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ABSTRACT

The primary aim of this article is to identify the reasons for internationalization of Polish food industry com-
panies. As a part of empirical studies, we carried out interviews with managers at 52 of food industry com-
panies. Poland’s accession to the EU, the managers’ experience gained on foreign markets and geographical 
proximity of foreign markets were the main determinants of internationalization for the respondents. For food 
industry companies, EU markets are the most attractive while export activities constitute the most common 
form of internationalization.
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INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, internationalization of companies is a very 
intense process. Nonetheless, it should be emphasized 
that different industries have different reasons that en-
courage internationalization in companies, different 
methods of participating in foreign markets as well as 
different scopes of relationships with foreign partners 
(Witek-Hajduk, 2010). Poland’s accession to the EU 
has resulted in many opportunities and risks for Polish 
food industry companies with respect to international-
ization. Opportunities include: facilitated access to the 
EU market for Polish entrepreneurs, increased attrac-
tiveness of Polish companies for foreign investors and 
partners and better opportunities of obtaining finan-
cial resources by Polish companies (Baran, 2016). On 
the other hand, the primary risks include easier access 
to the Polish market for a larger number of offerors, 
increased intensity of competition and introduction of 
new legal regulations (Baran, 2015).

Faced with these changes, Polish food industry 
companies had to increase their competitiveness. One 
of the methods of improving competitiveness was to 
increase the geographical reach of their business, 
which involved expanding to foreign markets.

The main objective of this article is to identify 
the reasons for internationalization of Polish food in-
dustry companies. Furthermore, the article indicates 
which markets are perceived by entrepreneurs as the 
most attractive and which factors on these markets 
have the largest impact on the adjustment of strate-
gies to conditions at host markets.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Internationalization is a complex phenomenon that 
can be analysed from various perspectives and with 
respect to different dimensions (economic, scientific, 
political and legal, sociocultural) (Müller, 2004). 
 Internationalization can be analysed across three 
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scales: macro (internationalization of economies), 
mezzo (internationalization of markets/industries) 
and micro (internationalization of companies) (Ladi, 
2006). Oczkowska emphasizes that internationaliza-
tion of companies is a function of reasons and ten-
dencies of companies to expand internationally, and 
to invest in their development outside the borders of 
their home country as well as to establish foreign part-
nerships as a part of other forms (Oczkowska, 2007). 
On the other hand, Rymarczyk presents a simple 
definition of company internationalization, namely 
that it is ‘any type of business operated by a company 
abroad’ (Rymarczyk, 2004). Upon analysing the defi-
nitions of internationalization, we can conclude that 
internationalization is commonly seen as:
− a stage-based process of a company’s develop-

ment on foreign markets (Johanson and Vahlne, 
1990),

− a process of developing business networks on 
international markets (Johanson and Mattsson, 
1988),

− international exposure of a company’s resources 
(Andersen, 1997),

− geographical expansion of business reach to for-
eign markets (Hollensen, 2004),

− specific forms of internationalization (Rymar-
czyk, 2004),

− a process of formulating and implementing strate-
gies (Hill, 2013).
It can be noticed that Polish researchers present 

a rather broad approach to defining internationali-
zation. Most authors assume that we can speak of 
a company’s internationalization beginning with its 
commencement of business on a foreign market.

The literature also presents various forms of entry 
to foreign markets; for example, according to Gory-
nia, these forms include exporting and importing 
goods, cooperative relationships with foreign part-
ners (including non-capital forms: licence, franchise, 
management and investment contracts, capital forms 
and international strategic alliances), or independent 
operation of business abroad in the form of a local 
office or branch (Gorynia, 2007).

Moreover, the literature distinguishes between ac-
tive and passive internationalization, as well as inter-
nal and external internationalization. Active interna-

tionalization concerns various types of a company’s 
international expansion; on the other hand, passive 
internationalization is defined as establishing dif-
ferent economic relationships with foreign partners 
but without operating a business outside the home 
country. This type of internationalization can include 
importing goods, purchasing licences from a foreign 
partner, etc. (Gołębiowski and Witek-Hajduk, 2000; 
Gorynia 2000). Internal internationalization is based 
on the development of import activities, while ex-
ternal internationalization is related to a company’s 
expansion to foreign market using export activities 
(Luostarinen and Hellman, 1993; Welch and Luos-
tarinen, 1993).

Reasons for internationalization of companies 
can be determined using the theory of transaction 
cost, the eclectic theory of international production 
of Dunning, multi-stage theories of internationaliza-
tion (in particular, the Uppsala model of Johanson, 
Wiedersheim-Paul and Vahlne) and network-based 
theories of internationalization developed by Johan-
son and Mattsson (Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul, 
1975; Dunning, 1988; Johanson and Mattsson, 1988; 
Johanson and Vahlne, 1990). The aforementioned 
theories cover issues related to, e.g. the process of in-
ternationalization, selection of forms of internation-
alization, reasons for conducting export activities and 
direct foreign investments, and selecting a business 
location abroad.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

To collect data, we used the method of interviewing 
managers of food industry companies. Interviewees 
were chosen randomly. The sampling frame was the 
database of the national business register (REGON) 
kept by Statistics Poland (GUS). The database in-
cluded food industry companies meeting the follow-
ing criteria:
− 50 or more employees,
− not branches of foreign companies,
− the process of internationalization has occurred at 

the company.
The first criterion resulted from the fact that large 

and medium enterprises have dominant share in in-
ternational trade and direct international investments. 
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The second and third criteria were due to the purpose 
of this research, i.e. the desire to identify the reasons 
of internationalization of companies that took such 
action autonomously. Interviews with 52 respondents 
were carried out in March 2018. The descriptive, tab-
ular and graphical methods were used to present the 
results of the research.

RESULTS

The first stage of research consisted in identifying the 
forms of internationalization used by the companies 
under consideration. Almost all studied companies 
indicated export activities as their main form of in-
ternationalization (51 answers) – Table 1. Moreover, 
about 50% of studied companies declared engaging 
in import activities. Joint production ventures were 
operated by 13% of studied companies. As a part of 
other forms of internationalization, the respondents 
also indicated licence agreements with foreign part-
ners as licensors or licensees (8% each) and joint 
trading ventures and trade branches (10 and 8% re-
spectively).

In the next stage of the research, the respondents 
were asked to indicate the main reasons of expanding 
to foreign markets (Fig. 1). The main reasons for inter-
nationalization of food industry companies included 

Poland’s accession to the EU (4.24) and managerial 
experience on foreign markets (4.18). The respond-
ents also stated that they considered the geographical 
proximity of a foreign market (4.02), the availability 
of cheaper raw materials (4.0) and factors of produc-
tion (3.9). The respondents’ least important grounds 
for internationalization were marketization of host 
country economies (3.51) and internationalization 
of the company’s trade agents (3.47). However, at-
tention should be paid to the fact that the companies 
indicated that the growing homogeneity of needs 
and requirements of buyers on foreign markets was 
deemed a less significant factor (3.51).

Enterprises which decided to expand to a given 
foreign market must view this market, on the one 
hand, as attractive and, on the other hand, as a market 
with low business risk. According to this research, 
EU markets are the most attractive to food industry 
companies (Table 2). The attractiveness rating of oth-
er markets was similar and below average.

We can assume that companies are more predis-
posed to adapt their strategies to conditions on mar-
kets rated by them as the most attractive. Therefore, 
during the final stage of the research, we asked the 
respondents to indicate factors that had the larg-
est impact on their change of strategy and the need 
to adjust to local conditions when expanding to EU 

Table 1. Forms of internationalization used by the food companies in examined units (n = 52)

Forms of internationalization
Number 

of answers
%

Export activities 51 98

Import activities 28 54

Licence agreements with a foreign partner–licensor 4 8

Licence agreements with a foreign partner–licensee 4 8

Franchise agreements with a foreign partner–franchisor 0 0

Franchise agreements with a foreign partner–franchisee 0 0

Joint production ventures 7 13

Joint trading ventures 5 10

Trade branch 4 8

Production branch 1 2

Source: own calculations based on interview questionnaire.
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a�tude of managers and their experience on foreign markets

geographical proximity of the foreign market

availability of cheaper raw materials and parts

availability of cheaper factors of produc�on

experience gained on a foreign market as the basis

for conduc�ng business on subsequent foreign markets

beneficial policies, e.g. trade policy, of host countries

no possibility of expansion on the domes�c market

and the opportunity to increase sales abroad

diversifica�on of risk

economies of scale

cultural proximity of the foreign market

standardiza�on of needs of buyers on foreign markets

and the opportunity to standardize marke�ng ac�vi�es

marke�za�on of economies of host countries

interna�onaliza�on of the company’s trade agents

Avarage score

Score ranging from 1 to 5, where: 5 – definitely important, 4 – important, 3 – neither important nor unimportant, 2 –unimportant, 
1 – definitely unimportant.

Figure 1. Reasons for internationalization in the respondents’ opinion (n = 52)

Source: own calculations based on interview questionnaire.

Table 2. Market attractiveness and risk rating in the respondents’ opinion (n = 52)

Markets Market attractiveness rating Market risk rating

Poland 2.56 2.14

EU countries 2.44 2.07

Russia 1.65 1.61

Asian countries 1.62 1.92

Other countries 1.61 1.61

3 – high market attractiveness, 2 – average attractiveness, 3 – low attractiveness; 3 – low market risk, 2 – average risk, 3 – low risk.

Source: own calculations based on interview questionnaire.

markets. Consumer purchasing power and their pref-
erences had the largest influence on the studied com-
panies’ adaptation of strategies to conditions of an 
EU market (Fig. 2). Production standards and brand 

reputation were also deemed factors that significantly 
stimulate the adaptation of strategies to conditions in 
EU countries. Availability of utilities was deemed a 
less important factor (Fig. 2).
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CONCLUSIONS

Internationalization of companies is a multifaceted 
and complex phenomenon. Depending on the indus-
try where a given company operates, reasons and 
models of internationalization vary. The research 
conducted at Polish food industry companies allowed 
us to reach the following conclusions:
− the main factors determining internationalization in 

this sector were Poland’s accession to the EU, the 
managers’ experience gained on foreign markets 
and geographical proximity of foreign markets;

− the most attractive market for studied companies 
was the Polish market and, among foreign coun-
tries, EU markets;

− factors that encourage the adaptation of strategy 
to conditions on EU markets the most are the pur-
chasing power and preferences of consumers, as 
well as production standards;

− business risk on the Polish and EU markets is per-
ceived as average, while on the Russian and Asian 
markets it is seen as above average.
It can be stated that the process of internationaliza-

tion at Polish food industry companies is conducted in 
stages and is related to gradual changes in their pres-
ence on foreign markets, i.e. according to multi-stage 
theories of internationalization. It can be assumed 

that this process will continue to develop rapidly in 
the sector under consideration, which is why this re-
search should continue, searching for, among other 
things, factors determining the adoption of a given 
model of internationalization by companies and re-
lationships between the levels of active and passive 
internationalization of companies.
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