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Abstract. This study examines spatial marginalization in Bosansko Grahovo, one of the most depopulated and
socio-economically underdeveloped municipalities in Bosnia and Herzegovina, located on the EU border with
Croatia. Using a mixed-methods approach, the study integrates a previously developed Geographical
Marginalization Index (Gmar) with survey data and interviews. The findings reveal a strong convergence
between quantitative indicators of marginalization and residents’ perceptions, supporting the interpretation of
Bosansko Grahovo as an example of double periphery defined by geographical remoteness and systemic
exclusion. While the border itself is not perceived as the primary driver of decline, post-war legacies, institutional
fragmentation and infrastructural deficits interact cumulatively to produce what is conceptualized as a self-
reinforcing vicious circle of marginalization. Combining quantitative indicators with perception-based evidence
allows for a better understanding of how marginalization persists in peripheral border areas.

1. INTRODUCTION

Southeast Europe has long been regarded as a laboratory for studying the interplay of post-socialist
transition, post-conflict recovery and European integration, processes that continue to shape its
development patterns. Bosnia and Herzegovina, situated at the very crossroads of these dynamics, is a
case where historical and modern socio-political factors jointly determine trajectories of transformation
(Efendi¢ & Hadziahmetovi¢, 2015; Majstorovi¢ & Vuckovac, 2022). The country’s post-war status
positions it as a unique case for analysing how spatial inequalities and marginalization manifest in
societies under prolonged transition (Jansen, 2014; Leutloff-Grandits, 2024). One of the most pressing
challenges for the country is its demographic decline, driven by long-term depopulation, extensive
outmigration, population ageing and declining fertility rates (Geki¢ et al., 2020). These processes are
compounded by pronounced regional disparities, uneven access to services (Avdi¢, 2025) and
institutional fragmentation that has been repeatedly highlighted in reports on rural and regional
development (UNDP, 2025). Thus, Bosnia and Herzegovina can be seen as a specific case where socio-
economic disparities and a highly complex administrative system create suitable conditions for studying
marginalization. The study of spatial marginalization in Bosnia and Herzegovina still remains limited
and when addressed, it has largely relied on quantitative approaches, measuring demographic, socio-
economic, administrative and cultural indicators to construct indices of marginalization (Siljeg et al.,
2016; Mari¢ & Avdi¢, 2023; Avdi¢, 2025). Although these quantitative studies, based on both non-
spatial and spatial indicators (such as distance from various functions and critical infrastructure), have
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provided a useful starting point for analysing macro-patterns of marginalization, they cannot fully
capture the multiple layers of it in specific areas. This makes qualitative approaches crucial, as they offer
a valuable perspective into the lived realities and locally embedded dimensions of exclusion. These
constraints highlight the need for qualitative methods that can probe deeper into the hidden layers of
marginalization and offer insights that statistics alone cannot reveal (Fuerst-Bjelis, 2020).
Conceptually, marginalization and marginality are often discussed through centre-periphery
relations and the uneven distribution of power and resources across space. From a structural perspective,
core-periphery approaches highlight how territorial inequalities are produced and reproduced through
hierarchical relations between cores and dependent peripheries (Wallerstein, 1974). In human
geography, marginality has been framed as a multidimensional socio-spatial condition defined by
structural exclusion (Mehretu et al., 2000). Déry et al. (2012) show that the concept has evolved from
earlier debates on who is marginal towards a more relational understanding that emphasizes scale,
perspective and shifting power relations as key drivers of marginalization processes. More recent work
highlights that marginality cannot be reduced to a simple position on the core—periphery continuum, and
that related concepts such as peripheralization and left-behind places add further depth to the debate
(Fuerst-Bjeli§ et al., 2025). Given its multidimensional nature, marginalization has been approached
through a variety of methodological frameworks. Quantitative studies typically rely on composite
indices to measure structural disparities across territories (Siljeg et al., 2016; Mari¢ & Avdié¢, 2023). At
the same time, qualitative research has emphasized the relational and perceptual dimensions of
marginality, highlighting how exclusion is lived and interpreted by local populations (Fuerst-Bjelis,
2020). Recognizing this complexity provides the foundation for adopting a mixed-methods design in
the present study. These perspectives help to better understand recent forms of marginalization in post-
socialist and border settings such as Bosnia and Herzegovina. Previous research has identified persistent
patterns of regional inequality in Bosnia and Herzegovina, often expressed through a centre-periphery
divide, with borderlands emerging as vulnerable zones (Nurkovi¢, 2006; Avdi¢ et al., 2022). However,
no localized socio-geographical studies have systematically examined how local populations perceive
socio-economic, demographic and other processes that induce marginalization, nor how they understand
the implications of living in a borderland position. This research gap is especially evident in places like
Bosansko Grahovo, a demographically small municipality that, following the post-Dayton
administrative restructuring, has been left at the margins of all administrative and development tiers.
Despite being one of the most striking cases of marginalization in quantitative rankings consistently
appearing among the least developed municipalities in official indices (Federal Institute for
Development Programming, 2023), Bosansko Grahovo has received no attention in academic literature.
Bosansko Grahovo thus provides an important case study for exploring the vicious circle of spatial
marginalization. The municipality’s position at the EU’s external border adds further complexity, as
borders may function both as barriers and as potential spaces of interaction (Koc¢i-Pavlakovi¢, 1996).
Research on border regions in Southeast Europe has primarily addressed their geographical,
demographic and developmental features, as well as issues of security, identity and marginalization
(Newman, 2006; Pokos & Miseti¢, 2009; Nejasmi¢ & Toski¢, 2013; Haselsberger, 2014; Percan ef al.,
2017; Andelkovic-Stoilkovi¢ et al., 2018; Zupanc, 2018). Marginalization itself is conceptualized as a
complex, multidimensional process encompassing physical, demographic, economic, cultural, political
and identity-related dimensions (von Braun & Gatzweiler, 2014; Zahra & Zafar, 2015; Regasa et al.,
2023). In addition, it is important not to overlook perceptual marginalization, reflected in the attitudes
of local populations and the extent to which they feel excluded. As Hulme and McKay (2013)
emphasize, marginalization can often be understood through the question of “where people are and what
they possess”, while Fuerst-Bjelis (2020) highlights how subjective perceptions of isolation and
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detachment from wider social networks provide crucial insight into the lived experience of marginality.
A recurring challenge within this scholarship is the measuring of marginalization, which has largely
relied on quantitative approaches. Geographic Information Systems (GIS) have been widely applied to
detect spatial patterns and to differentiate levels of exclusion (éiljeg etal.,2016; Mrden & Maric, 2018;
Maric et al., 2020). More recently, qualitative studies have expanded the discussion, particularly by
highlighting the subjective and psychological dimensions of marginality, such as weakened social ties
and perceptions of isolation (Fuerst-Bjeli§, 2020). Marginality is often linked to poverty and social
exclusion, raising fundamental questions about the relationship between people and their resources
(Hulme & McKay, 2013). Borderlands are thus understood not only as zones of heightened polarization
requiring special state support, but also as contact spaces shaped by cross-border interaction and
cooperation (Topaloglou ef al., 2005; Sendhardt, 2013).

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, however, border regions remain underexplored, despite their
heightened relevance in the context of depopulation, EU integration, and the shifting dynamics of
external borders such as the Schengen area (Malikova et al., 2015; Leutloff-Grandits, 2022; Avdi¢ &
Avdi¢, 2023). Existing research has largely focused on macro-level indicators of regional disparity,
while localized socio-geographical analyses that combine structural measurements with residents’
perceptions are still scarce. In particular, there is a lack of in-depth case studies that examine how
marginalization is experienced and reproduced in small, depopulated border municipalities. The aim of
this study is to examine Bosansko Grahovo as a case of double periphery and to analyse how spatial
marginalization manifests across socio-economic, demographic, functional and perceptual dimensions,
as well as how residents’ perceptions correspond to measurable indicators of exclusion. Previous
research has provided a macro-level picture of marginalization in Bosnia and Herzegovina through
composite measurements (Gmar) (Mari¢ & Avdi¢, 2023; Avdi¢, 2025). In contrast, the present paper
adopts a micro-scale socio-geographical perspective, focusing on a single border municipality in order
to explore how quantified marginality corresponds to everyday perceptions and locally observed
mechanisms of exclusion. Starting from a specific local case, the study also seeks to contribute to wider
debates on spatial inequalities and borderland development in Southeast Europe.

1.1. Spatial scope of the research

The case study focuses on the municipality of Bosansko Grahovo, located in the western part of
Bosnia and Herzegovina (Fig. 1), along the border with the Republic of Croatia. With a surface area of
780 km?, it belongs to the group of territorially above-average municipalities in the country. In
demographic terms, however, Bosansko Grahovo is among the least populated local administrative units
in Canton 10 and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, with only 2,449 inhabitants recorded in the
2013 census.

Physically, the territory is characterised by a karst depression surrounded by high mountain ranges
(up to ~1,870 m) (Mari¢, 2022), which has historically reinforced the municipality’s isolation. The karst
rugged terrain shaped the human settlement system, with villages forming around springs in the north
and northeast, while southern settlements were located further away from flood-prone areas. This natural
isolation has strongly influenced socio-economic development, positioning Bosansko Grahovo among
the peripheral and developmentally lagging regions of Bosnia and Herzegovina. In this geographical
and socio-economic context, Bosansko Grahovo is an example of a double periphery, a borderland
municipality simultaneously marginalized by its distance from national centres and by its exposure to
the structural challenges of demographic decline and economic stagnation.
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Fig. 1 — Study area: Bosansko Grahovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Source: Authors.

2. DATA AND METHODS

This study builds on previous quantitative research on spatial marginalization in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, where the composite Geographical Marginalization Index (Gmar) was developed for all
municipalities (Mari¢ & Avdi¢, 2023; Avdié, 2025). The index was constructed from 67 spatial and non-
spatial indicators grouped into eight dimensions: physical-geographical, demographic, administrative,
healthcare, educational, transport, cultural and economic. A substantial share of the indicators was based
on distances from infrastructure and services (e.g., schools, healthcare centres, banks). The index is
normalized to a five-point scale (1 = non-marginalized; 5 = very high marginalization) and applied at
two levels of analysis, municipality and settlement, to capture both inter-municipal disparities and the
fine-grained internal structure of peripheral rural space. Within this national framework, Bosansko
Grahovo consistently appeared as one of the most marginalized municipalities, which provided the
starting point for a more detailed investigation of this borderland community.

Given the complexity of marginalization as a multidimensional process, the research adopted a
convergent parallel mixed-methods design (Sekol & Maurovi¢, 2017; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018),
in which quantitative and qualitative strands were conducted independently but integrated at the stage
of interpretation (Figure 2). Quantitative analysis was primarily used to establish the broader structural
context of marginalization, while qualitative methods provided insights into local perceptions and lived
realities. Although applied in broader regional research, such a hybrid approach has rarely been
employed in comparable local cases and was considered necessary to capture the multiple dimensions
of exclusion in borderland areas. The quantitative component relied on census data from 2013, post-
census population estimates for the subsequent period, and socio-economic statistics published by the
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institutions for statistics in Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, statistical generalizations alone could
not fully reflect the social implications of these processes. The qualitative component was therefore
designed to examine how local residents perceive and experience marginalization.

Fieldwork conducted in June 2023 included an ownline and face-to-face survey covering
44 respondents, making up approximately 2.3% of the estimated municipal population in 2022 (Federal
Institute for Development Programming, 2023). The survey employed elements of snowball sampling
for participant recruitment (Young, 2015; Bavorova, 2021). Data were collected through a combination
of online questionnaires and direct face-to-face administration conducted by the researcher in the
municipal centre and surrounding villages. While this approach allowed for access to a demographically
diverse group of participants, the relatively small sample size (N = 44) limits the possibilities for
statistical generalization. However, in highly depopulated and ageing municipalities such as Bosansko
Grahovo, large-scale representative sampling is methodologically difficult in practice. The survey was
therefore conceived as exploratory, aiming to capture locally embedded perceptions. In line with case-
study methodology, the intention of this research is analytical rather than statistical generalization
(Flyvbjerg, 2006; Yin, 2014). As Flyvbjerg (2006) argues, well-executed case studies play a crucial role
in the development of social science by producing context-sensitive knowledge and exemplars,
particularly in settings where structural conditions cannot be adequately understood through large-N
designs. Bosansko Grahovo is therefore approached as a strategically relevant case of double periphery,
where in-depth local insight contributes to a broader theoretical understanding of marginalization in
borderland contexts.

Data analysis was carried out using SPSS 26.1, with a focus on descriptive statistics. Given the
restricted number of cases, inferential statistical techniques could not be meaningfully applied, which is
acknowledged as a methodological limitation. To ensure research integrity, the survey was conducted
on an anonymous basis, with informed participation and answers used solely for academic purposes.
Complementing the statistical analysis, selected maps were produced in GIS to provide additional
visualization of the most significant findings, particularly those highlighting Bosansko Grahovo’s
position within the broader model of the Gmar. Field observations further contributed to the triangulation
of data, confirming patterns of spatial exclusion identified through official indicators. The survey
assessed residents’ views on socio-economic and demographic dynamics, the impact of the border on
economic activities, the frequency of cross-border mobility, gravitational relations with regional centres
and questions of identity (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2 — Methodological workflow of the study.

Source: Authors.

The socio-demographic profile of the respondents broadly corresponds to the structural
characteristics of the municipality as reported in official statistics (Table 1). Women constituted a slight
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majority (52.3%), compared to 43.2% of men, with a small number of participants opting not to disclose
their gender. The age structure was dominated by older age brackets, particularly between 50 and 64
years (43.2%), whereas respondents under the age of 24 accounted for only 9.1%, showing the
pronounced demographic ageing of the area. Similarly, Serbs comprised the majority of respondents
(81.8%), reflecting the overall ethnic composition reported in official demographic data. Given the small
sample size, these figures should not be interpreted as representative population parameters, but rather
as indicative patterns that align with the municipality’s documented demographic structure. Educational
attainment was mainly at the secondary level (57.1%), while 28.6% reported higher education and 14.3%
had completed only primary school. The marital status distribution indicated that 58.1% of respondents
were married, 23.3% single, with the remainder falling into other categories. A total of 59.5% reported
having children, most commonly one or two (40.7%). The employment structure highlighted significant
labour market vulnerabilities: only 47.7% were employed full time, while 25% were actively seeking
employment and 15.9% were retirees. Household size averaged 3.05 members, with three- and four-
person households prevailing (47.7%), which corresponds to typical rural household patterns. Finally, a
majority of participants (65.9%) reported having lived in Bosansko Grahovo since birth, while those
who had relocated mainly arrived after 1995, suggesting a stable but demographically challenged
community.

Table 1
Socio-demographic profile of respondents in Bosansko Grahovo (N=44)
Characteristics Category N %
Gender Male 19 43.2
Female 23 52.3
Age groups 18-24 4 9.1
25-49 15 34.1
50-64 19 43.2
65+ 6 13.6
Ethnic affiliation Serbs 36 81.8
Croats 2 4.5
Educational level Primary 6 13.6
Secondary 24 54.5
Higher 12 27.3
Marital status Married 25 56.8
Single 19 43.2
Employment status Employed 24 54.5
Unemployed 13 29.5
Retired 7 15.9
Household size Average: 3.05 (Min—-Max) 1 5

Source: Author’s survey, processed in SPSS Statistics 26.1

In addition to the survey, two structured interviews were conducted with local institutional
representatives (the wording is kept general to protect anonymity in a small community). These
interviews provided institutional perspectives on the challenges and opportunities the municipality
faces. Bosansko Grahovo was thus approached as a double periphery, shaped simultaneously by its
geographic distance from major urban centres and its position at the national border. The findings should
be interpreted as informative rather than statistically representative, consistent with the exploratory and
case-oriented design of the study. However, exploratory and case-oriented approaches are widely
recognized as methodologically appropriate in peripheral contexts, where the aim is to uncover
mechanisms and lived experiences rather than produce statistical generalizations.



7 Spatial marginalization: Bosansko Grahovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina 27

3. RESULTS
3.1. Dimensions of marginalization
This case study of Bosansko Grahovo forms part of broader research on Bosnia and Herzegovina’s

borderlands and spatial marginalization. The aforementioned Gmar index provides the basis for
examining its main dimensions.
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Fig. 3 — Values of the marginalization index for Bosansko Grahovo and the region (Avdi¢, 2025).

Within this comparative frame, Bosansko Grahovo stands out (Figure 3), both among all border
municipalities and at state level, by exhibiting one of the largest shares of territory classified in very
high marginalization categories. The settlement-level application is particularly revealing, as it
differentiates the municipal centre from semi-peripheral and remote village clusters, traces how physical
barriers and network connectivity influence functional access, and discloses institutional neglect in
places where service provision is structurally weak (Figure 4). This perspective is essential for moving
beyond aggregate labels of underdevelopment towards a diagnosis of how marginality is produced and
reproduced across different dimensions — spatial, historical, demographic, functional and economic.

3.1.1. Spatial dimension of marginalization

Bosansko Grahovo is located on the far western periphery of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Avdi¢ et
al., 2022), at the junction of three major historical regions — Bosnia, Dalmatia and Lika. From a national
perspective, this position makes the municipality highly isolated from national centres, both
geographically and functionally (Figure 1). Although the current Development Strategy of Bosansko
Grahovo (Municipality of Bosansko Grahovo, 2020) highlights road connections with Livno and Drvar,
as well as the proximity of the border as a certain advantage, the overall geostrategic position is not
favourable. The long distance to macroregional centres such as Sarajevo (260 km) and Banja Luka (180 km)
slows down economic dynamics and is further reinforced by the physical features of the area. The
municipal territory is surrounded by high mountains, such as Dinara and Sator, that reduce transport
accessibility (Figure 4, A), supply of functions and communication with the municipal centre, especially
in winter. Between these mountain ranges lie karst fields, Grahovsko polje (including Resanovacko and
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Pasic¢a polje) and parts of Livanjsko polje with the NuglaSica wetland and one of the largest peatlands
in the country (Zdralovac). The dominance of karst relief, scarce surface water and fragmented
settlement structure have limited a more dynamic development of this area, particularly in demographic
terms (Figure 4, B). Built-up and inhabited areas occupy only a small share of the territory, concentrated
on the edges of these fields.

3.1.2. Historical dimension of marginalization

Marginalization processes cannot be fully understood without considering historical development
processes (Philip, 2010). Natural barriers strongly influenced the weak integration of Bosansko Grahovo
into broader social dynamics. In the Middle Ages, the area of Grahovsko polje was sparsely populated
and carried a peripheral character due to its distance from major urban centres. Once Livanjsko polje
and surrounding Zupas (medieval county-level administrative units) were integrated into the medieval
Bosnian state, this region was called Zapadne strane (Western lands), signalling its peripheral position.
During early Ottoman rule, the area was largely depopulated, to be later settled by Orthodox
communities in the 16" century. For centuries, Bosansko Grahovo remained a frontier land between
three empires — Ottoman, Habsburg and Venetian. Under Austro-Hungarian rule, the area lost its
borderland position but remained socio-economically weak, linked administratively to Livno. The
exploitation of forests became more intensive, while Bosansko Grahovo only gradually developed into
an urban settlement during the 20" century. After WWII, infrastructure and the industrial development
under socialist planning approach improved living standards, though outmigration (particularly to
Vojvodina) confirmed its disadvantaged status. In 1991, the municipality had slightly above 8,000
inhabitants, 95% of which were ethnically Serbs. Wartime displacement in 1995 led to a massive
depopulation. Following the Dayton Peace Agreement, Bosansko Grahovo became part of the
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, one of the country’s two political-administrative entities, and
was administratively placed within Canton 10, in which ethnic Croats constitute the majority population.
At the municipal level, the population structure differs, with the 2013 census reporting 2,449 inhabitants
(Serbs constitute 83% of local population). These shifts and post-war developments have reinforced
Bosansko Grahovo’s marginal position over time, contributing to long-term demographic weakening
and to its status as one of the least developed municipalities in Bosnia and Herzegovina. This is evident
both in demographic indicators (Avdi¢ et al., 2022) and in broader socio-economic measures, as
consistently reflected in official assessments and development classifications.

3.1.3. Demographic dimension of marginalization

Demographic problems are one of the most evident aspects of peripheralization and
marginalization (Pejnovié, 2004; Nejasmi¢ & Toski¢, 2013; Zupanc, 2018; Prener, 2021; Avdi¢ et al.,
2022). Indicators used in the analysis include population change rates for settlements (1991-2013) and
municipal-level statistics on natural change and age structure of the population. With just over 2,000
inhabitants spread across 35 settlements (Figure 4, B), Bosansko Grahovo recorded a 70% decline
between 1991 and 2013, with more than half of its settlements losing over 75% of their population.
Peripheral settlements along the borders with Drvar, Glamo¢ and Croatia experienced the most severe
population losses, with some declining by more than 90%. Villages like Donji Tiskovac, Mracaj and
Unista are fully isolated from the municipal centre and accessible only via Croatian territory (Figure 4, B).
Some of these villages are not electrified (Donji TiSkovac and StoZziSta), while Preodac received
electricity only recently with international aid. By contrast, settlements along main roads (Ugarci, Luka,
Korita, Resanovac, Pe¢i) experienced somewhat milder losses, while the municipal centre initially grew
due to the wood industry before losing about 70% of its population after 1991. Korita is a rare example
of partial revitalization, linked to returnees of Croatian background, although this may partly reflect
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statistical artefacts, as interviews also pointed to such cases. Ageing is severe, more than 40% of the
population is over 65 and only 6% are young people (under the age of 15). In 2023, only one child was
born in Bosansko Grahovo (Institute for Statistics of Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2024). The
school system is shrinking, with closures of branch schools in villages like Crni Lug, Preodac and Pe¢i
(Figure 4, B). Daily mobility is oriented towards Biha¢, Drvar and Livno for supplies and healthcare, as
no permanent health centre operates in the municipality. Return migration has been limited and is mostly
made up of the elderly, while no new immigration has occurred. This demographic decline creates a
negative image of the area and discourages investments or long-term settlement.
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Fig. 4 — Physical geography and settlement structure of Bosansko Grahovo: (A) elevation and terrain;
(B) population density and settlement distribution. Source: Authors.

3.1.4. Functional dimension of marginalization

Functional marginalization, understood here as systemic marginalization (Mehretu et al., 2000),
reflects the lack of basic services and weak institutional presence. Education is provided by only one
primary school, without organized public transport for pupils; secondary education is accessed in Drvar.
Healthcare is nearly absent, as there is no permanent health centre (Zdralovi¢ & Popov Mom&inovi¢, 2023).

Registered economic entities (N = 40) are concentrated in only a few sectors. Most residents rely
on services in Livno (cantonal centre) and Banja Luka (macroregional centre). Based on settlement
structure, road networks, demographic size and distance from the municipal centre, three groups of
settlements are identified (Figure 4, B):

e Central settlements; near the town of Bosansko Grahovo, with relatively higher population

concentration and functional activity (e.g., Ugarak and Obljaj) compared to remote settlements.

o Semi-peripheral settlements; rural villages in relative vicinity of main municipal roads.

o Peripheral/marginal settlements; remote, isolated and with minimal access to critical infrastructure.

Examples of extreme marginalization include Donji TiSkovac, Stozista and Duler (Figure 4, B),
some of which lack electricity and have been administratively downgraded following the abolition of
the Tiskovac local community due to depopulation. Unista, accessible only from Croatia, represents
another case of physical and transport isolation (Figure 4, B). Preodac, once a significant village and
former municipality, is today functionally weak despite its natural and cultural heritage.
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3.1.5. Economic dimension of marginalization

The structure of local economy illustrates patterns of spatial inequality and marginality (Philip,
2010). According to the Development Index of the Federal Institute for Development Planning,
Bosansko Grahovo ranks 76" out of 79 municipalities in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina
entity. Less than one quarter of the working-age population is employed, predominantly in services
(around half) and agriculture (around one third). The share of highly educated labour is generally low
(6.3% in 2013). In 2022, around 40 enterprises were active, mostly in wood processing, agriculture and
basic services. Forestry remains the main sector of local economy, though many workers commute from
Livno, Drvar or Bosanski Petrovac. Natural resources such as forests and pastures are important,
sustaining returnees through livestock breeding. Crop farming remains underdeveloped despite
favourable conditions, due to labour shortages and youth emigration. Tourism remains underdeveloped,
as limited infrastructure and accommodation capacities constrain the use of the municipality’s natural
(e.g., Sator Mountain and Unac River) and cultural attractions (Figure 4, A). Investment activity is
modest, with only a few projects underway. Local narratives stress the contrast with the pre-war period,
when over 3,000 were employed in the wood industry, more than today’s total population. Lack of
essential services (health, banking, transport, etc.) adds to the social exclusion and economic stagnation.

3.2. Local perception of marginalization: survey results

Given its multidimensional character, as previously explained through spatial, economic, demographic
and functional dimensions, a qualitative perspective of marginalization is indispensable in order to capture
how these processes are experienced in everyday life. Examining the views of local residents is especially
important, as they live with the consequences of marginalization directly. Fieldwork, carried out between
June and August 2023, comprised a survey of local residents (N = 44) and two structured interviews with
local institutional representatives. The planned and achieved survey sample covered slightly more than 2%
of the total municipal population, thus providing relevant insights into community perceptions. The
questionnaire was designed to assess demographic and socio-economic development, with particular
emphasis on the border location and its effects on local social and economic processes.

The demographic profile of respondents reflects structural features that reinforce Bosansko
Grahovo’s marginal position (Table 1). A significant share of respondents identified themselves as
returnees displaced during the 1990s, suggesting that post-war repopulation processes did not generate
long-term demographic recovery but rather stabilized a shrinking and vulnerable population base.
Migration intentions further underscore this fragility. While a majority of respondents reported no plans
to leave, almost one third expressed an intention to emigrate, most frequently abroad. In interviews, it
was further noted that low overall mobility is largely the result of the elderly population profile, whose
members remain in place due to age-related immobility and strong place attachment, often framed in
identity-related terms. Nevertheless, the quality of life was frequently described as unsatisfactory, and
this dissatisfaction translated less into concrete mobility strategies and more into resignation and a
weakened motivation to seek relocation. The reasons cited, economic insecurity, lack of employment
opportunities and deficiencies in health and education services, highlight the persistence of structural
push factors that primarily affect younger residents. These findings confirm that, despite strong
attachment to place among returnee households, socio-economic deprivation continues to drive out-
migration pressures and accentuates the municipality’s marginalization.

3.2.1. Perceptions of socio-economic status and the role of the border

Residents’ perceptions of economic development in Bosansko Grahovo reveal a strikingly
negative evaluation of local conditions. The mean score of 1.48 on a five-point Likert scale indicates
that respondents overwhelmingly disagreed with the statement that their municipality is economically
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developed. This aligns with the aforementioned official indicators. Concurrently, it recorded one of the
highest marginalization index scores (4.97) among all municipalities in both the region and the country
(Avdi¢, 2025). This combination illustrates a dual confirmation of its disadvantaged status, where formal
statistical measures of development converge with composite indicators of marginalization,
underscoring the municipality’s structural vulnerability and peripheral position. Such a convergence
between subjective assessments and quantitative indicators confirms the depth of structural economic
vulnerability at the local level.

Importantly, this self-perception carries implications beyond statistics. The overwhelming sense
of underdevelopment among residents highlights the social reality of marginalization, where economic
decline is not only measurable but also internalized by the community itself. Interviews with local
officials reinforced this sentiment, highlighting the collapse of forestry and industrial sectors in the post-
socialist period. Compared to the relative prosperity of the late 1980s and early 1990s, contemporary
economic life is characterized by stagnation and functional dependency on other centres.

The survey also revealed a degree of ambivalence: while more than three quarters of respondents
characterized the municipality as underdeveloped, 75% did not attribute this directly to the border
location. Instead, residents emphasized the long-term consequences of war-related displacement,
industrial decline and structural neglect. This finding illustrates that while border position is often
discussed in the literature as a potential stagnation factor, given the frequent combination of peripheral
distance from administrative centres and the constraining effects of proximity to state borders, in the
case of Bosansko Grahovo, marginalization could primarily be associated with historical and systemic
economic disruptions. Moreover, forms of marginalization are generated not only by economic decline,
but also by the administrative organization of the country, as remote and low-population municipalities
tend to be institutionally excluded from major decision-making processes. In this respect, the specific
administrative arrangement of Bosnia and Herzegovina further reinforces Bosansko Grahovo’s
peripheral position. As part of Canton 10, itself located on the political and economic margins, the
municipality lies on the periphery of territorial organization, far from its main decision-making centres,
which limits its access to financial resources and development initiatives.

When regarded together, these results suggest that the perception of underdevelopment is not
merely a reflection of objective indicators but also a form of collective awareness that reinforces feelings
of exclusion. In marginalized municipalities such as Bosansko Grahovo, the gap between perceived and
actual development is minimal, illustrating how material deprivation and subjective perceptions
converge to reproduce a sense of peripheral status. Respondents’ statements often reflected a deep sense
of neglect, with metaphoric expressions such as “we are at the tail end of everyone” (male respondent,
60 years) or “we only move to the cemeteries” (male respondent, 60 years), capturing the sentiment of
exclusion. This was frequently linked to the perceived disinterest of higher political structures and to
persisting infrastructural deficits in water supply, electrification, transport connectivity and access to
education and health services.

Agriculture (M=2.95) and industry (M=2.91) were assessed the most negatively, reflecting the
perception that cross-border dynamics do not provide any significant stimuli to these sectors (Table 2).
This is consistent with the collapse of Bosansko Grahovo’s traditional economic base after the 1990s,
when the once prominent timber industry and agricultural activities lost economic competitiveness.
Respondents thus perceive these sectors as structurally weakened and unaffected by the presence of the
border. On the other hand, tourism received the highest average score (M=3.45), suggesting that
respondents see at least some potential in this sector. Although overall assessments remained moderate,
the relatively higher rating indicates that tourism, particularly selective forms such as rural, nature-based
or heritage tourism, could represent a viable developmental opportunity. The municipality’s preserved
rural landscapes, low levels of urbanization and cross-border accessibility position it as a potential
destination for niche forms of tourism that rely on authenticity and environmental quality. This
perception was also highlighted in interviews with municipal representatives, who emphasized that
profiling tourism (in particular the rural kind), could serve as a realistic strategy for local revitalization.
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However, as one respondent pointed out, such an approach would require targeted investments and
concrete initiatives, including the establishment of a local tourist agency or the adoption of a tourism
development strategy, which could then serve as a framework for directing further development efforts.
At the same time, respondents expressed uncertainty as to whether there is genuine interest or capacity
among external actors to support such initiatives, noting that the municipality itself cannot pursue them
independently.

Transport (M=3.32) received a slightly higher evaluation than agriculture and industry, reflecting
the mixed experiences of residents. While road infrastructure remains inadequate, and seasonal isolation
persists, the border is not perceived as a major barrier in itself. Rather, the limitations stem from the general
underdevelopment of transport services and infrastructure. Taken together, respondents’ answers
confirm that the border is not perceived as a significant factor shaping Bosansko Grahovo’s current
economic marginality. However, the relatively more favourable perception of tourism highlights an
important exception.

Table 2

Average scores of perceived impacts of the border position on the selected sectors (N=44).
Scale: 1 = very negative; 5 = very positive

Sector Mean Median
Total economy 3.14 3.00
Agriculture 2.95 3.00
Industry 291 3.00
Transport 3.32 3.00
Tourism 3.45 3.00

Source: Author’s survey, processed in SPSS Statistics 26.1

3.2.2. Gravitational patterns and spatial connectivity

Survey findings on mobility patterns highlight how the marginal position of Bosansko Grahovo is
expressed through its gravitational ties with surrounding centres. These relationships are not merely
indicators of movement but also reveal the degree to which local residents depend on external urban
nodes for meeting essential and specialized needs. This reliance is strongly linked to infrastructural
deficits. Within the Gmar framework, distance-to-service indicators (education, healthcare, administrative
and cultural facilities) collectively contribute nearly 40% of the total index score. Already at the stage
of data collection, Bosansko Grahovo was identified as a municipality lacking basic critical
infrastructure, including a secondary school, a well-equipped health centre, banking services or regular
public transport connections. Such shortcomings point to a high degree of infrastructural under-
equipment and the absence of fundamental conditions for meeting local needs, which residents
themselves articulated in statements such as “we do not have the basic things people in the 21* century
have” (male respondent, 60 years). As a result, everyday needs are often met in neighbouring municipalities
such as Drvar or in the cantonal centre Livno, located approximately 70 km away. Examining these
gravitational patterns is therefore crucial, as they provide a lens through which the functional
dependence and lived experience of marginality in border and peripheral municipalities can be more
fully understood. The majority of respondents reported that they most frequently travel to Drvar or
Livno, depending on the type of service or need, while ties with larger Bosnian macro-regional centres
that function as development hubs were perceived as weak or negligible.

Contacts with Sarajevo are generally infrequent, even though it functions as the country’s capital.
The rare intensity of these ties is explained not only by financial constraints but also by the considerable
distance and poor transport connections, which further reduce Sarajevo’s gravitational pull despite its
symbolic centrality (Table 3). Banja Luka, the second largest city in the country, exerts considerable
gravitational influence, seen as the most accessible macroregional centre by 76% of respondents who
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visit it occasionally, primarily for family contacts and cultural events. This orientation is partly explained
by ethnic affiliation, as the majority Serb population perceives Banja Luka as the central node for ethnic
Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina, with historical roots in wartime displacement, when many residents
relocated to Banja Luka from Bosansko Grahovo. Such patterns illustrate how mobility is not only a
matter of service provision but also of identity and socio-political attachment. Other regional centres
play more selective roles. Livno, as the closest cantonal centre, is visited for everyday administrative
needs and trade, while Drvar serves as a micro-regional hub due to its proximity (30 km) and provision
of basic services. Mostar and Tuzla remain marginal in the mobility network, visited only sporadically
for very specific purposes.

The reasons for visiting urban centres were primarily social and practical, with recreation and
leisure activities accounting for 38.5%, while family visits represented 30.4%. Shopping and access to
better goods and services were also frequent motivations, reflecting the absence of sufficient retail and
service provision within the municipality itself. In effect, this gravitational pattern reveals the
municipality’s dependence on external centres for both basic and higher-order functions, reflecting a
clear form of functional marginalization.

Table 3

Average frequency of visits to macro-regional and meso-regional centres (N=44).
Scale: 1 = never; 2 = rarely; 3 = occasionally; 4 = often, 5 = very often

Centre Valid N Mean Median
Sarajevo (capital) 43 1.21 1.00
Banja Luka (macro-regional) 37 1.95 2.00
Mostar (macro-regional) 32 1.16 1.00
Tuzla (macro-regional) 29 1.03 1.00
Livno (meso-regional) 44 2.16 2.00

Source: Author’s survey, processed in SPSS Statistics 26.1.

Perceptions of intra-municipal connectivity further reinforce this picture. On a Likert scale, the
average rating of transport connections within the municipality was only 3.02, suggesting moderate
satisfaction but with a considerable share of negative assessments. More than one third of respondents
(34%) gave a neutral evaluation, 24.5% rated the connections as poor or very poor, while only 10%
expressed strong satisfaction. The main challenges include a limited and outdated road network, a lack
of reliable public transport and the seasonal isolation of remote villages. Residents of settlements such
as Preodac reported being completely cut off from the municipal center during winter, with
consequences on food supply, electricity and access to administrative and health services.

Cross-border gravitational ties are also weak. Although Knin and Split, as cities in bordering
Croatia, appear in respondents’ answers, they are mostly associated with seasonal recreation, tourism or
occasional family visits. More than 80% of respondents stated that they rarely or never cross the border,
underlining the limited permeability of cross-border functional linkages despite geographic proximity.

3.2.3. Border identity and cultural affiliations

Exploring questions of identity and cultural belonging provides important insights into how
processes of marginalization are shaped in border areas, where affiliations often oscillate between the
national core and neighbouring cross-border spaces. Such regions are particularly specific in their
identity construction and Bosansko Grahovo exemplifies this complexity as it is situated at the
intersection of three vernacular regions: Bosanska Krajina, Herzegovina, and Dalmatia, each leaving
cultural imprints that influence how residents perceive both proximity and marginality. This layered
positioning produces a certain ambivalence where border identities can function as a resource for cross-
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border cooperation, yet at the same time they may reinforce feelings of peripheral detachment from the
national core area.

Questions on identity and cultural belonging revealed ambivalent results (Table 4). While 34% of
respondents considered the local culture to be similar to that of the neighbouring Croatian border region,
only 18% recognized similarities with other parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina. This suggests that identity
attachments are primarily rooted in ethno-cultural affiliations, which shape everyday perceptions of
belonging more strongly than administrative or economic linkages. In this sense, Bosansko Grahovo’s
peripheral position is also expressed in cultural terms, the limited degree of identification with the wider
state cultural space adds another layer of exclusion and marginality. At the same time, the fact that more
than one third of respondents perceived cultural similarities with the neighbouring region in Croatia
(also historically populated by ethnic Serbs) highlights a potential opportunity (Table 4). Such
perceptions can provide a foundation for developing cross-border cultural and sports initiatives, where
shared traditions may facilitate cooperation despite weak infrastructural and economic ties. Interviews
confirmed this potential, with the construction of a sports stadium and the establishment of cultural
associations mentioned as possible entry points for community revitalization.

Table 4

Perceived cultural similarity between Bosansko Grahovo and other parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
and across the border (N=44).
Scale: 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree

Statement SFrongly Mostly Nelth@r agree Mostly Strongly Mean  Median
disagree disagree nor disagree agree agree

The culture of your area is

similar to the culture of 6.8% 25.0% 50.0% 18.2% - 280 3.0

residents from other parts

of the country

The culture of your area is

similar to the culture of 2.3% 18.2% 45.5% 22.7% 114% 323 3.00

residents across the state
border

Source: Author’s survey, processed in SPSS Statistics 26.1.

Currently, Bosansko Grahovo is one of the few municipalities in the country without an active
sports club or cultural institution, underscoring the significance of such initiatives for strengthening both
local identity and cross-border collaboration. Although cultural identity is a highly complex and fluid
theme, it has only been touched upon in this case, yet its inclusion is important as a point of reference
for further research and deeper exploration in studies of marginalization.

4. DISCUSSION

This study offers a first step towards placing Bosansko Grahovo, a border municipality, within
broader debates on periphery and marginality. By combining the Gmar-based quantitative framework
with residents’ perceptions, the research shows that marginalization is not a single condition but a
multidimensional process in which demographic, economic, infrastructural and institutional factors
reinforce one another. The analysis reveals that geographical peripherality, historical marginality,
demographic decline, functional constraints and economic underdevelopment are not isolated challenges
but interdependent dimensions of exclusion. These findings emphasize that marginalization cannot be
understood only through economic indicators, rather it is produced at the intersection of structural
conditions and lived experiences. Particularly significant is the recognition that Bosansko Grahovo’s
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peripheral status is shaped less by its border location per se than by the internal logic of the complex
administrative organization of territory in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the pronounced regional disparities,
the enduring legacies of war and the transitional economic collapse. Thus, the border appears more as a
contextual setting than as a decisive factor, suggesting that marginalization needs to be understood
across multiple scales, from state-level arrangements to local vulnerabilities. The present study
demonstrates the added value of a hybrid methodological approach, where statistical indicators are
complemented by the perceptions of residents and institutional actors (Table 5).

Table 5

Objective and subjective indicators of development and marginalization in Bosansko Grahovo

Indicator Value/Category Interpretation

Marginalization Index (Gmar) 4.97 Very high marginalization

Official Development Index 0.44 Rank: 76" out of 79 Undeveloped
Residents’ perception of municipal 75% perceive municipality as Subjective assessment — predominantly
development underdeveloped negative

Source: Authors’ survey, processed in SPSS Statistics 26.1

While quantitative data reveal structural dimensions of marginality, such as demographic decline
and weak labour market integration, the qualitative component captures how these processes are
internalized and symbolically expressed. Statements recorded during interviews, including “we are at
the tail of everyone”, “we lack even the most basic services such as a supermarket, bank or ambulance”
and “we are abandoned by all”, vividly illustrate the depth of exclusion and the sense of hopelessness
associated with ageing and outmigration. These insights indicate that marginalization cannot be
measured solely through indices, but must also account for symbolic meanings and lived experiences
that reinforce feelings of abandonment and lack of perspective. The strategic documents of the
municipality confirm many of the weaknesses identified in this study. The SWOT analysis highlights
weak economic dynamics, with the absence of larger businesses, underdeveloped tourism infrastructure,
high unemployment and a poorly functioning labour market dominated by low-skilled workers. It also
points to fragmented agricultural holdings, the lack of farmer associations, inadequate veterinary support
and the consequences of poorly conducted privatization, which left industrial complexes in shambles
(Municipality of Bosansko Grahovo, 2020).

Bosansko Grahovo emerges as a paradigmatic case of a municipality trapped in an unsuccessful
wartime and post-war transformation. As such, Bosansko Grahovo exemplifies the double periphery,
geographically remote and functionally excluded, with its marginalization entrenched across measured
and symbolic dimensions. In line with conceptual distinctions in the literature, Bosansko Grahovo could
be understood both as peripheral and marginalized. It is peripheral in terms of its geographical
remoteness and weak functional integration into national and regional flows (Kiihn, 2015), and it is
marginalized through institutional neglect and socio-economic deprivation that actively reproduce its
disadvantaged position (Oppido et al., 2023).

The results also draw attention to perceptual and identity-related dimensions. Limited
identification with the broader cultural space of Bosnia and Herzegovina and stronger cultural proximity
across the border point to what can be termed peripheral identity. Such symbolic detachment represents
an additional layer of marginalization, while at the same time offering a potential resource for cross-
border cooperation. Interviews further indicated that cultural and sports initiatives, though currently
absent, could play a role in strengthening local cohesion and stimulating cross-border linkages. This
ambivalence reflects the wider paradox of borderlands: they can function simultaneously as zones of
exclusion and as spaces of opportunity.
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The vicious circle of marginalization (Fig. 5) is used as a heuristic model to explain how different
forms of disadvantage in Bosansko Grahovo reinforce each other. Multiple factors intersect here to
produce a permanent marginal status. Moreover, future tendencies suggest the reproduction and
deepening of this cycle, with potential depopulation, limited entrepreneurial capacity and an ageing
population pointing towards the further entrenchment of the peripheral status. Beyond the local case,
these insights contribute to broader theoretical understandings of marginalization. The study shows the
benefit of combining quantitative spatial indices with qualitative insights from everyday life. This
approach offers a clearer view of how structural disadvantages are experienced and described by local
residents. Although the analysis is based on a single case, the findings reflect broader patterns observed
in European border peripheries, where marginalization is shaped not only by economic conditions but
also by institutional weaknesses and symbolic forms of exclusion (Pénzes & Demeter, 2021; Lados et
al., 2024). However, unlike comparable cases in Central and Eastern Europe, Bosansko Grahovo’s
marginality is compounded by the legacies of conflict and failed post-socialist restructuring, making it
not only an extreme case within Bosnia and Herzegovina but also a reference point for understanding
how marginalization is reproduced in Southeast European borderlands.

Methodologically, the study illustrates both the possibilities and the limitations of a single-case
approach. A larger number of respondents, comparative studies with other municipalities, or
ethnographic fieldwork would allow for deeper triangulation and richer contextualization. Nevertheless,
the results underline the importance of small-scale, perception-driven analyses for uncovering the
multiple manifestations of marginality that could remain invisible in aggregate statistics. Several
limitations of this study should be openly acknowledged. The survey sample (N = 44) is modest and
does not allow for statistical generalization. However, given the small population size and pronounced
ageing structure of Bosansko Grahovo, large-scale representative sampling is methodologically difficult
in practice. The survey was therefore conceived as exploratory, aiming to capture informed local
perspectives rather than to produce population-level estimates.

Geometric

Periphery
Transport Borderland
Poverty Position
Spatial Cantonal
Exclusion Periphery
Infrastructure Hard
Dependency Border
Lack of Socio-economic
Investment Deprivation
Weak Post-war Extreme
Recovery Depopulation
Demographic
Ageing

Fig. 5 — Illustration of the vicious circle of marginalization with factors describing the marginal position of Bosansko
Grahovo within Bosnia and Herzegovina.

The use of snowball elements in sampling may have introduced a degree of selection bias, as
participants are often recruited through existing social networks. At the same time, the predominance of
older respondents largely mirrors the municipality’s actual demographic structure. Nevertheless, this
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may mean that ageing-related experiences are more strongly represented, while the views of younger
people, whose migration decisions are central to processes of marginalization, remain less visible.

Furthermore, perception-based data inevitably reflect subjective experiences and may be shaped
by personal memory, current circumstances or broader socio-political sentiments. Finally, as a single-
case study, the findings cannot be directly transferred to other border municipalities. The intention of this
research, however, is not statistical generalization but analytical insight, to better understand the mechanisms
through which marginalization is produced and reproduced in a double-peripheral border context.

Finally, situating Bosansko Grahovo within its historical and developmental trajectory reinforces
the argument that marginalization is never static. The border here has shifted in meaning over centuries,
from imperial frontier, to internal boundary, to state border and to today’s external border of the
European Union and Schengen area. While Bosansko Grahovo is arguably one of the most
underdeveloped localities along the entire external border of the European Union, this position opens a
paradoxical space of possibility, a notion supported in border studies literature. For example, Leutloff-
Grandits (2024) shows how residents on EU external borders feel stuck, yet simultaneously anticipate
opportunities. Similarly, borderlands are described as liminal spaces that, despite structural marginalization,
offer potential for cultural hybridity and cross-border exchange (Evrard, 2021; Fellner, 2024). Although
survey respondents did not attribute primary importance to the border in explaining Bosansko Grahovo’s
economic deprivation, the layered border shifts have undoubtedly shaped certain developmental
dimensions. In this sense, the notion of spatio-temporal borderings (Leutloff-Grandits, 2024) is useful,
as borders generate hierarchies of progress and backwardness, situating localities like Bosansko Grahovo
simultaneously as lagging behind and as peripheralized by larger EU integration dynamics. Recognizing
these temporalities means that marginalization, while deeply rooted in post-war and post-socialist
restructuring, also needs to be understood as continually reproduced through evolving border regimes.

European cross-border instruments could act as potential demarginalizing tools, turning Bosansko
Grahovo’s peripheral location from a constraint into a resource if structural and institutional barriers are
effectively addressed. This perspective is partially echoed in the municipal development strategy, which
recognizes the border position not only as a challenge but also as a potential strength. More broadly, the
marginalization of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s borderlands should be examined through a series of
comparative case studies, given their proven heterogeneity and the influence of state-specific contexts
such as administrative decentralization and the interplay of ethnic and cultural diversity.

5. CONCLUSION

This study examined Bosansko Grahovo as the most marginalized municipality within Bosnia and
Herzegovina’s border periphery, situating the case within a broader research framework on spatial
marginalization. The findings confirm that marginalization in this municipality operates across multiple,
interconnected dimensions. First, the geographical and structural dimension reveals how relative
remoteness from major development centres, combined with challenging natural terrain, contributes to
long-term spatial isolation. These physical constraints are strengthened by demographic fragility and
limited economic diversification. Together, these factors position Bosansko Grahovo among the most
developmentally lagging municipalities in the country. Socio-historical processes have significantly
deepened these structural vulnerabilities. The municipality’s longstanding peripheral status, economic
restructuring, wartime events in the 1990s and post-war administrative arrangements have cumulatively
defined its current socio-spatial condition. The interaction between spatial constraints and historical
processes illustrates how marginalization becomes deeply rooted and reproduced over time.

The perceptual dimension of marginalization provides additional insight. Residents largely
perceive their municipality as underdeveloped and express feelings of isolation and limited institutional
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support. Importantly, while the municipality is located at the external border of the European Union, the
border itself is not perceived as the primary driver of decline. Rather, it functions as a contextual layer
that interacts with many spatial and social weaknesses. In this sense, Bosansko Grahovo exemplifies a
condition of double periphery, both geographically remote and structurally constrained.

Beyond its empirical findings, the study contributes methodologically by integrating the
Geographical Marginalization Index (Gmar) with perception-based field evidence. This mixed-methods
approach allows for a better understanding of how a statistically measured disadvantage corresponds
with lived experience. The concept of the vicious circle of marginalization is therefore employed as a
heuristic model describing mutually reinforcing declining social capacity. These processes operate
cumulatively, producing a self-reinforcing cycle in which marginality becomes structurally persistent.

Although focused on a single municipality, the findings resonate with broader patterns observed
in European border peripheries affected by demographic decline and post-conflict restructuring. Future
research could further explore the perceptual dimension of marginalization in comparative contexts,
thereby strengthening the understanding of how local experiences relate to wider spatial inequalities.
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