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Introduction 

Primarily, the term ‘competitiveness’ had only been applied to enterprises but in the 

last decades it progressively started to be used in description of states and its economies as 

well, since the economic competition between countries has intensified. Competitiveness, 

however, is not only an economic issue, but it also is perceived as a social phenomenon due to 

its influence on societies concerned. It is a relative measure, and thus it allows to make 

comparisons between countries, regions and groupings. This feature has been used in this 

paper and let for a comparative analysis of economic competitiveness of Poland and Slovakia 

separately, and in relation to one another.  

The choice of the countries which are the subjects of the study was dictated by a few 

premises. Primarily, Poland and Slovakia are neighboring countries. Besides that, they share 

a similar historical background. Both of them are classified as Central and Eastern European 

Countries (CEE), belong to the Visegrád Group and they became members of the European 

Union at the same time. Because of these premises, the comparison between the two countries 

is justified. 

The research goal is an assessment of the economic competitiveness and development 

of the international competitive position of Poland and Slovakia in years 2017-2021, and to 

identify the key indicators that formed those abovementioned. The assessment will be done on 

the basis of World Competitiveness Yearbook. Taking into account the goal of the study, the 

research hypothesis is following: economy of Poland is more competitive in comparison to 

economy of Slovakia.  

Definition of international economic competitiveness 

The concept of international economic competitiveness is regarded as complex, and 

therefore complicated to define, which is supported by multitude and diversity of its 

definitions which can be found in literature in the fields of economy, management and 

political sciences. The thesis can also be supported by the same one subject presenting a new, 

amended definition of international competitiveness of an economy over the course of years. 

One of the organizations dedicated to economic competitiveness that has proposed a few 

definitions of the concept is International Institute for Management Development (IMD) 

which is a business education school based in Lausanne known for publishing World 

Competitiveness Yearbook. The evolution of the definitions suggested by IMD was presented 

in Table 1.  
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Table 1. An overview of definitions of international economic competitiveness proposed by IMD 

Definition Year Source 

„World competitiveness is the ability of a country or 

a company to, proportionally, generate more wealth than 

its competitors in the world markets" 

1994 (Aiginger, Bärenthaler-Sieber, Vogel, 

1994, p. 69) 

„The ability of a country to create added value and thus 

increase national wealth by managing assets and 

processes, attractiveness and aggressiveness, globality 

and proximity, and by integrating these relationships 

into an economic and social model” 

1996 (Garelli, 1996, p. 6-7) 

„Competitiveness is a comprehensive and holistic 

concept. It evaluates the extent to which a country fosters 

an environment where enterprises can achieve 

sustainable growth, generate jobs and, ultimately, 

increase welfare for its citizens” 

2019 (International Institute for Management 

Development, 2019, p. 3) 

The authors of World Competitiveness Yearbook emphasize that it is, above all, the 

enterprises that participate in creation of wealth, however, the national environment in which 

they function strongly influences them, and has a power to strengthen or impede their ability 

to compete at a national or international level. Therefore, the competitiveness of a country is 

about creating and maintaining an environment that helps enterprises compete, rather than 

making it difficult for them. As a consequence, a competitive country is able to provide its 

citizens with prosperity [IMD, 2021]. 

Another organization involved in research on competitiveness of countries is World 

Economic Forum (WEF). In its report, The Global Competitiveness Report, WEF initially 

defined competitiveness as “the ability of a country to achieve sustained high rates of growth 

in GDP per capita” [WEF, 1996], however, the most recent definition provided by the 

organization states that “competitiveness is the set of institutions, policies, and factors that 

determine the level of productivity of a country”. A competitive economy is the one whose 

features enable a more effective use of factors of production. The concept of competitiveness 

is linked to productivity, and improving it leads to long-term economic growth. Nonetheless, 

countries, unlike enterprises, are able to increase their productivity all at once and there is no 

zero-sum competition between them [WEF, 2019]. 

OECD adopted a definition which states that competitiveness is “the ability of regions, 

nations or supranational regions to generate, while being and remaining exposed to 

international competition, relatively high factor income and factor employment levels on a 

sustainable basis”, with the main objective of it being maintaining and improving standards of 

living. The improvement of competitiveness is yet recognized as an enhanced long-term 
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productivity growth [Hatzichronoglou, 1996; Wienert, 1997]. A similar perspective is 

presented by European Commission, according to which competitiveness of a country implies 

the ability to provide the citizens with rising standard of living and those who are willing to 

take up employment with a wide range of job opportunities. The institution also stresses the 

importance of connecting competitiveness of an economy with productivity. The role of a 

country, however, is to create such policies and institutional arrangements that would allow 

the productivity to grow on a sustainable basis [European Commission, 2010]. 

An important theory regarding economic competitiveness is the Porter Diamond 

Theory of National Advantage (Figure 1). The model consists of four group of factors which 

are responsible for shaping the competitive advantage of the economy at the microeconomic 

level. The first group, Factor Conditions, consists of natural, human and capital resources, 

along with infrastructure needed to compete in a certain industry, whereas Demand 

Conditions depict the structure of domestic demand for products and services produced by the 

industry. In the attribute of an economy named Related and Supporting Industries are 

included the supplier or, in any way related, industries present in the country that are 

internationally competitive. The last determinant of national competitive advantage, namely 

Firm Strategy, Structure, and Rivalry describes the procedure of creating, organizing and 

managing a company in a given economy, and the characteristics of national competition 

[Porter, 1990].  

 

 

Factor 

Conditions 

Demand 

Conditions 

Related and 

Supporting 

Industries 

Firm Strategy, 

Structure, and 

Rivalry 

Figure 1. Porter’s Diamond of National Advantage 

Source: (Porter, 1990, p. 78) 
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Besides the factors presented in the model, Porter also gives importance to the 

government which, by creating conditions in which companies can earn competitive 

advantage, contributes to its formation; and opportunities, e.g. new technologies, sudden 

changes in financial markets or exchange rates, and wars. These events, used in a proper 

manner, can contribute to gain of competitive advantage. All determinants included in the 

Diamond influence and interact with each other. The author of the theory associates national 

economic competitiveness with the idea of productivity, similarly to authors of the definitions 

presented above [Porter, 1990]. Nonetheless, Porter’s perspective on international economic 

competitiveness has been criticized as underestimating to the part that globalization takes in 

creating a competitive advantage of countries [Dunning, 1993]. 

The competitiveness of an economy might be interpreted in two approaches. The first 

one, static, is referred to as international competitive position, and according to it, 

competitiveness is defined as a position of a country on international markets which is 

determined by foreign trade and its structure translating to the prosperity of a society. The 

other approach, dynamic, called international competitive ability, states that competitiveness 

is connected with an ability of a country to benefit from production factors faster than other 

countries leading to a relatively faster increase in the level and quality of life of citizens 

[Weresa, 2008]. 

Determinants of international economic competitiveness based on World 

Competitiveness Yearbook 

The overview of the determinants of international economic competitiveness might be 

done on a basis of criteria used in reports on competitiveness. One of them is World 

Competitiveness Yearbook created and published by International Institute for Management 

Development. It covers 64 economies. The authors of the report use a multitude of criteria in 

order to determine the international competitiveness of an economy, and therefore its 

competitive position in relation to other economies. They divide the indicators into 20 fields 

called sub-factors, and afterwards group the sub-factors into four sets called factors. The 

identified factors are following: economic performance, government efficiency, business 

efficiency and infrastructure.  

Economic performance assesses the domestic economy, employment and prices at 

a macro-economic level. It consists of sub-factors such as domestic economy, international 

trade, international investment, employment and prices. Each sub-factor is composed of 

a variety of criteria necessary to measure it. For example, to evaluate the domestic economy 



6 
 

they take GDP, GDP per capita, real GDP growth; in evaluation of international trade are used 

current account balance, exports of goods, trade to GDP ratio. International investment is 

assessed i.a. with direct investment flows and stocks abroad, employment with employment as 

percentage of population, unemployment rate and youth unemployment, and prices with 

consumer price inflation, cost-of-living index, office rent, food costs and gasoline prices.  

Government efficiency is a factor that measures the way in which the policies 

fostered by the government are contributive to competitiveness. It includes the following sub-

factors: public finance, tax policy, institutional framework, business legislation and societal 

framework. Business efficiency, however, evaluates if the national environment stimulates 

the business to act in an effective, innovative and responsible tone, and consists of 

productivity, labor market, finance, management practices, and attitudes and values. The last 

factor, which is infrastructure, reflects how basic, technological, scientific and human 

resources meet the needs of business and is divided into basic infrastructure, technological 

infrastructure, scientific infrastructure, health and environment and education. 

Alongside the hard data based on statistics, the authors of World Competitiveness 

Yearbook also use the survey data in evaluation of competitiveness of an economy. The 

Executive Opinion Survey reflects the way the competitiveness of a given economy is 

perceived by those actively participating in the market. The respondents are asked to choose 

the indicators they find suitable as the key attractiveness factors of their economy. The 

options they are given are: access to financing, business-friendly environment, competency of 

government, competitive tax regime, cost competitiveness, dynamism of the economy, 

effective labor relations, effective legal environment, high educational level, open and 

positive attitudes, policy stability & predictability, quality of corporate governance, reliable 

infrastructure, skilled workforce and strong R&D culture [IMD, 2021].  

International competitive position of Poland and Slovakia 

The analysis of the international economic competitiveness of Poland and Slovakia 

presented in this study was conducted on the basis of World Competitiveness Yearbook.  The 

positions of the countries in question in the competitiveness ranking by IMD were presented 

in Table 2. 

Table 2. Position of Poland and Slovakia in IMD’s competitiveness ranking in years 2017-2021 
 

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Poland 38 34 38 39 47 

Slovakia 51 55 53 57 50 

Source: Own elaboration based on (IMD, 2017-2021). 
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According to the ranking provided by World Competitiveness Yearbook, at the 

beginning of the period considered Polish economy was more competitive than economy of 

Slovakia. In 2017 Poland was in 38th competitive position in the general ranking, and 

managed to improve it by 4 in the following year, however, it fell back to 38th position in 

2019, deteriorated its position (by 1) and was in the 39th in 2020. In year 2021 Poland fell 

significantly in global competitiveness ranking and was in 47th position. It was a negative 

change of 9 positions in 2021 in comparison to 2017 which was the beginning of the analyzed 

period of time. Slovakia, however, at the beginning of the analyzed years was in the 

51st position, a year after deteriorated its position by 4, and in 2019 it improved slightly its 

position to 53rd, but in 2020 Slovakia fell to 57th position in the general ranking. Nevertheless, 

in 2021 Slovakia took the 50th place, which translated into an improvement of one position in 

relation to 2017. Therefore no particular tendencies in the development of competitive 

position of the two countries, upward or downward, can be noticed. But despite Poland being 

more competitive in every year between 2017 and 2021 than Slovakia, the abovementioned 

changes narrowed the gap in competitive positions between Poland in Slovakia, which at the 

beginning of the period considered equaled 13, to barely 3 in 2021. The fact was caused 

primarily by the fall of Poland in the economic competitiveness ranking rather than the 

improvement of Slovakia’s position. 

Table 3. Position of Central and Eastern European Countries in IMD’s competitiveness ranking in years 

2017-2021 

 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Bulgaria 49 48 48 48 53 

Czech Republic 28 29 33 33 33 

Estonia 30 31 35 28 26 

Hungary 52 47 47 47 42 

Latvia 40 40 40 41 38 

Lithuania 33 32 29 31 30 

Poland 38 34 38 39 47 

Romania 50 49 49 51 48 

Slovakia 51 55  53 57 50 

Slovenia 43 37 37 35 40 

Source: Own elaboration based on (IMD, 2017-2021). 

Both Poland and Slovakia are classified as Central and Eastern European Countries, 

and therefore the comparison to the other countries of the region seems legitimate. As shown 

in Table 3, in 2017 Poland had the fourth most competitive economy in the region of Central 

and Eastern Europe, however the changes between the year 2017 and 2021 caused the 

country's drop by 3 positions in this group of countries in the last year, and thus it became 

fourth least competitive. Meanwhile, Slovakia, kept its initial second to last competitive 
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position in 2021, however in the years between it held the last position in terms of economic 

competitiveness in CEE region.  

In the following part of the study is presented a more detailed analysis which consists 

of an assessment of Poland and Slovakia’s competitiveness separately in the field of each 

group of criteria used in World Competitiveness Yearbook. In Table 4 are shown the positions 

of those countries in the competitiveness ranking for each sub-factor in years 2017-2021, and 

in Table 5 is presented the change in the position year by year, and from 2017 to 2021 

directly.  

Table 4. Position of Poland and Slovakia in IMD’s competitiveness ranking for each sub-factor in years  

2017-2021 
 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

 Poland Slovakia 
Pol 

and 

Slovak

ia 

Pol 

and 

Slova 

kia 

Pol 

and 

Slova 

kia 

Pol 

and 

Slova 

kia 

Domestic 

economy 
39 51 29 57 26 39 22 43 34 51 

International 

trade 
22 27 11 25 10 19 16 30 14 24 

International 

investment 
30 55 34 59 40 56 53 63 61 62 

Employment 40 49 37 35 32 47 35 50 7 47 

Prices 19 18 8 13 9 23 13 27 15 21 

Public finance 46 41 38 47 38 47 40 53 50 44 

Tax policy 47 53 48 56 49 50 52 51 48 49 

Institutional 

framework 
34 49 38 53 41 54 39 55 49 47 

Business 

legislation 
41 60 38 58 39 59 44 60 58 52 

Societal 

framework 
35 41 36 44 38 46 32 46 46 37 

Productivity  25 44 21 33 27 34 26 36 35 38 

Labor market 36 54 42 62 38 62 46 62 60 62 

Finance 39 51 27 59 37 57 43 56 48 54 

Management 

practices 
42 55 34 59 36 61 41 59 55 53 

Attitudes  

and values 
45 57 52 62 48 59 49 60 62 56 

Basic 

infrastructure 
28 37 29 45 31 46 38 47 48 47 

Technological 

infrastructure 
35 47 35 43 39 42 37 47 46 41 

Scientific 

infrastructure 
34 47 33 54 31 50 30 49 36 46 

Health and 

environment 
40 34 41 39 43 38 41 43 50 39 

Education 20 41 31 47 31 47 31 48 35 47 

Source: Own elaboration based on (IMD, 2017-2021). 
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Table 5. Change in the position of Poland and Slovakia in IMD’s competitiveness ranking for each sub-

factor year by year 
 2017-2018 2018-2019 2019-2020 2020-2021 2017- 2021 

 Poland Slovakia 
Pol 

and 

Slova 

kia 

Pol 

and 

Slova 

kia 

Pol 

and 

Slova 

kia 

Pol 

and 

Slova 

kia 

Domestic 

economy 
10 -6 3 18 4 -4 -12 -8 5 0 

International 

trade 
11 2 1 6 -6 -11 2 6 8 3 

International 

investment 
-4 -4 -6 3 -13 -7 -8 1 -31 -7 

Employment 3 14 5 -12 -3 -3 28 3 33 2 

Prices 11 5 -1 -10 -4 -4 -2 6 4 -3 

Public finance 8 -6 0 0 -2 -6 -10 9 -4 -3 

Tax policy -1 -3 -1 6 -3 -1 4 2 -1 4 

Institutional 

framework 
-4 -4 -3 -1 2 -1 -10 8 -15 2 

Business 

legislation 
3 2 -1 -1 -5 -1 -14 8 -17 8 

Societal 

framework 
-1 -3 -2 -2 6 0 -14 9 -11 4 

Productivity 4 11 -6 -1 1 -2 -9 -2 -10 6 

Labor market -6 -8 4 0 -8 0 -14 0 -24 -8 

Finance 12 -8 -10 2 -6 1 -5 2 -9 -3 

Management 

practices 
8 -4 -2 -2 -5 2 -14 6 -13 2 

Attitudes  

and values 
-7 -5 4 3 -1 -1 -13 4 -17 1 

Basic 

infrastructure 
-1 -8 -2 -1 -7 -1 -10 0 -20 -10 

Technological 

infrastructure 
0 4 -4 1 2 -5 -9 6 -11 6 

Scientific 

infrastructure 
1 -7 2 4 1 1 -6 3 -2 1 

Health and 

environment 
-1 -5 -2 1 2 -5 -9 4 -10 -5 

Education -11 -6 0 0 0 -1 -4 1 -15 -6 

Source: Own elaboration based on (IMD, 2017-2021). 

At the beginning of the analyzed years Poland was in a better position than Slovakia in 

17 out of 20 groups of competitiveness factors. Public finance, health and environment, and 

prices were the criteria in which Slovakia exceeded Poland, however the differences in the 

ranking were not significant, as they ranged from 1 position in prices to 6 positions in health 

and environment. The greatest advantage that Poland had over Slovakia was in international 

investment and equaled 25 positions, then education (21 positions), business legislation and 

productivity (both 19 positions), while the slightest competitive advantage, aside from the 

criteria in which Slovakia had a better position than Poland, was noted in case of international 

trade (5 positions), tax policy and societal framework (6 positions each). In 2021, however, 

Poland kept better position than Slovakia in only 11 out of 20 criteria. Poland had the greatest 

advantage in terms of employment – as much as 40 positions, and significant advantage in 

domestic economy (17 positions), whereas Slovakia had advantage of 11 positions in health 
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and environment, in which it held better position than Poland in each year but 2020; of 

9 positions in societal framework, and of 6 positions in public finance, business legislation, 

and attitudes and values.  

Throughout the years considered Poland had a strong competitive position in terms of 

international trade and prices, but the latest data on inflation1 allows to suppose that in the 

following year(s) its position in the ranking for this criterium might deteriorate. The greatest 

improvement in 2021 in comparison to 2017 for Poland was noted in employment, from 40th 

to 7th position. Unfortunately, it was one of the few criteria in which Poland’s position 

improved in this period, there were barely 4 of such. In as much as 16 groups of 

competitiveness factors its position deteriorated. The biggest fall was noted in case of 

international investment (31 positions) and then in labor market (24 positions). Poland is also 

poorly rated when it comes to attitudes and values, business legislation and management 

practices.  

The indicators that testify to the strength of Polish economy were, above all, cost-of-

living index which was classified in the top ten in all analyzed years, low unemployment rate, 

highly-rated corporate tax rate on profits – in most years in 12th position, working hours, and 

also beneficial pupil-teacher ratio, both in primary as well as in secondary education. What is 

worth noticing is the fact that in 2021 Poland was given the 1st position in terms of the 

indicator of environmental agreements, and when it comes to women in management, Poland 

was in the 7th position among all the countries. The biggest weaknesses of Poland were, 

however, directs investment stocks abroad as % of GDP, start-up days, poorly rated health 

infrastructure and national culture which is a part of attitudes and values group, and pollution 

problems.  

According to Executive Opinion Survey the key attractiveness factors of Polish 

economy in years 2017-2021 were skilled workforce, dynamism of the economy, cost 

competitiveness, high educational level and open and positive attitudes. In contrast, the 

answers that were the most rarely chosen included competency of government, quality of 

corporate governance, competitive tax regime and effective legal environment. 

Similarly to Poland, the fields in which Slovakia’s competitive position was the 

strongest in the years considered was international trade and prices. The competitive position 

Slovakia took in the rankings for each criterion in 2021 compared to 2017 were much more 

stable than in case of Poland. The greatest improvement was noted in business legislation, it 

 
1 According to Statistics Poland in January 2022 the Consumer Price Index rose by 9,2% in comparison to 

January 2021. 
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was by 8 positions, and then in productivity and technological infrastructure, both by 

6 positions. The greatest deterioration, however, took place in basic infrastructure (10 

positions), labor market (8 positions) and international investment (7 positions), thus those 

fields were similar as in case of Poland. Comparing to 2017, in 2021 Slovakia improved its 

competitive position in rankings for 11 criteria, and fell in rankings for 8 criteria.  

The biggest strength of Slovak economy in years 2017-2021 was exports of goods as 

% of GDP in 3rd to 4th position in all years, trade to GDP ratio in top ten, highly rated Gini 

coefficient, investment in Telecommunications and computers per capita. Worth noting is that 

in 2021 Slovakia was in the 1st position in terms of income distribution in the lowest 40%. 

The biggest weaknesses of Slovakia included indicators such as relocation threats of business, 

subsidies, employer social security tax rate, apprenticeship, changing market conditions, 

poorly rated university education and knowledge transfer.  

In case of Slovakia, the responders of the Executive Opinion Survey most often chose 

skilled workforce and cost competitiveness as the key attractiveness factors of the country. 

The answers, however, were highly dispersed and differed significantly from year to year. 

There was more agreement to the least chosen options, and those included effective labor 

relations, competency of government and strong R&D culture. 

Conclusions  

The analysis of competitiveness of Poland and Slovakia conducted in the study made 

it possible to verify the initial research hypothesis that economy of Poland is more 

competitive that economy of Slovakia. However, in the following years, the competitive 

advantage may change in favor of Slovakia due to the deteriorating competitiveness of the 

Polish economy in the analyzed period. On the basis of the analysis of World Competitiveness 

Yearbook in years 2017-2021 a conclusion can be drawn that, although Slovakia remained on 

a comparable position to the beginning of the analyzed years, the decrease of Poland’s 

position made the two countries appear at a highly similar level in 2021, despite quite the 

difference between them in 2017. That fact is noticeable not only in the general ranking, but 

especially in the ranking for each competitiveness sub-factor used by IMD, in which positions 

of Poland fluctuated on a much greater scale at the end of the period analyzed than Slovakia’s 

which were relatively stable.  

The biggest strength, and at the same time the biggest advantage of Polish economy is 

employment. Thus, if Slovakia intend to be more competitive than Poland, it ought to put 

efforts in improving its position in this area, as well as in domestic economy, education and 
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scientific structures. Slovakia should also work on increasing the competitiveness of its labor 

market as it has been in nearly the last position (62nd out of 64) in the ranking in four out of 

five analyzed years, and on stimulating international investments which are rated as almost 

the worst among all countries analyzed in the report. However, Poland, to keep and increase 

its competitive advantage over Slovakia and over other countries, should primarily work on 

international investment, labor market and attitudes and values, which were poorly rated in 

2021, and were the biggest deteriorations compared to the beginning of the period considered 

as well, along with basic infrastructure. In order not to lose the competitive advantage over 

Slovakia, the system of public finance in Poland should be improved. The problem for Polish 

economy lay within the law relating to business, societal framework and technological 

infrastructure, particularly in the past year, as those were the areas in which it was inferior to 

the Slovak economy.  

Both countries, however, must take into account that they might face the deterioration 

of their economic competitiveness in the following years in the light of the ongoing war and 

humanitarian crisis in Ukraine which might entail economic consequences not only for the 

countries directly engaged in the conflict, but also for the countries which have any 

connections to them. Poland and Slovakia are both the neighboring countries to Ukraine, 

which may draw the investors away from making new investments in any of them. The 

sanctions imposed on Russia by European Union and other countries might have negative 

effects on the economy of its member states. The uncertainty that awaits the world makes it 

impossible to predict any trends in economic competitiveness.  
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