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Abstract. The aim of this article is to discuss the problem of internationalisation of  small and medium-
sized enterprises sector organisations in Poland in the years 2019-2022 with a particular focus on the Łódź 
Voivodeship (9th position from the point of view of entrepreneurship in the regions of Poland). The first 
part of the article provides the theoretical background of internationalisation of enterprises. The second 
part contains an analysis of empirical data on the basis of author’s own research and determinants of 
company growth relating to the internationalisation of the  small and medium-sized enterprises sector in 
Poland in the years 2019-2022 with a particular focus on the Łódź Voivodeship. The main research 
hypothesis in the article is that the majority of enterprises in the small and medium-sized enterprises sector 
in the Łódź Voivodeship conduct international activities, although the geographic range of the 
(international) activities of both transport-shipment-logistics companies and companies from the 
production and service industry (outside the transport-shipment-logisitcs industry), does not translate into 
a high share products/services ordered on the international market to the total quantity of products/services 
ordered by these companies. The article was written on the basis of the literature on the subject, survey 
results and reports of the Polish Agency for Enterprise Development and documents of the Marshal's Office 
of the Łódź Voivodeship. 
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Introduction 
The process of internationalisation of enterprises in the world economy should be divided into three 
time periods: period I - the American challenge in 1945-1968, period II - the European challenge  
in 1969-1989 and period III - the challenge of medium-developed countries with particular emphasis 
on Central and Eastern Europe, which began after 1990, (B. Andrzejczak, 2008, pp. 112-114). These 
advancements were influenced by globalisation and concerns of not only transnational 
corporations, but also the micro, small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) sector. Yet, in recent 
years (after 2000) the growth of the world economy has been fuelled by, among other things, the 
development of the Internet, technology, modern management methods (e.g., outsourcing), 
particularly in the areas of transport and logistics. 

In the past, smaller companies limited their operations to local or national markets. 
Increased business competitiveness, and changes in the investment climate for SMEs (e.g., faster 
access to financial, human, and material resources) have contributed significantly to the faster 
internationalisation of their activities (K. Przybylska, 2013, p. 8). 

Between 2012 and 2021, the ratio of exports of goods and services to GDP increased from 
44.3% to 60.7%, with Polish companies mainly engaged in meeting the demand of foreign 
consumers rather than the Polish ones. Over the same period, between 2012 and 2021, the ratio of 
imports of goods and services to GDP also increased from 44.7% to 58.9%. There is an upward 
trend observed for both ratios together with a systematic integration of the Polish economy into the 
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global economy, mainly the EU economy, and the growing interdependence between enterprises 
from different countries, (https://www.parp.gov.pl/, 2023, p. 31).  
However, the picture drawn based on other indices measuring the internationalisation of the Polish 
economy is not so optimistic: 

● the percentage of firms exporting finished goods and services is rather low as in 2021 it
amounted to 4.5% of all firms in Poland (106.4 K, an increase by 69% compared to 2019 ) for firms 
selling their products abroad and 0.97% (20.5 K, a decrease by 0.02% compared to 2019) for firms 
providing services outside Poland. This poor performance is mainly caused by low exports of 
finished goods and services by micro-enterprises, whose organisational, production, and marketing 
capabilities are much more limited. A slightly better result was recorded for the imports of finished 
goods and services, which in 2021 reached 8.8% (208.4 K) for imports of goods and 1.35% (31.8 
K) for services;

● when it comes to the share of exports of goods and services in total revenues, Polish
companies, and in particular SMEs, are at a fairly average level. In 2021, 25.8% of enterprises' 
revenues came from exports of goods and services, including 5.9% from micro enterprises, 17% 
from small enterprises and 20.9% from medium-sized enterprises. Table 1 shows the share of 
exports of goods and services in total revenues for Polish companies between 2012 and 2021. 
Results presented in Table 1 show an increase in these revenues for SMEs. For micro-enterprises, 
this increase amounted to 11%, for small enterprises to 55% and for medium-sized enterprises to 
29%, (https://www.parp.gov.pl/, 2023, p. 31, (https://www.parp.gov.pl/, 2022, pp. 33-37, 
https://www.parp.gov.pl/, 2021, p.35). 

Table 1. The share of exports of goods and services in total revenue of enterprises 
by the size of their employment over the period 2010-2021 in Poland (%) 

Years 
(2012-2021) 

The share of exports of goods and services in total revenue of enterprises 
by the size of their employment in (%) 

Total 0-9 10-49 50-249 >249
2012 19,3% 5,3% 11,5% 16,2% 22,6% 
2013 20,8% 5,6% 12,7% 16,3% 22,5% 
2014 21,6% 5,7% 13,0% 18,4% 24,5% 
2015 22,6% 5,8% 13,2% 18,6% 25,6% 
2016 23,6% 5,9% 13,9% 19,7% 26,2% 
2017 24,0% 5,2% 13,9% 19,6% 26,2% 
2018 24,1% 4,9% 14,5% 19,2% 26,5% 
2019 24,4% 4,7% 15,3% 20,0% 26,7% 
2020 25,0% 5,1% 16,0% 21,4% 26,6% 
2021 25,8% 5,9% 17,0% 20,9% 27,0% 

Source: https://www.parp.gov.pl/, 2023, p. 34. 

For the Polish economy, internationalisation is progressing dynamically On the basis of the 
presented statistical data showing the growth of exports by Polish companies, one can also observe 
a correlation between the size of the company and the number of companies, and the share of 
exporters of finished goods and services in the total revenue of Polish companies. Therefore, it is 
worth looking at the internationalisation of Polish companies, which will be examined using the 
SME sector as an example. The analysis contained in this paper has been carried out based on a 
survey conducted in the Łódź Voivodeship between 2019 and 2022. The article is expected to 
answer the following research question: are SMEs based in the Łódź Voivodeship highly 
internationalised? The research results presented in the article are important due to the lack of 
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research on the internationalisation of enterprises in the SME sector from the point of view of the 
network nature of these enterprises. Research on the internationalisation of enterprises in the Łódź 
Voivodeship also concerns mainly the Łódź agglomeration, and not the SME sector in smaller 
towns and villages of the Łódź Voivodeship. 
 
Internationalisation of enterprises: theoretical approach 
The process evolved showing a high degree of dynamics and was marked by the emergence of 
various forms of business expansion beyond the borders of the home country. For almost 80 years, 
searches have been going on for an ideal global organisational model which still remains elusive. 
Although the reasons why companies export their goods and services have changed over time, the 
difficulties they face in internationalising their businesses remain almost the same. This is best 
exemplified by the statements made by two leaders of Philips between 1978 and 2013 on how they 
internationalised their business. The first statement dates back to 1978. At that time, Tom Peters, 
the then product manager of Philips, said that we are living in turbulent times when individual, 
regional markets have enormous potential with too many low-cost competitors. Thus, there is a 
need to have effective and smooth communication in place and a fast decision-making system to 
adapt to the changing environment. The second statement made in 2013 comes from the Philips 
CEO and Board Chairman Frans van Houten, according to whom, a company market can be lost 
quickly if the company fails to differentiate having in mind that company’s market operations are 
usually proceeding too slow (https://www.mckinsey.com/, 2014). 

The definition of internationalisation has been repeatedly examined in both Polish and 
foreign literature, although there is still no single acceptable definition. One of the most widely 
discussed definitions of internationalisation was presented by J. Rymarczyk, according to whom 
the concept is understood as... any type of economic activity undertaken by an enterprise abroad, 
(J. Rymarczyk, 2004, p. 19).  

Related to the idea of internationalisation is the phenomenon of globalisation. According to 
T. Friedman the following three periods of globalization can be distinguished: 

● globalisation 1.0, the rounding off of the old flat world – from the voyages of Christopher 
Columbus until 1800; 

● globalisation 2.0, from 1800 to 2000, in which declining costs of transport and 
communication contribute to the growth of the world economy, mainly in the sphere of 
revolutionary changes starting from the railways to the use of telegraph and telephone; and  

● globalisation 3.0, the emergence of a flat world. The author describes this period as the 
shrinking of the planet from small to microscopic. During this period, the main driving forces are: 
the development of the Internet, workflow software (software which manages the workflow), 
outsourcing, offshoring, and uploading, (Fung V.K., Fung W.K., Wind Y., 2008, pp. 23-24). 

The aforementioned period of globalisation 2.0, witnessed the emergence of transnational 
corporations in the world economy, which ...are  economic organisations that operate 
internationally, whose core activity consists in making foreign direct investments, (J. Witkowska, 
1996, p. 12, B. Andrzejczak, 2008, p. 9). Therefore, one could say that this definition sees 
internationalisation of enterprises as equal to various forms of internationalisation, which include, 
inter alia, foreign direct investment (FDI), (i.e., one of the basic forms related to capital flows in 
the global economy). As the ownership aspect is one of the most important determinants of the 
definition of FDI, the OECD definition has become the recommended one. According to the 
OECD, FDI is understood as...an enterprise resulting from direct investment in which a single 
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foreign investor owns 10% or more of the ordinary shares or the voting power, or has effective 
influence over the management of the enterprise. The 10% threshold can be treated with some 
degree of flexibility… (J. Witkowska, 1996, p. 13, B. Andrzejczak, 2008, p. 11). 

Depending on the motivation that drives companies internationalising their operations, 
other forms of corporate internationalisation have emerged in the global economy alongside FDI 
and transnational corporations, which may include: 

● strategic alliances - consisting in cooperation between corporations of companies that are 
potential or actual competitors in order to achieve competitive advantages or to merge with each 
other. Strategic alliances preserve the autonomy of the participating partners (J. Rymarczyk, 2004, 
pp. 203-204). The motives for concluding strategic alliances include, inter alia: reducing the 
uncertainty of operations by dispersing risks and operating costs, getting access to financial resources, 
faster development and technology exchange between partners, access to key customers and 
suppliers, overcoming protectionist barriers, etc. (M. Głuch, 2013, p. 16, M. Gorynia, 2007, p. 129) 

● mergers and acquisitions as a second form of merging businesses (next to, e.g., strategic 
alliances), involving either the acquisition of a company (as a result of the purchase of a majority 
stake in the capital or shares of a company) or a merger (through the acquisition of a company and 
the creation of a new business). In turn, the motivations of companies engaged in the M&A process 
should be distinguished between those on the side of the acquiring party (e.g., increasing 
company’s value, access to new markets and new customers, boosting company’s growth) and 
those who dispose shares (e.g., getting rid of financial problems, faster internationalisation),  
(A. Schweinhofer, 2016, p. 7, W. Buse, 2012,. 17, B. Andrzejczak, 2016, pp. 7, 9-10);  

● network companies that... are formed by a group, in which each entity assumes longer-term 
legal obligations towards other entities, which introduce dependencies between them that may 
restrict freedom or introduce changes in their activities and decision-making rights, but do not 
undermine the legal personality of the entities and preserve the entities' right to withdraw from 
their obligations.(S. Krawczyk 2012). By opting for this type of cooperation, network companies 
can get access to complementary resources and opportunities, which can lead to a faster entry of 
the company into a foreign market. Company internationalisation through its participation in an 
international business network can also contribute to: cost reduction through the use of economies 
of scale and joint marketing research, faster access to key know-how and faster learning curve of 
the company through access to skills and knowledge based on the experience of other partners in 
the network. (K. Przybylska, 2013, p. 56) 

The most advanced of the presented forms of entering a foreign market is having your own 
company in an FDI station, unlike the simplest form of internationalisation of companies, which is 
export, although the choice of the form of internationalisation very often depends on the constantly 
changing economic conditions in the global economy. Therefore, in the era of enhanced 
competition on domestic and foreign markets, many companies planning to expand to foreign 
markets through partnership cooperation, which decide to choose the network type of organisation, 
will definitely have the opportunity to internationalise their businesses more quickly. This is the 
case not only for large corporations, but also for small and medium-sized enterprises that do not 
have sufficient tangible and intangible resources, knowledge and experience to be able to 
internationalise their activities in a fairly short period of time. 

Therefore, the next section of the article (after the presentation of the methodology) outlines 
the characteristics and analysis of SMEs internationalisation in the years 2019-2022 using the Łódź 
Voivodeship as an example. The analysis was conducted on the basis of questionnaire surveys. 
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Methodology 
Research on the internationalisation of network enterprises in the SME sector was carried out in the 
years 2019-2022 in the Łódź Voivodeship. The research technique was based on an original author's 
questionnaire distributed to 56 companies, of which 55 questionnaires were accepted for research 
analysis. Most of the surveyed companies were not located in the Łódź agglomeration, but had their 
headquarters in other smaller towns and villages located in the Łódź Voivodeship, due to the existing 
numerous studies on the internationalisation of enterprises in Łódź. The literature on the subject was 
also used in the description of the research, with particular emphasis on reports of the Marshal's 
Office of the Łódź Voivodeship. The main research question in the article is: are SMEs based in the 
Łódź Voivodeship highly internationalised The specific research questions are: what is the 
geographical scope of the activities of network enterprises in the SME sector in the Łódź 
Voivodeship in 2019-2020 and are SME sector companies in the Łódź Voivodeship characterised 
by a high share of products/services ordered on the international market in the total number of 
products/services ordered by SME sector companies in the Łódź Voivodeship?  
 
Results of questionnaire-based surveys on internationalisation of network 
companies from the SME sector using the Łódź Voivodeship as an example 
Surveys on the internationalisation of network companies in the Łódź Voivodeship were carried 
out in the period 2019-2022. The Lodz Voivodeship is located in the central part of Poland and 
covers an area of 18 219 km2. The administrative structure of the Voivodeship consists of 21 
districts and 3 cities with district rights (Łódź, Piotrków Trybunalski, Skierniewice). The settlement 
network consists of 177 communes, including 18 urban, 28 urban-rural and 131 rural. On January 
1, 2020, Piątek and Lutów joined the rural-urban communes, (Fig.1), (https:// strategia.lodzkie.pl/). 
SMEs that participated in the survey exhibited the following characteristics: 

● 28 surveyed companies were from the transport-shipment-logisitcs (TSL) industry while 
the remaining 27 companies represented the manufacturing sector and services from outside of the 
TSL industry;  

● 84% of the surveyed companies from the SME sector carried out their operations in the Łódź 
Voivodeship, 4 of them were based in Łódź while the remaining ones were based mainly in Tomaszów 
Mazowiecki and in towns and villages in the close proximity of Tomaszów Mazowiecki; 

 

Fig. 1 Administrative division of the Łódź Voivodeship in 2021 
Source: https:// strategia.lodzkie.pl/. 
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● Most of the surveyed companies were network enterprises, i.e., companies that cooperate 
with at least one supplier and one level 1 customer. (Fig.2, Fig.3). Based on the research carried 
out, it can be noted that TSL companies cooperate with fewer suppliers and first-tier recipients than 
companies involved in production and provision of services (outside the TSL industry). In the case 
of cooperation with companies with up to 20 business partners, the number of first-tier suppliers 
was 25 enterprises, and first-tier recipients - 23 companies, of which 2 companies had recipients 
and suppliers in the range of 20-200 companies, including one company reported the size of over 
1 000 first-tier recipients. In turn, for companies from the SME sector in the construction and 
service industry (outside the TSL industry), the largest number of business partners cooperating 
with the surveyed companies is in the range of 5-20 and above 20. For first-tier suppliers, this 
amount was 17 companies, and for first-tier recipients – 19 companies. It should also be noted that:  

- in the case of companies outside the TSL industry, company representatives stated that 
in their decisions regarding cooperation with business partners, they are also guided by: 
the lowest delivery costs and the fact that the number of first-tier recipients depends on 
the size of the orders placed;  

- the possibility of entering the European market (after Poland's integration with the EU), 
increases cooperation with business partners and very often contributes to, among others: 
the emergence of further opportunities for cooperation with business partners (the 
company then has the opportunity to choose and switch production to more profitable 
products), contact with the latest world trends, changes in design and packaging, learning 
new management methods and marketing, new quality requirements, ( https://serwis-
uslugirozwojowe.parp.gov.pl/,  pp. 5,7) 
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Fig. 2. Business partners cooperating with SMEs which provide TSL services 
*one company failed to provide information in the questionnaire 

Source: author’s own compilation based on the survey. 
  RETRACTED

https://serwis-uslugirozwojowe.parp.gov.pl/
https://serwis-uslugirozwojowe.parp.gov.pl/


 

 
DOI: 10.2478/picbe-2024-0022, pp. 258-267, ISSN 2558-9652 |  

Proceedings of the 18th International Conference on Business Excellence 2024 
 

PICBE |  
264 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

1 – 3 4 – 5 5 – 10 10 – 20 20>

first order suppliers first-order recipients

 

Fig. 3. Business partners cooperating with companies from the manufacturing and service  
(outside the TSL) industries 

Source: author’s own compilation based on the survey. 
 

In line with the data on the internationalisation of enterprises from the SME sector in Poland 
presented in the Introduction section, Table 2 presents the geographical scope of the SMEs 
activities in the Łódź Voivodeship based on the data from the Polish Agency for Enterprise 
Development (PARP). As shown in Table 2, as many as 33 (60%) out of 55 surveyed companies 
were active internationally, including 22 companies providing TSL services and 11 manufacturing 
companies and service companies from outside the TSL industry. 
 

Table 2: Geographical scope of operations pursued by surveyed SMEs in the period 2019-2022 
 

Type of services provided 
by SME sector in Poland SME size 

Geographical scope of operations pursued  
by surveyed companies: 

local regional national international 

TSL services companies 
Micro enterprises 1 0 5 11 
Small enterprises 0 0 0 8 
Middle-sized enterprises 0 0 0 3 

Manufacturing companies and 
service companies from 
outside of the TSL sector 

Micro enterprises 6 1 4 2 
Small enterprises 0 0 2 1 
Middle-sized enterprises 0 1 2 8 

Total 55 7 2 13 33 
Source: author’s own compilation based on questionnaire studies. 

 
When it comes to TSL companies, most of them operating at international scale came from 

the category of micro-enterprises (11) and small enterprises (8). That was surely favoured by: 
● the location of the Łódź Voivodeship at the intersection of two TEN-T trans-European 

corridors, which include two International Freight Corridors (RFC-Rail Freight Corridors): RFC5 
Baltic-Adriatic (lines 131 and 146),  and RFC8 North Sea-Baltic (lines 1, 3, 11, 12, 14, 17, 25, and 
539);  
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●  new investment in freight transport infrastructure launched a couple of years ago which 
have boosted the economic attractiveness of the Łódź region and thus contributed to its more 
prominent presence on the European map of freight movements;  

● the fact that the Łódź Voivodeship makes part of one of the biggest areas of logistics 
operations in Poland, which depend on: the growth and expansion of storage facilities (multi-tenant 
and build-to-suit) and on the location of intermodal terminals, (https:// strategia.lodzkie.pl/). 

Internationalisation of surveyed SMEs from the manufacturing sector and service providers 
outside the TSL industry looks differently depending on their size. The largest number of 
companies, i.e. 8 enterprises, are medium-sized companies, and the remaining 3 companies belong 
to the group of micro and small enterprises. The dynamics of production sold by the manufacturing 
companies in 2010-2018 in Łódź Voivodeship was marked by an upward trend for industries such 
as: the production of paper, metals, chemicals, as well as for the automotive and printing industries, 
not for industries such as textile and apparel production traditionally associated with the Łódź 
Voivodeship. According to, e.g., the catalogue of export products of the Łódź Voivodeship 
presented on the website of the Office for Export Support of the Łódź Voivodeship, a large number 
of companies belong to the textile sector, (https://bwe.lodzkie.pl/, https:// strategia.lodzkie.pl/).  It 
is also claimed that the textile industry belongs to the group of export producers, whose exports are 
made to measure and have a high export potential (https://europejskafirma.pl/). 

Companies covered by the survey operate internationally but in most cases they also operate 
in the Polish market. This is most evident in the data presented in Table 3 on the number of orders 
for products/services placed on the international market in relation to the number of orders placed 
by customers (in total) of SME companies. In the case of TSL enterprises, the highest ratios were 
recorded for small (52%) and micro (45%) enterprises. In contrast, in the case of manufacturing 
and non-TSL service companies, the indicators were best for micro enterprises (60%) and for 
medium-sized enterprises (43%).  
 

Table 3: share of The products/services ordered in international market to the total amount  
of products/services ordered by SMEs in the Łódź Voivodeship 

 

SMEs by size 

Products/services ordered in the international market x 100% 
Total amount of ordered products/services 

TSL enterprises Manufacturing companies and service providers  
from outside of the TSL industry 

Micro enterprises 45%* 60% 
Small enterprises 52% 20% 
Middle-sized enterprises 10% 43%* 
Total  36% 41% 

*one company failed to provide information in the questionnaire 
Source: author’s own compilation based on questionnaire studies. 

 
The indicators presented in Table 3 certainly testify to the need for greater support, first and 

foremost offered by the local government institutions of the Łódź Voivodeship, to ensure the 
growth of  exports of goods and services from Poland. 

Based on the above presented research results and answering specific research questions, it 
should be stated that the level of internationalisation of network enterprises in the SME sector in 
the Łódź Voivodeship in 2019-2022 from the point of view of the number of companies conducting 
international activities and the share of The products/services ordered in the international market 
to the total amount of products/services ordered by SMEs in the Łódź Voivodeship, is not at a 
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satisfactory level of development of the internationalisation of these companies. It should also be 
noted that, based on the research conducted, there is no relationship between the development of 
internationalisation of companies and the size of the enterprise. 
 
Conclusion 
Based on the survey of companies from the SME sector in the Łódź Voivodeship it can be seen 
that the internationalisation of the SME sector is above average. This conclusion was drawn based 
on the number of surveyed companies (60%) and the number of  transactions concluded on foreign 
markets, which amounted to 36% for TSL companies and 41% for production and service 
companies outside the TSL industry (36%). On the one hand, this situation should be viewed 
positively, given the unfavourable economic situation for the development of companies in Poland 
and the EU due to the Covid-19 pandemic and the crisis related to the war in Ukraine. On the other 
hand, motivation behind export activities of the SME sector, which contributed to their 
development, include: the growth trend of the SME sector in Poland and favourable external 
conditions for, e.g., services of the TSL industry in the Łódź Voivodeship. However, as it turns 
out, these are still insufficient determinants for the growth of exports in the Łódź Voivodeship 
(which, on average over recent years, has been in 7th position compared to other voivodeships in 
Poland). Therefore, the Regional Policy Department of the Marshal Office of the Łódź 
Voivodeship in the document entitled Strategy for the Development of the Łódź Voivodeship 2030, 
presented economic conditions for the SME sector, which are to accelerate the internationalisation 
of these companies. These determinants include: 

● support for network companies when they enter international supply chains through 
training, participation in industry events, and seminars; 

● support for business missions abroad, participation of SMEs from Łódź in fairs, 
promotional events abroad( https://strategia.lodzkie.pl/). 

Strategy for the Development of the Łódź Voivodeship 2030 takes into account other 
directions of development activities for the SME sector, which have an indirect impact on the 
growth of internationalisation of these companies but can hugely improve the competitiveness of 
Łódź SMEs. They include, e.g., increasing the networking of the SME sector (through an active 
search for network partners, also among large enterprises with financial and technological 
resources), or support for digitisation and implementation of business models for the SME sector, 
(https://strategia.lodzkie.pl/). 

Successful implementation of these projects will certainly contribute to improving the 
internationalisation of SME sector enterprises in the Łódź Voivodeshipand and greater interest in 
research on the issue of networking in the SME sector (e.g. from the point of view of logistics 
development), because at the moment the research carried out in the article cannot be reduced to 
research on this topic, both regarding the networking of enterprises in the SME sector in Łódź and 
in other voivodeships, due to limitations in the literature on the subject . 
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