directly contrib-
ute to the economic, social and spatial development of the territory. In or-
der to identify and assess the economic vitality of local communities in a
country of small economy, an empirical research was carried out in Kaunas
city.

Empirical Research of Local Communities as Active Actors of Urban
Economies

The research showed that a very small number (18 %) of communities
identify theirs core function as economic - commercial. This shows that the
community is still not entrepreneur and economically viable. Usually
community cooperates with other organizations, but not with local econom-
ic entities. This proves, that in the counties of small economies, there’s lack
of communities and business cooperation cultural and experience. Most of
the communities (75 %) told that they have business ideas and sufficient
qualified members for doing business. Most of the communities (87 %)
agree that the community can be an appropriate business partner. This
proves, that in the countries of small economy, there’s favorable conditions
to promote community (economic) vitality. The main reasons of lack of
cooperation between communities and economic subjects are: information
about each other; initiation from both side, especially from community;
lack of resources; not identified areas of cooperation.

The survey showed positive intentions of economic entities to cooperate
with the local community in the future, but in the meantime the majority of
respondents (63.1%) do not cooperate with the local community. The rep-
resentatives of economic entities identified a lack of information (84.2%)
and unknown cooperation areas/opportunities (80%) as the main reasons
impeding cooperation with local communities. The lack of resources and
initiatives from both parties also serves as a significant reason impeding the
mutual cooperation. Empirical research highlighted one more trend: larger
companies employing more than 11 employees are more prepared for co-
operation between economic entities and local communities. The enterpris-
es that employ up to 10 employees emphasized that a lack of resources
(time, human) is an important reason impeding cooperation. It may be easi-
er for larger companies to find resources necessary to develop cooperation.
Almost 50% of economic entities do not see the benefit in cooperation.
Bureaucratic/legal regulations are not treated as factors hindering mutual
cooperation.



The most acceptable form of cooperation with communities for econom-
ic entities is information (73.6%) and intellectual (63.1%) support of the
local community. The domination of this form of cooperation was caused
by the absence of common ground between economic entities and local
communities to date and profit earning of economic entities by using com-
munities (cooperation will help increase trademark or economic entity
awareness, form a positive attitude of the public towards a product or com-
pany). Another group of economic entities which had a positive approach
to cooperation with a local community as an acceptable form of coopera-
tion singled out the implementation of joint projects/events (60%) and
physical support (52.7%). Slightly less than 50% of economic entities
pointed out the receipt of material support, but mostly it relates to the atti-
tude of economic entities towards the community as a market (acquisition
of products/services) rather than as a potential cooperation partner. Less
than a half (42.2%) of respondents mentioned an opportunity to acquire
services from the local community. The establishment of a joint company is
a completely unacceptable form of cooperation. Economic entities would
find cooperation with local communities most acceptable for their own
economic reasons: increasing the number of clients, awareness of a trade-
mark and organisation, finding suitable employees, positive attitude of the
public towards the formation of an organisation, and expressing customers’
views. Territorial environmental planning and expressing new ideas for
development of joint activities are less attractive to economic entities com-
pared to the afore-mentioned benefit gained from cooperation. Economic
entities do not need the consultations from the members of the community
in the field of their competences and support by contributing to the existing
or new services provided. Economic entities could contribute to the vitality
of the community by admitting the members of the community to practice
(68.4%) or employing them (50%), by consulting the community (55.6%)
and implementing joint projects (55.5%). Buying services/products from
the community or establishment of a joint company is not an acceptable
instrument to maintain and strengthen the vitality of the community for
economic entities.

Conclusions

The vitality of a community is a multi-aspect concept. It may be ana-
lysed through the following aspects: social, economic, public management,
and spatial. The assessment of economic vitality of communities is rather
complicated as it is more of a qualitative rather than quantitative expres-
sion. In order to assess the expression of economic vitality of the communi-
ty it is most reasonable to conduct expert and questionnaire surveys.



To determine and assess the level of economic vitality of the communi-
ty, the community “lifecycle” matrix, developed by Centre for Innovative
& Entrepreneurial Leadership in 2014, may be used. Empirical research let
to state, that the analysed communities, according to economic vitality, are
attributed to the Emergence Phase. It must be noted that the community
may be attributed to another level of maturity based on other vitality di-
mensions.

Empirical research revealed the following trends:

- The theoretical definition of communities, provided in the article,
doesn’t exist in practice yet. Economic entities doesn’t identify themselves
as a part of local community. Usually private persons identify themselves
as a member of community.

- The communities are not efficient entrepreneur and are able to support
itself without the support of public institutions. There’s a lack of coopera-
tion culture between communities and businesses, as well as of experience
in the countries of small economies.

- There’s favourable conditions enabling the promotion of economic vi-
tality of communities. There’s the necessity to raise community awareness
and strengthen their entrepreneurship.

- The entities of the community and economy are already mature for co-
operation; however, the cooperation which is based on creation of shared
value is not likely to happen yet.

- The collaboration between economic entities and local communities is
developing stronger when the community organizational structure is estab-
lished and mature, characterized by strong internal governance.

The following recommendations are based on the results of the empiri-
cal study:

1. Awareness-raising of local communities and their activities.

2. Promotion of good practices of collaboration between local communi-
ties and local economic actors (with emphasis on the benefits of collabora-
tion).

3. Promotion of joint meetings between local communities and local
economic actors, to establish and strengthen contacts, to discuss possibili-
ties for collaboration, to seek common aims.

4. Preparation of strategies/action plans of local communities for collab-
oration with local economic actors (individuals, companies and institu-
tions).

5. To develop community entrepreneurship capacities through training
(development of ideas and action plans for collaboration), sharing of infor-
mation, promotion of best foreign and Lithuanian experiences.



6. To increase the general awareness about products / services of local
communities. For example, to create special local communities “e-market”
platforms.

7. To increase the awareness of the “shared value” concept.
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