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I. INTRODUCTION

Many companies ask themselves what kind of competitive approach deter-
mines success on a foreign market, whether it is one or a whole set of factors. 
If it is a set, they may ask which factors play the key role in determining com-
petitive and financial success on the international market. 

German enterprises are very successful abroad. They are also successful 
in Poland. However, the relation with the Polish economy is quite unique, 
which definitely influences the market strategy of German companies in this 
region. First, as a neighbouring country, Poland’s location is very attractive 
for investment, which means lower costs in comparison to investments on oth-
er world markets. Second, there is the difficult common history, which is still 
remembered in Poland and can have an influence on the employment of the 
skilled labour force. Third, there is still a vital difference in GDP per capita 
between Germany – USD46,724 in 2020, and Poland – USD15,656 in 2020.1

Despite the extensive literature on internationalization, there is a short-
age of studies that clearly indicate the group of competitive factors that influ-
ence success on the foreign market. Most researchers concentrate on a narrow 
research area2 or try to discover universal factors behind the international 
competitiveness of enterprises.3 Previous studies are very insightful and use-
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ful, and can constitute a broad background for our research. However, they 
do not address the problem of what elements of the competitive strategy de-
termine the market success of enterprises from a high developed economy in 
a neighbouring, less developed country, and do not deal with such specific 
circumstances. We identified a gap in the literature on the description of ex-
port performance and the growth factors associated with German enterprises 
in Poland, which is interesting given that German enterprises are developing 
in Poland very successfully. With regard to this gap, the aim of this paper is 
to investigate the competitive strategies of German enterprises in Poland and 
identify the key factors shaping them.

The study was conducted in 2015 as part of the international project 
CLILiG, which was carried out at the University of Economics in Poznan in 
cooperation with the Goethe Institute from Germany and the University of 
Tampere from Finland. The research was qualitative, based on the method of 
multiple case studies. The structure of the paper encompasses a literature re-
view, a methodology section, a report on the findings, and finally a discussion 
with conclusions. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

The theoretical framework of the research presented in this paper is an-
chored in the context of competitiveness, with special attention to competitive 
factors. It also adopts the resource-based view (RBV), enriched by Dunning’s 
Eclectic Theory and applied to the international market. We believe that the 
RBV of the firm explains which competitive factors in the organization con-
tribute to the company’s competitive advantage. Since RBV confirms that re-
sources are heterogeneously distributed across organizations, and that differ-
ences in resources persist over time,4 it follows that the resources which are 
rare, valuable, inimitable and non-substitutable5 determine the competitive 
advantage which leads to a vital competitive position on the market in the 
longer term. 

From the pool of strategic management theories, the RBV identifies the 
tangible and intangible resources which play a crucial role in product and 
process creation (value creation), which together with the firm’s strategy are 
responsible for the competitive position on the local and foreign markets. 
Because the RBV facilitates (or impedes) the exploitation or enhancement 
of firm-specific capabilities/resources6 in the context of organizational struc-
tures, export performance7 can be vitally influenced by the way market ori-
entation capabilities are deployed. Consequently, utilization of the organiza-
tional structures which enhance proper information management and direct 

4 Amit, Schoemaker (1993): 33–46; Wernerfelt (1984): 171–180.
5 Barney (1991): 99–120; Wernerfelt (1984): 171–180.
6 Barney et al. (2001): 643–650.
7 Ray et al. (2004): 23–37.
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contact with the customer will result in customers who have solutions better 
adjusted to their needs, who are better served, and who are ultimately more 
satisfied. The solutions are more differentiated and very often result in excel-
lent export performance or growth on the international market.8

Three main categories that support growth on foreign markets are hu-
man resources capabilities, strategic factors, and the company’s unique char-
acteristics.9 The first group are mostly determined by the capabilities of the 
organization’s leader and the capabilities of the key employees. The skills, 
knowledge and experience influence innovations, which in turn influence the 
modern products or services that increase a company’s domestic and interna-
tional growth.

Strategic factors, like the defined strategy, business model and market 
definition, indicate how capabilities and resources should be deployed in or-
der to become competitive on the market. Therefore accurate knowledge10 and 
the internal cohesion of the strategy’s components11 determine the innovative 
strategies12 and market success with that set of factors. The RBV confirms 
that the way resources and capabilities are deployed is crucial for competitive-
ness and superior performance.13 Dynamic capabilities allow the reconfigura-
tion of innovative resource/capabilities that can generate new value creating 
strategies.14

A company’s unique characteristics are mostly connected with techno-
logical factors, its location, or its relationships with customers or suppliers. 
Knowledge15 and technological advancement lead to innovation and the prod-
ucts or services derived therefrom16 which result in the company being able 
offer the customer a new quality, which very often leads to a sales increase 
and company development. Therefore, companies with strong technical back-
ground have a higher-than-average growth potential, also in the international 
dimension.17

Dunning’s Eclectic theory suggests that foreign owned firms are widely as-
sumed to have a performance advantage over their domestic counterparts. In-
ternational corporations have the means to create superior technology and the 
capacity to be internationally competitive. As a result, entering international 
markets with superior technology inevitably leads to market success, which 
also confirms the specific comparative advantage paradigm.18 The German 
market is demanding and highly competitive, therefore putting it all together: 
the combination of a well-developed, mature company with superior technol-

 8 Morgan et al. (2009): 909–920.
 9 Storey (1994): 21–31
10 Obłój (2017): 139–162; Sliwinski (2012): 31–60.
11 Rosińska-Bukowska (2017): 145–158; Ciszewska-Mlinarič et al. (2015).
12 Lewandowska et al. (2016); Eisenhardt, Sull (2001): 106–172.
13 Ray et al. (2004): 23–37.
14 Eisenhardt, Martin (2000): 1107.
15 Eisenhardt, Santos (2002): 139–164.
16 Licht, Nerlinger (1998): 1005–1022.
17 Audretsch (1995).
18 Dunning (1988): 1–31.
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ogy and high R&D potential, very often equipped with superior intangible 
assets,19 and with a less competitive country as a neighbour – is the perfect 
recipe for market success, from the theoretical point of view. 

In our view, competitive success and growth on the foreign market de-
pends to a large extent on the unique combination of three categories: the 
human factor and its quality, strategic factors, and the individual character-
istics of the firm. We believe that factors such as the market experience, the 
long-term strategic approach, and the proper offer addressed to the market, 
combined with a proper combination of price, product quality and innovative-
ness, are responsible for competitive success in a foreign country. However, 
the question remains: which factors matter the most on a foreign market?

III. METHODOLOGY

We have applied the qualitative multiple case study approach20 using the 
direct interview method and a semi-structured questionnaire. As a result, we 
were able to interact with the studied companies and ask in-depth questions in 
case of misunderstandings or doubts, or if it transpired that we required more 
information. The interviews were conducted with one member of the compa-
ny’s Board of Directors. Every interview took from 2 to 3 hours. This form of 
research had a vital influence on the quality of the answers and also allowed 
us to obtain full answers to our questions. However, it should be noted that 
the outcomes of the research could be biased, due to only one respondent being 
questioned. To compensate for potential biases, we triangulated the responses 
by verifying the respondent’s answers with data which were derived from the 
companies’ websites, from published articles about the researched companies, 
or directly from the company itself. Trained research team members created 
reports on the companies based on secondary data, which were compared with 
the results of the interviews. On this basis, we drew the conclusions which are 
presented in this paper.

We adopted the following criteria for selecting companies for our study. 
First, it had to be a German enterprise, (majority of German capital). Sec-
ond, the enterprises had to operate in the Wielkopolska region and had to 
have a headquarters or subsidiary in this region. These criteria entailed that 
the selected firms represented different sectors and different sizes, because 
our aim was to identify factors independent of the size of the company and 
the sector within which it operates. We selected 53 German companies locat-
ed in Wielkopolska. They were all asked to take part in the study and 13 of 
them agreed to cooperate with us in the project. These were: Aesculap-Chifa 
(Chifa-Braun corporation), Anton Roehr Logistyka, Arvato (Bertelsmann cor-
poration), BTC, Craiss Logistik, Fresenius, Herding Polska, Hermes, MAN, 

19 Markusen (2002); Bellak (2004): 483–514.
20 Yin (2014); Eisenhardt (1989): 532–550.
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Rehau, Roedl&Partner, Tente, and Volkswagen. All of them agreed that their 
names could be revealed in this paper. 

The following four questions constituted the basis of the interviews: 
1. What is the strategic aim of your firm?
2. What is the competitive strategy of your company?
3. What are the methods of competitive struggle against your most impor-

tant competitors?
4. Which modern methods of competitive struggle does your enterprise use?
The respondents could indicate one or more factors. The responses gath-

ered during the research were individually considered and analysed. We ana-
lysed and grouped the responses into the following issues: factors relating to 
competitiveness, growth on the foreign market, factors relating to the compa-
ny’s foreign market’s success, innovativeness, and factors expediting growth. 
We were looking for new factors and the circumstances in which they occurred 
or could arise, for conditions necessary for their use, as well as patterns, corre-
lations, similarities or differences between firms. On the basis of the answers, 
we identified a set of key factors affecting the competitiveness of German com-
panies internationalizing on the Polish market. 

IV. FINDINGS

We present the findings of our research in a form which assigns the re-
spondent’s answers to every question asked. However, it is important to men-
tion two things. First, the answers to those specific questions sometimes ap-
peared in different parts of the interview, sometimes constituting a part of an 
answer to another question. The authors analysed every single interview from 
the point of view of every single question, gathering from the whole interview 
information that was relevant from the point of view of the specific question. 
Second, when answering the questions the respondents touched on many is-
sues that the authors did not directly ask about, but which were useful for the 
analysis, as they enable the aim of this paper to be achieved. 

1. What is the strategic aim of the firm?

This question reveals where the companies want to be in the future, from 
the strategic point of view. When asked about their strategic goals, the sur-
veyed companies answered in a rather coherent way. Anton Rohr, Herding, 
Roedl and Hermes emphasized the financial dimension – profit. Herding 
pointed out that growth should be above 10% annually and the presence on 
the eastern markets also has strategic importance. Anton Rohr emphasized 
customer satisfaction as an important component of the strategic goal, and 
Hermes also wants to be the second or third supplier in selected niches. Roedl 
emphasized ‘providing its services at the highest quality level’. BTC goes much 



Rafał Śliwiński, Magdalena Śliwińska292

further in terms of its strategic position, the aim of which is ‘to shape the im-
age of being a promoter of new solutions on the energy market’. In practice, 
this means being a psychological leader, which in the industry means being 
the leader of leaders. Tente, VW and Arvato indicate that their strategic goal 
is to be the market leader. Arvato, like BTC, adds directly that their goal is 
not only to be a leader on the Polish market, but to be a ‘global leader of BPO 
industry leaders’. VW also emphasized the goal of being the ‘best automotive 
group in Poland’. Aesculap-Chifa and MAN indicated that their strategic goal 
is to create value for the owner, for the group. This applies to financial results 
as well as production, geographic or organizational dimensions. Rehau aims 
at systematic and sustainable development, which should create stability and 
independence of the firm. On the other hand, Craiss points to a broad assort-
ment of services offered to the customer.

2.  What is the competitive strategy of your company?

This question tries to ascertain how the companies want to achieve their 
strategic aims. The results of the study indicate that quality is the essential 
element of the competitive strategy. This applies to all the surveyed compa-
nies, although only some of them assign it first place (Craiss, Herding, Aes-
culap-Chifa, Roedl, Tente). The second most important element is innovation, 
which is often placed as first (Rehau, VW, BTC). Rehau, by placing innovation 
as a priority alongside high quality, indicates that one of the ways it is done 
is through the replacement of conventional materials with new, more efficient 
ones. Arvato also emphasizes that new innovative IT solutions are an impor-
tant pillar of their competitive strategy. All companies emphasized, directly 
or indirectly, the avoidance of price competition. Only VW emphasized their 
economically friendly price offer. BTC also emphasized as an element of the 
competitive strategy investing a large part of its profits in the training of em-
ployees who are perceived as the company’s greatest value and the basis of its 
competitive edge. Rehau, on the other hand, pointed out that the company is 
also using its environmentally friendly, individual product formulas and ap-
propriate after-sales service as elements of its competitive strategy. This last 
factor was also important in the competitive strategy of Tente and VW. Anton 
Rohr pointed out that their clients’ needs and satisfaction are at the centre 
of their strategy. Aesculap-Chifa emphasized that credibility is also an im-
portant element of their competitive strategy. Adequate diversification of the 
offer (Aesculap-Chifa), matching to the needs of the niche (Hermes) or simply 
targeting niche markets (Herding) were important elements of the strategies 
of these companies. In addition, Arvato emphasizes ‘adding value’ to the client 
as an important competitive factor, as well as stability, efficiency, naturalness 
and security, alongside the aforementioned quality as the components of its 
competitive strategy. 

It is noteworthy that most of the researched companies indicated that 
quality and innovations were elements of their competitive strategy, and this 
includes high quality employees, who occupy an important place. 
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3.  What are the methods of competitive struggle against  
your most important competitors? 

Aesculap-Chifa indicates that competitive struggle takes place on an intel-
lectual level. The company is active in many markets at the same time. In some 
industries, competitors focus on prices, mostly because the rival company of-
fers an excellent service and post-service, and it is difficult to compete with it. 
On the other hand, in the cardiology market, for example, competitors fight on 
the level of technology, through developing innovations. Craiss points out that 
rivals compete mainly with price, image, marketing and adaptation to the cli-
ent (punctuality, quality of equipment, accurate documentation preparation). 
Hermes points to competitive struggle in two dimensions: price – for example, 
Korean competitors offer 30–50% cheaper products, doubling yearly turnover 
in Poland, and marketing. Strong marketing is the second important area in 
the company’s competitive struggle. BTC emphasizes that the main criterion 
in public procurement is the price, which leads to a decrease in quality. With 
the company’s ability to stand out with its quality, reliability and long-term 
cooperation, the company decided to resign from tenders and focus on direct 
contact with the client. VW indicates that competitors are struggling mainly 
with strong sales actions. Herding, however, focusing on niches and compet-
ing in terms of quality, indicates that the problem of competitive struggle only 
concerns the company to a small extent. 

4.  Which modern methods of competitive struggle does your 
company use?

In asking this question we tried to learn whether there are any new meth-
ods in the competitive toolbox of the studied companies. Only a few companies 
presented newly implemented ways of competing on the market. VW indicat-
ed that it applies strong brand marketing while continuing to develop new 
products, because it became clear that supporting their brand image results in 
better sales performance and allows the company to increase its market share 
on the automotive market. BTC referred to ‘investing in the scientific projects 
that will contribute to the deepening of knowledge and create a positive image 
of the company as an employer’. These scientific projects became a new way of 
distinguishing the company brand for customers, creating the image of exper-
tise and, for potential new and existing employees who want to work for the 
best employer, becoming an interesting employment option. Keeping in mind 
BTC’s answer to the previous question, it should be noted that the employees, 
with their skills and knowledge, determine the competitive advantage of the 
company, hence the company’s good image as an employer on the labour mar-
ket is essential for BTC. Aesculap-Chifa thinks that a modern way to compete 
is to create the right company culture, characterized by a good approach to the 
employee, for example flexible working time, or 75% pay for work at 1/2 time 
for mothers. Roedl also mentioned the company’s modern website and compe-
tition through employer branding, confirming that care for employees is an 
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element of modern competition. Arvato indicated that acquiring the ISO 9001 
certificate in the scope of processing and ensuring the security of databas-
es, digital printing and the preparation and dispatch of mass correspondence 
constitutes for customers a confirmation of the company having the highest 
competence and appropriate, modern infrastructure. 

It is worth stressing that the investigated firms use different approaches 
to competitive struggle, but tend to stress the role of good employees and new 
technologies, which are interesting facts from the perspective of the Polish 
market.

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This paper investigates the significance of different factors in the com-
petitive strategies of German enterprises in Poland. The general conclusion 
from our research is that the most important factors for competitiveness are 
quality, innovations and highly skilled human capital. Those three factors 
definitely count as rare and valuable resources, which are difficult to imitate 
and substitute, which reinforces the RBV approach, according to which VRIN 
firms’ resources help to achieve a sustainable competitive advantage by imple-
menting fresh value-creating strategies.21

Moreover, our results are consistent with the research of Bates,22 which 
states that the higher the human resource capabilities, the greater the like-
lihood that the company will enter on the path of accelerated growth also in 
the international perspective. This conclusion is supported by the direct an-
swers of the studied firms, but also by broader trends in modern competition, 
such as the focus on employer branding, the creation of enterprise culture, 
establishing good working conditions for employees, and creating room for 
flexibility. 

Our findings additionally confirm that quality and innovations are key 
factors of differentiation that are evident in the competitive strategies of the 
German enterprises23 on the Polish market. Those two factors contribute to 
high market growth also on the international level and high export perfor-
mance.24 Furthermore, the extensive studies of German companies conducted 
by Herman Simon confirm our findings.25 High quality and innovativeness 
shape the superiority of products and services, which has been shown in mul-
tiple studies to give an edge in competitive strategy.26 Additionally, the export 

21 Barney (1991): 99–120; Wernerfelt (1984): 171–180.
22 Bates (1990): 551–559.
23 Porter (1985); Lakhal (2009): 637–645.
24 Sliwinski, Sliwinska (2017): 211–226; Tavassoli (2018): 294–314; Ramadani et al. (2019): 

271–280; Martínez-Román et al. (2019).
25 Simon (2009): 5–35.
26 e.g. Flint et al. (2011): 219–230; Slater et al. (2014): 552–566, Brem et al. (2016): 133–148.
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marketing literature singles out firms’ innovativeness as a critical export mar-
keting capability,27 and identifies it as a core driver of exporters’ international 
business success.28

Next to quality and innovation, the main factors affecting competition are 
prices, service, marketing and adaptation to the client. Regarding price, the 
researched firms try to provide attractive price/value relations and compete in 
terms of the other factors, however very often competition forces them to lower 
the general level of prices. Strong service is also acknowledged in the litera-
ture as a key factor in competition.29 Adaptation to the client means putting 
the customer in the centre, and this is consistent with Simon, who claimed 
that being close to the customer and being customer driven is a key factor that 
allows a company to reach the leading position in its field.30 

We also contribute to the literature on business competition by address-
ing the modern forms of competition in which German enterprises engage. 
Alongside the above-mentioned factors, they focus on strong brand marketing, 
engagement in the scientific projects, especially prestigious ones which create 
the image of a leading expert or, as Simon pointed out, creating the image of 
a psychological leader. In recent years, employer branding and the creation of 
enterprise culture supportive of employees’ individual needs has become an 
important factor in competition. Employer branding it is not a new concept, 
but it increased in popularity among German firms recently with regard to the 
Polish market. Another one is ensuring security with databases and access to 
modern services such as digital printing. The last two factors are consistent 
with the latest trend in competition, namely competing in both the physical 
and digital worlds,31 which enabled companies to enter digital ecosystems and 
enlarge their own market by means of traditional and digital competitive ad-
vantages. 

Our study confirms the thesis of RBV, showing that the quality of resourc-
es matters to a great extent in achieving market success and high export per-
formance. It also reveals the concrete resources which contribute to successful 
growth on the international market. In addition, the specific comparative ad-
vantage paradigm of multinational enterprises32 is confirmed by our research. 
German companies in the Wielkopolska region very often have superior pro-
duction technology and organizational superiority, which gives them benefits 
in the competitive struggle on the less economically developed Polish market. 
In general, it is worth noting that the use of superior production technology, 
as well as the organizational superiority of the German companies, influences 
the market changes in the Wielkopolska region, either increasing the techni-
cal level of the market offer, or in creating better working conditions for the 

27 e.g. Lages et al. (2009): 47–70.
28 Calantone et al. (2006): 515–524.
29 Syapsan (2019): 1336–1356.
30 Simon (2009): 78–90.
31 Kimura et al. (2019).
32 Dunning (1988): 1–31.
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employees. On the one hand, very often German competition poses a challenge 
for Polish enterprises, yet on the other, German enterprises, often due to their 
higher levels of competitiveness, set standards which are beneficial for both 
customers and employees.

Our study, building on the RBV approach and enriched by Dunning’s com-
parative advantage paradigm of multinational enterprises, contributes to aca-
demia and industry. From a practical standpoint, the results of this study can 
bring vital information for researchers, managers and R&D planners working 
in the field of competitiveness, internationalization and export performance. 
We identified the key factors of competition in our research. 

Despite the above-mentioned contributions, the presented research also 
has some limitations. First, due to the purpose of the study, we focused on 
the Polish market. We would be reluctant to claim that the results of this 
research can be relevant for German enterprises internationalizing in other 
less developed countries, although as can be seen from other studies there are 
many similarities in the behaviour of German enterprises on other foreign 
markets. Second, the study relied only on the statements of one person on the 
management board, and on publicly available information. There was not any 
in-depth or long-term analysis of the functioning of the firm. Third, in order 
to achieve its goal, the firms selected for the study were from different sectors 
and of different sizes. This allowed us to identify factors independently from 
the sector, however, it did not allow us to compare between the studied compa-
nies or extract certain industry-specific factors. Fourth, the requirement that 
the companies had to be present in Wielkopolska entailed that if a company 
had a sales subsidiary or a production facility in the region then it was taken 
into account, thus German exporting firms were excluded by design. Therefore 
it would be advisable to do a separate study, first focusing on specific sectors, 
and second also considering indirect entry modes of German companies. It 
would also be advisable to conduct quantitative studies on the importance 
for foreign investors of the human capital available on local, less developed 
markets, and on the possibilities for using those markets as a source of inno-
vations. The present study indicates that the potential in this area is large, 
and the results of such quantitative research could be important for building 
internationalization strategies.
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THE COMPETITIVE FACTORS OF GERMAN ENTERPRISES IN POLAND

S u m m a r y

The purpose of this paper is to answer the following research question: which factors relating 
to the international competitiveness of German enterprises are most important for the Polish 
market? Then, in a broader context: which competitiveness factors play a key role in helping 
enterprises from the highest developed countries conquer the market of a relatively less devel-
oped country? On the basis of a literature review, a research gap is identified, indicating there is 
a shortage of studies that clearly identify a group of factors that influence a company’s success on 
the foreign market. The gap is filled with the empirical qualitative research and the conclusions 
regarding the key competitiveness factors and their effective combination. Competitive strategies 
and factors key for their implementation are identified, presenting the factors responsible for the 
growth of German enterprises on the international market (Poland) and achieving market suc-
cess. The set of enterprises’ competitiveness factors is established and the hierarchy those factors 
is presented. Although the qualitative research based on thirteen companies is not representa-
tive, the leading German enterprises provide a valuable lesson on how to successfully conquer 
a foreign market. The key competitiveness factors responsible for such success in the context of 
strategic goals, competition strategies and modern methods of competition are presented and 
discussed. The findings are very useful for real enterprises in internationalizing situations, where 
the management has to determine the competitive strategy which should lead to foreign growth 
and in consequence success on the international market. The study indicates what to focus on 
when entering the foreign market and which factors have a direct impact on the growth on the 
foreign market. The paper is a result of empirical research on competitiveness and provides valu-
able information about the set of ranked competitive factors that have a direct influence on suc-
cess in a foreign market.

Keywords: competitiveness; enterprise strategy; strategic management; internationalization; 
competitive factors




