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Background: The accession of Poland to the European Union in 2004 facilitated increased exports of food products. 
It revealed a significant competitive advantage of Polish foreign trade in agri-food products compared to the countries 
of the »old EU«. After nearly 10 years of Polish membership in the EU, the food sector has still a considerable potential, 
fostering a further increase in exports. 
Objectives: The purpose of the paper was an attempt to establish the current determinants for the possibility to 
increase the exports of the Polish food sector and to identify potential opportunities and potential threats in the future. It 
was also decided to give an answer to the question whether any of the group factors has a greater impact on the devel-
opment of exports than the other, and which issues play only a minor role in the development of international exchange.
Method: The analysis used involved the review of the relevant literature and forming a group of experts to specify the 
key factors of success in the food sector export. Basing on the experts research the STEEPvL analysis was carried out.
Results: It turned out that apart from a number of organizational, financial and marketing factors the most important 
are: the level of the IT infrastructure and the fluctuation of the demand on the international markets for the goods offered 
by the sector.
Conclusion: Therefore, the focus on the new distribution channels, integrated company management IT systems and 
changes in the demand on the market is the key challenge for securing the current potential and for the further devel-
opment of the sector.
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Key Factors for Development of Export in 
Polish Food Sector

1 Introduction

The contemporary globalized economy, subject to constant 
changes in all areas of the enterprise surroundings, creates 
an extremely complex and turbulent business environment. 
Managers, those of traditional sectors included (ie. in the 
food sector), are forced to take up economic decisions in 
the conditions of high uncertainty and risk. Planning for the 
enterprise future, forecasting future events and needs is very 
difficult in these conditions. The same problems arise when 

trying to forecast the future and identify the key factors for 
the development of the food sector in Poland and its exports.

Using the experience of developed countries, the 
research on foresight has been conducted for several years 
in Poland to forecast future events and their effects. Since 
the 1970s, about 2000 studies of this type have been under-
taken so far in the world, and in Poland nearly 40 such 
projects. The studies were conducted to monitor changes, to 
foresee and shape the future in relation to regions (regional 
foresight), industries (industry foresight) or technology 
(technological foresight), but also to individual companies, 
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such as SMEs (the corporate foresight) or to countries (Miles 
and Keenan, 2002; Dreyer and Stang, 2013). These studies 
are used in strategic planning at each of these levels (Major 
and Cordey-Hayes, 2000). The growing interest in these 
issues is confirmed by topics published in reputed scientific 
journals, such as »Technological Forecasting and Social 
Change«, »Futures« ,«International Journal of Foresight and 
Innovation Policy«, »Foresight«, »Technology Analysis and 
Strategic Management«.

In the literature, the foresight has been defined as »the 
systematic, participatory process involving gathering intel-
ligence and building visions for the medium-to-long-term 
future, and aimed at informing present-day decisions and 
mobilizing joint actions« (Miles and Keenan, 2002). This 
process is involved not only in foreseeing the future, but 
also in its creation. Studies of this type use different research 
instruments, such as the SWOT method, desk research, 
STEEPVL1 method, brainstorming, building scenarios, 
the Delphi technique, in-depth interviews, questionnaire 
surveys and expert panels (Loveridge, 2002; Cairns et al. 
2004; Ringland, 2007; Popper, 2008). The basis for all 
these research tools lies in the cooperation between the 
partners involved in the process of forecasting and shaping 
the future. These include representatives of various interest 
groups such as entrepreneurs, scientists, consumers, admin-
istrative staff, consultants and other experts. This makes the 
foresight a method both active and participatory.

2 The food sector as a subject of 
foresight study 

The sector of food and human nutrition has been the sub-
ject of foresight studies since the 1990s. As a part of the 
American project »Food Foresight - Trends Intelligence 
for Agri-Food Chain« continued since 1993, analyses of 
trends in the international food trade have been carried 
out. Development scenarios are created, to be used in the 
agri-food enterprises and wholesale food distributors (Food 
Foresight 2011). In the European Union, the issue of the 
vision for the food industry, agriculture and food markets, 
in the national and global scale has been the subject of 
research foresight projects in the UK (Global Food and 
Farming Futures), the Czech Republic (National Research 
Programme), France (ie. the foresight for the future of agri-
culture or the current research on the possibilities for the 
development of the bio-economy conducted by the French 
National Institute for Agricultural Research). The results 
of the foresight projects funded by the EU Framework 
Programmes (Food, Agricultural and Fisheries 2009) and 

the work of experts of the European Technology Platform 
»Food for Life«, made it possible to create scenarios for the 
agri-food industry in Europe by 2025 (European Technology 
Platform in 2005; Downey, 2006).

In Poland, attempts to explore the complexity of the 
subject of food and nutrition were undertaken while work-
ing on the Pilot Foresight Project in the Health and Life 
research field and while implementing some regional pro-
jects, such as »Foresight - the prioritary technologies for 
the sustainable development of the Podkarpacki Region« or 
»LORIS Vision. Regional technological foresight« (Rogut 
and Piasecki, 2007; Woźniak ed. 2008). In these studies, the 
food industry was one of many sectors analyzed in terms 
of technology and development directions for the regions. 
These works, however, did not contribute to the creation of a 
vision for the development of the entire agri-food industry in 
the country. The research in this field was undertaken only 
upon the implementation of the project: »Food and nutrition 
in the twenty-first century - a vision of Polish food sector 
development« between 2008 and 2012. The food sector was 
recognized a very important segment of the Polish economy, 
with a significant share in the value of production sold, 
gross value added and international exchange.

The Delphi method (was attended by over 300 external 
experts, representing universities, businesses, institutions, 
as well as State and local governments) allowed to assess 
medium-and long-term changes in the market, as well as 
technological, demographic, social and economic conditions 
in the sector. The experts have also identified key technolo-
gies whose introduction will help to develop and enhance 
further the competitiveness of Polish industry (Michalczuk, 
2011). This comprehensive research work inspired the 
authoresses to made the further analysis. 

3 The food sector in Poland and its 
determinants

The food sector is one of the most important and fastest 
developing areas of the Polish economy. In 2011, its share in 
the total sales value of the industry amounted to 22.2%. This 
value exceeds the average for the European Union, which is 
14.5%. Among the states belonging to the European Union, 
only Denmark and Greece have a higher share than Poland 
(European industry in a changing... 2009). The following 
industries have the highest share in the domestic production: 
meat (32.9%), dairy (18.5%), fruit and vegetable products 
(8.4%) (Statistical Yearbook of Agriculture 2012). The 
standing of the whole sector, as well as of its leading indus-
tries is the result of changes in the agri-food sector started in 

1 The name of the research method used was formed from the first letters of the factor group names as follows: Social, Technological, 
Economic, Environmental, Political factors, those relating to the Value and Legal factors (see Chapter 4, Table 1).
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the 1990s. They had the nature of capital and organizational 
concentration combined with a modernization of manufac-
turing processes (Gradziuk, 2009). Another important factor 
for the growth of the food sector performance in the last 
decade was the accession of Poland to the European Union 
on 1st May 2004. This event triggered further structural, 
modernization and investment changes.

These changes have led to the approximation of the 
structure and competitiveness of the Polish food industry 
to that of developed countries. This had a favourable effect 
on the international trade in this sector. The integration of 
Poland with the EU allowed to make clear the advantages 
of this country in the agri-food products foreign trade. It 
contributed to a rapid growth of the food industry exports 
and improved the balance of foreign trade (Rytko, 2005; 
Pawlak, 2007; Urban et al. 2010; Kowalski et al. 2012). 
The most competitive industries of the Polish food sector 
include: meat, dairy, fruit-and-vegetable, confectionery 
products, cereals secondary processing and tobacco prod-
ucts manufacturing.

Since the accession of Poland to the EU, the volume 
and value of agri-food products exports has been steadily 
increasing. The Polish food sector has un-uniform trade 
relations, ie the dominant partners in this exchange are the 
EU Member States (Production and trade in... 2013). The 
trade turnovers in agri-food products with these countries 
have kept increasing after the accession of Poland to the 
EU much faster than with third countries and contributed to 
the ever-growing positive trade exchange balance. In 2012, 
the value of food exports amounted to EUR 15.2 billion, 
which accounted for 10.6% of total exports. The turnover 
balance was positive and amounted to EUR 2.6 billion. As 
to the total balance of the Polish agri-food trade with non-
EU members, it has been negative for years (Foreign Trade 
Statistical Yearbook 2013).

In the first years after the integration, Polish entrepre-
neurs exploited primarily competitive advantages based on 
lower labour and raw materials costs and lower margins of 
processing, but over the years, some of producers changed 
their competitive strategies. Leaders of industries include 
in the other sources of competitiveness: the quality and 
uniqueness of products, the ability to identify and meet the 
individual demands of customers, comprehensive promo-
tional activities, as well as the creation of the company’s 
image based on the confidence in the quality and the reli-
ability of products and high quality customer service. The 
innovativeness, entrepreneurship, knowledge and intellec-
tual capital are also considered important. New competi-
tiveness strategies prepare companies to inevitable changes 
in the environment, the impact of current economic factors 
and the trend of globalization (Kowalski et al. 2012). Since 
2011, a decreasing domestic demand has been observed 
together with escalating market restrictions, rising raw 
material prices, prices relations unfavourable for processors, 
high changeability and declining production dynamics, as 

well as an instability of financial results, slowing down pro-
cesses of concentration and increasing external constraints. 
These conditions are forcing the sector enterprises to con-
tinue the process of business improvement and to enhance 
its efficiency.

The long-term planning of the company’s develop-
ment requires a monitoring of trends in the wider envi-
ronment, not only in the nearest neighbourhood, but also 
in very distant countries. Entrepreneurs must be able to 
respond to the extent possible to changes in the demand 
for their products not only in the domestic market but also 
in the world. They are to notice export opportunities in 
the markets hitherto completely overlooked. The market 
opportunities create new products even such ones that for-
merly were treated as food products of little value. Yet, in 
other parts of the world they can be considered a delicacy. 
A very important factor to determine the presence of Polish 
products in the foreign markets is the reputation of Poland 
as a food producer. It depends on the observance of quality 
standards and food (veterinary, sanitary, commercial qual-
ity, et al.) safety.

4 Methodology

The most important research task of this study was to deter-
mine the key factors for the exports development of Polish 
food products, using the STEEPVL method. To implement 
the main purpose of the study, both primary and secondary 
materials were used. To evaluate the factors, influencing 
the development of the Polish food sector international 
exchange, an analysis of the literature dedicated to this 
topic was carried out. Based on the desk research and the 
secondary data (official statistics) the Polish food sector 
was presented and its hitherto conditions of development. 
Particularly highlighted were the achievements of the Polish 
food producers in the exports of agri-food products, mainly 
to the EU markets. The growing importance of the economic 
situation and the globalization for the possibility of develop-
ment of the sector and its exports was pointed out. Then, the 
above analysis allowed to identify and determine the strength 
of the factors, influencing the development of the international 
trade (exports) of this sector, with the use of the STEEPVL 
method.

The analysis was made in the following stages: 
n	 team of 11 experts was conducted. It consisted of sci-

entists, entrepreneurs engaged in the production and 
trading in food products and consumers. The group of 
experts was chosen deliberately, according to the fol-
lowing criteria: knowledge of issues related to exports 
and imports of food products, direct or indirect partici-
pation in the international exchange processes of food 
products, their consent to participate in the study.

n	 according to literature (Mendonca et al. 2004; Ringland, 
2007; Sutherland and Conwell, 2007) the 6 areas of the 
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main factors affecting the development of the test area 
were defined (i.e. Social, Technological, Economic, 
Environmental, Political Value and Legal),

n	 the group of experts were asked to write maximum 
number of factors within 6 areas, affecting the change 

in the volume of international trade in food products (by 
brainstorming),

n	 then, the factors of main 6 groups were reduced to 3 
(display method - each of the expert participating in the 
study chose three factors which he/she considers the most 

Table 1: The choice of the main factors in the different areas of STEEPVL analysis 

Factors designation Type of STEEPVL factors
Social (S)
S1 Level of public confidence in food products (loss of confidence following such 

events as: salt scandal, horse meat scandal etc.) 
S2 Human resources potential (a team of people to ensure smooth contacts with foreign 

partners)
S3 High quality assessment and tastiness of Polish food
Technological (T)
T1 Technical and technological equipment, ensuring the standards of food quality and 

safety required abroad
T2 IT infrastructure development level (Access to novelties via the Internet, trade devel-

opment – new distribution channels, integrated informative systems to manage the 
company)

T3 Level of technological advancement of enterprises while using new technologies 
(new lines, new technological solutions)

Economic (Ecn)
Ecn1 Fluctuation in the demand for goods offered by industry in international markets

Ecn2 Price and cost competitiveness of Polish food products in foreign markets
Ecn3 Improvement in the management of production process
Enviromental (Env)
Env1 Ecological and healthy food
Env2 Development barriers connected with environmental protection
Env3 Environmental organizations activities
Political (Pl)
Pl1 Promotion of Polish brands in the world
Pl2 Support to exports of food products
Pl3 Introduction of restrictions on imports of food from defined states ( because of 

threats or poor quality)
Value (V)
V1 Level of readiness to co-operate
V2 Need of innovativeness
V3 Need of creativity
Legal (L)
L1 Predictability of fiscal system
L2 Legal support to exports processes (transport, contracts, claims, warranties)
L3 Degree of red tape and regulations
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important). In this phase, all 21 factors in separate 6 areas 
have the same importance for all experts (see table 1), 

n	 then, the isolated groups of factors were evaluated in 
terms of the strength of the impact on the increased 
export. A 7-step Likert rating scale was used where 
»1« indicates factors of very little importance or unim-
portant, but »7« means very important factors for the 
achievement of the objective. The numbers between 
1 and 7 described the increase in the importance of 
the particular factor. All the results obtained from the 
experts were summed up for the specific columns 
(using weights from 1 to 7). Afterwards, the sums of the 
answers (indications) were multiplied by the weights 
giving the ranking of the specific factors,

n	 in the next step was evaluation of uncertainty defined fac-
tors. The Likert 7-point scale rating was also applied. This 
time, however, rating »1« was assigned to the indicators 
labelled as very little predictable, while rating »7«- to 
very predictable. The experts taking part in the study were 
asked the question about the predictability of the factors, 
because according to Loveridge (2002) it appeared to be 
more relevant than the question on uncertainty. Then, the 
rating scale was converted as follows: (1 → 7) (2 → 6) (3 
→ 5) (4 → 4) (5 → 3) (6 → 2) (7 → 1).

Research was carried out from April to July 2013 
amongst the experts, regarding the multi-faceted and multi-
dimensional determinants for the development of the exports 
of Polish food products. When formulating the results, the 
quantitative and qualitative methods were applied. Based 
on Postma and Liebl (2005), Steinert (2009) and Godet et 
al. (2006) to analyze the collected material, the method of 
Key Success Factors was used. Owing thereto, the most 
important factors, the conditions to acquire the competitive 
advantages, were determined. 

This allowed for the final inference to give the key fac-
tors, contributing to changes in the volumes of Polish food 
products exports.

5 Results and Discussion

The development and evolution of export destinations in 
enterprises belonging to the Polish food industry, as well as 
the determinants of these changes depend on many factors 
that are often in the surroundings of a given organization. 
In the opinion of the experts involved in the study, the 
value of the foreign turnover in the sector products does not 
depend so much upon the economic situation, or the rates 

Figure 1. Factors determining the development of international trade

Example for calculation in factor Ecn 2-Price-and-cost competitiveness of food products in foreign mar-
kets: 
(1*∙ 0**)+(2*∙0**)+(3*∙0**)+(4*∙1**)+(5*∙1**)+(6*∙3**)+(7*∙6**) = 69***
* the weights – from the least important to the most important
** the accumulated number of the answers given by the experts
*** the final ranking for the specific factor
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of foreign exchange, but on public fear publicized by the 
mass media which concerns various aspects of unpleasant 
consequences of eating certain foods (bird flu, mad cow 
disease, foot and mouth disease, genetically modified food). 
During the discussion, the experts invited to participate in 
the study also raised numerous examples of activities in the 
so-called gray zone, and the failure to comply with the rules 
of good conduct in business (some companies never subject 
their marketed products to immunochemical testing so as to 
reduce costs). They also discussed the problems with financial 
liquidity and with the regularity of supplies of high quality 
raw materials for the production. Some speakers mentioned 
the recent activity of transnational corporations and progres-
sive structural changes in the sector (vertical and horizontal 
concentration, consolidation, integration).

Hence, starting the main purpose, which was an attempt 
to select factors determining the development of food enter-
prises exports, in the first place, it was decided to isolate 
groups of the so-called Key Success Factors (see Table 1). 

Then the strength of their impact on the increased 
export capacity of the food industry enterprises were evalu-
ated, which is presented in Figure 1. It turned out that the 
most important factor for the development of enterprises 
exports is one from the economic group, marked as Ecn2 
»Price and cost competitiveness of Polish food products 
in foreign markets« (Figure 1). Social issues were slightly 
less important, but located on the second place amongst 
the obtained results of analysis. At the same time, the S1 
factor, »The level of public confidence in food products« 

was pointed out. On the third place, with only slightly fewer 
points, the Pl1 political factor, »Promotion of Polish brands 
in the world« was found. The Ecn3, »Improvement in the 
management of the production process« proved to be the 
least important in the economic group.

In the further part of the analysis, assessing the degree 
of predictability of the future state of the determinants which 
make the conditions for the growth of export were also 
ranked. A list of factors diversified in terms of uncertainties 
was obtained (Fig. 2).

Most concerns were raised by environmental issues, 
mainly by Env3 »Environmental organizations activities« 
and Env2 »Development barriers connected with environ-
mental protection«. Slightly fewer points on a scale measur-
ing the uncertainty factors were given to: Technological T3 
»Level of technological advancement of enterprises while 
using new technologies (new lines, new technological solu-
tions)«, and economic Ecn3 »Improvement in the manage-
ment of production process«. In the case of the social factor 
labelled S3 »High quality assessment and tastiness of Polish 
food« the least risk for the development of export opportuni-
ties of Polish food producers was perceived. In this group, it 
received the least significant number of points.

The results of the analysis related to the uncertainty in 
combination with the assessment of the factors, affecting 
the opportunity to increase the exports of food industry 
enterprises were the basis for an initial separation of fac-
tors, making up the conditions for the task implementation 
(Fig. 3). Based on the data presented in Figure 3, the factors 

Figure 2. Evaluation of uncertainty factors associated with the development of international trade

Example for calculation in factor Env 3: Activity of environmental organizations (1 ∙ 1) + (2 ∙ 1) + (3 ∙ 2) 
+ (4 ∙ 2) + (5 ∙ 1) + (6 ∙ 3) + (7 ∙ 1) = 60
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included in the technological group T2 »IT infrastructure 
development level (Access to novelties via the Internet, 
trade development – new distribution channels, integrated 
informative systems to manage the company)« and econom-
ic Ecn1 »Fluctuation in the demand for the goods offered by 
industry in international markets« were considered as such.

At the same time, both of the above-mentioned factors 
were characterized by a higher assessment of uncertainty 
than the average for the entire group of 33 and a higher 
evaluation of validity than the average of 55 recorded there. 
It is surprising that the environmental issues concerns which 
give rise to worst fears (when measuring uncertainty) do not 
have key importance in the final chart.

The Ecn2 »Price and cost competitiveness of Polish 
food products in foreign markets« are similarly assessed 
just as the S1 issues of public confidence associated with a 
number of recent food scandals, which were pointed out as 
the most crucial for the prospects of the food sector exports 
in Poland. The analysis shows that in the future, it is neces-
sary to focus not on technical and technological innovations, 
but rather on the knowledge and information, resulting from 
a continuous monitoring of changes in the sector surround-
ings and the level of customer satisfaction measured by the 
degree of meeting their demands.

6 Conclusions

The food sector as the one of the most important and the 
fastest developing areas of the Polish economy has been 
drawing attention of numerous experts for years. According 

to the previous analyses (e.g. Rytko, 2005; Pawlak, 2007; 
Urban et al. 2010; Kowalski et al. 2012) it has considerable 
export opportunities.

It has been shown that many of competitive advantages 
have become apparent after the accession of Poland to the 
EU. These included, among others: lower costs of labor and 
raw materials and processing margins. With the time, after a 
change in the market situation, the quality and uniqueness of 
products were focused on, together with the ability to iden-
tify and meet the individual needs of buyers, the comprehen-
sive promotional activities and the creation of the company 
image based on the confidence in quality and reliability of 
products and in high quality of customer service. 

Based on the STEEPVL analysis it was decided that:
n	 Most concerns were related to environmental issues, 

mainly to the activities of environmental organizations 
and the environmental protection.

n	 Experts were slightly less worried by the technological 
level of enterprises advancement in the use of new tech-
nologies, understood as the introduction of new lines and 
technological solutions and changes, regarding the need 
to improve the management of the production process.

n	 However, from all these elements, either supporting 
the development of the agri-food industry or threaten-
ing it, mainly two stand out in the foreground: the IT 
infrastructure development level (Access to novelties 
via the Internet, trade development – new distribution 
channels, integrated informative systems to manage 
the company) and the fluctuation in the demand for the 
goods offered by the industry in the international mar-
kets.

Figure 3. Factors crucial to the development of the international trade
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n	 The focus on these two areas should benefit both Polish 
enterprises and the entire sector concerned in trading in 
the food products in the international markets.

n	 It is necessary to deepen further the analyses of the 
factors, determining the possibilities to increase the 
exports of Polish food products.
The determinants for the development of foreign trade 

in Polish food products, determined in the desk research, 
were confirmed by the list of key factors, influencing the 
export sector, established by the experts and other par-
ticipants in the STEEPVL study. The studies lead to the 
conclusion that the Polish food industry operators should 
take advantage of price and cost competitiveness of Polish 
products in the foreign markets and the high assessment of 
the quality and flavor of these products combined with the 
public confidence in Polish products. However, let us not 
forget of price-cost competitive advantages being reduced 
and the need for Polish producers to search new opportuni-
ties to increase exports with the use of, inter alia, innovative 
products (that better meet the needs of buyers), to improve 
production efficiency, to try to achieve the highest possi-
ble quality and food safety. This will allow maintaining a 
favorable opinion on the Polish food products domestically 
and abroad. It is also necessary to search for new markets 
(outside Western Europe), which will ensure the decrease in 
the dependence of Polish food sector on the EU market and 
the consequent vulnerability to the economic situation, fluc-
tuations in currency and demand in the European and Polish 
food markets. To achieve this goal, not only the activity of 
the Polish food producers seems necessary to acquire new 
customers in the global market and to compete with trans-
national corporations, but also the involvement of the State 
in assisting to promote Polish products and brands in foreign 
markets. Another factor to help to increase the opportunities 
for the international exchange sector development should 
be better endeavors of the State to ensure that the principles 
of fair competition and integrity in business and while food 
producing are met by Polish producers, in accordance with 
the requirements for food products quality and safety.
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Ključni dejavniki za razvoj izvoza prehrambnega sektorja na Poljskem

Ozadje: vstop Poljske v EU leta 2004 je omogočil večji izvoz prehrambnih izdelkov na tržišče EU. Pokazalo se je, da ima 
Poljska pomembne konkurenčne prednosti pri izvozu hrane v primerjavi s »starimi« državami članicami EU. Po 10 letih 
članstva v EU ima poljski prehrambni sektor še vedno velik potencial za nadaljnje povečanje izvoza. 
Cilji: Namen članka je ugotoviti ključne dejavnike za nadaljnje povečanje izvoza prehrambnega sektorja in identificirati 
potencialne priložnosti in grožnje. Namen članka je tudi odgovoriti na vprašanje katera skupina dejavnikov ima večji 
vpliv na razvoj izvoza prehrambnega sektorja, in kateri dejavniki imajo manjšo vlogo pri razvoju mednarodne menjave.
Methoda: Analiza vključuje pregled relevantne literature in oblikovanje skupine ekspertov, da bi lahko opredelili ključne 
dejavnike uspeha v prehrambnem sektorju . Na osnovi zbranih mnenj ekspertov je bila izvedena STEPvL analiza. 
Rezultati: Poleg vrste organizacijskih, tržnih in finančnih dejavnikov sta med najbolj pomembnimi dejavniki tudi raven 
informacijske infrastrukture in fluktuacija v povpraševanju po artiklih, ki jih nudi prehrambni sektor na mednarodnih 
tržiščih.
Zaključek: Zato je ključnega pomena, da se poljski prehrambni sektor usmeri na nove distribucijske kanale, integrirane 
poslovne informacijske sisteme in fluktuacije v povpraševanju, da bi lahko zagotovili sedanji in bodoči razvoj tega sek-
torja.

Ključne besede: prehrambni sektor, izvoz, ključni dejavniki razvoja, predvidevanje, STEEPvL metoda


