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Abstract: The research aims to present a comparative and cause—effect assessment of the competi-
tiveness of small and medium production enterprises. The author’s research comprises 13,943 en-
terprises in 2007-2019 —the entire population of enterprises included in public statistics in Poland
as macro-, meso- and micro-structures. The research study presents the extent, trends, and intensity
of changes in competitiveness and its factors. The author analyses the characteristics of structures —
the stability of positions and changes in the ranking of objects, and presents the classification and
comparative analysis of structure profiles. In the methodological approach, the study makes use of
a specially designed multivariate competitiveness measure (statistical procedure), its partial
measures (productivity of labour cost and cost productivity in regard to export), and determinants.
The research on object relocation is based on the ranking method. The research of the relocation of
objects is based on the ranking method. The average rank position and its variability are determined.
The assessment of the density of objects is based on the specially designed density measure. Analy-
sis of profile similarities are based on the taxonomic similarity measure. As research results have
proven: first, small and medium enterprises represent different levels of competitiveness, and the
intensity of changes varies in the course of time; second, increased competitiveness in both groups
of companies results from export activities rather than an increase in labour productivity; third, in
the context of great similarities between small and medium enterprise profiles in terms of their nor-
mative competitiveness patterns, the results of the analysis of the existing differences are in favour
of medium entities. The value of the research lies in the usage of a unique set of enterprises and the
constructed multivariate model for assessing competitiveness, structure variability, and its profil-
ing.
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1. Introduction

In terms of GDP, Poland is the EU’s sixth largest economy but 12th in their competi-
tiveness (GCI, DB, and IEF). Nearly half of GDP is generated by the sector of non-financial
enterprises. From the perspective of PKD (Polish Classification of Activities), production
activities have the largest share, accounting for nearly % of value added by the sector,
which represents micro (up to nine employees), small (10-49), medium (50-249), and large
enterprises (more than 250). The first category represents more than 2.1 m entities, repre-
senting approx. 18.5% of the sector’s value added. Unfortunately, specific figures are not
available due to the use for this purpose of the research sample in public statistics.

Apart from micro and large companies (3773), more than 47.0 thousand small and
medium entities generate more than 34.8% of value added. In this category, the most uni-
form group is represented by production companies (13,943 entities, 903.6 thousand em-
ployees, and PLN 448.5bn revenues from sales), who constitute the major target of the in-
depth analysis, the results and assessments of which are presented in this article.
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The presented literature review points to considerable research gaps—the lack of
knowledge, especially in the area of empirical studies simultaneously referring to com-
petitiveness analyses at macro, meso, and micro levels. A number of limitations resulting
from difficult access to figures, as well as the volume of elements to be analysed and their
structural relationships, are the main reason for the gaps in available knowledge, and,
consequently, constitute a solid argument for further research.

In general, the research gaps were identified as: theoretical gap—the shortage of
knowledge in the analysis of competitiveness simultaneously at the macro, meso, and mi-
cro levels to ensure comparability of assessments; methodological gap —the lack of an in-
tegrated model for measuring competitiveness in terms of its factors (unit cost and effi-
ciency of labour, export activity, and cost productivity); and empirical gap—the lack of
research on complete national sets of enterprises (so far only statistical samples).

The added value of the research, apart from the removal of the above-mentioned
gaps, is the greater simplicity and promptness of obtaining the results. Thus, it is possible
to apply the designed model both in economic policies and by individual enterprises. In
this case, they can quickly, and in conditions of comparability, assess their competitive
position.

In addition to the article, a broader literature review and the analysis of research gaps
are presented in [1] (pp. 81-91, 103-126).

This article focuses on the results of empirical research, presenting the author’s anal-
ysis of competitiveness—one of the four key development processes (structural changes,
competitiveness, restructuring, and effectiveness —value creation).

The subject of the research study is a comparative and cause—effect analysis of the
competitiveness of small and medium production companies. The author’s research com-
prises 13,943 small and medium production enterprises in 2007-2019 —a comprehensive
study covering the entire population of enterprises included in Polish public statistics
(2007 —the new classification of activities, and 2019 —the last year before the pandemic).
The analysis covers the following entities: macro- (four PKD sections), meso-, (34 PKD
divisions), and micro-structures (262 PKD classes).

The study makes use of the specially designed multivariate competitiveness measure
(CM). The measure of competitiveness refers to a multivariate measure, its two partial
measures, and their determinants.

The research of the competitiveness of small and medium production enterprises in
Poland aims to present a comparative and cause—effect analysis of these entities in 2007-
2019, including the following aspects:

1. Measurement of the impact, directions, and intensity of competitiveness changes and
their factors;

2. Identification of the characteristics of the analysed group of companies, an analysis
of the relocation of objects and their classification;

3. Comparative analysis of the profiles of the analysed structures.

These objectives lead to formulating research questions, and the proved hypotheses
are as follows:
Main hypothesis:

1. In the context of great similarities between small and medium enterprise profiles in
terms of their normative competitiveness patterns, the results of the analysis of the
existing differences are in favour of medium entities.

Partial hypotheses:

A. Despite belonging to the same sector (SME), small and medium enterprises represent
different levels of competitiveness, and the intensity of changes varies in the course
of time;

B. Increased competitiveness in both groups of companies results from export activities
rather than an increase in labour productivity;
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C. Changes in meso- and micro-structures are characterised by a greater density of ob-
jects and their increasing stability in ranking positions.

The value of the conducted research is based on its unique character (the entire pop-
ulation of enterprises), being the first study of this type conducted (so far using only sta-
tistical samples). Significant value added is created by the constructed model of competi-
tiveness factor analysis, structure variability, and structure profiling from the perspective
of company size classification. This is the first model applied (not only in Poland, but
worldwide) for assessing the competitiveness of the entire population of small and me-
dium entities simultaneously for macro, meso and micro levels.

The applied approach to measuring competitiveness from the financial perspective
is an attempt to recognise one of the many dimensions of the concept of financial energy.
This energy, through the fact that it builds opportunities for business development, can
be measured in a universal way with the use of money.

This approach to measuring competitiveness from the financial perspective is one of
the possible options. However, it has an advantage due to its universal valuation method
and simplicity of application. This reduces the asymmetry of information that exists in
individual enterprises.

2. Literature Review

SMEs attracted general attention relatively early; its characteristics were first appre-
ciated in the United States, and then, in the 1970s, in Japan and Europe. The SME sector
in Poland was identified in the 1990s, at the beginning of the economic transformation.
Following the introductory stage of its development, the sector went through a phase of
“explosion” by 1994, and then entered a stage of market self-regulation.

Small and medium enterprises possess a number of unique attributes (e.g., the con-
centration of capital, responsiveness, or simple structures) [2,3], but their development is
hindered by a number of barriers [4]. However, the achievements of SMEs and their posi-
tion in the economy demonstrate their great ability to overcome various obstacles [5,6]
(pp- 1-40).

Enterprises need to anticipate and properly evaluate their situation, i.e., their ability
to operate and develop effectively [7]. They achieve these because of changes [8] (pp. 67—
69). Competitiveness is closely related to changes, the adaptation towards evolving con-
ditions, and especially their anticipation [9] (pp. 20-35). These conditions have been trans-
formed over time and are currently significantly advanced. Hence, there are also evolving
ideas about the determinants of competitiveness, its nature, effects, and assessment [10]
(pp- 67-95).

The literature review aims to highlight specific characteristics of competitiveness,
which are important from the point of view of empirical research, which forms the core
of the article. The main theses (competitiveness features) verified in the area of theoretical
considerations are as follows:

e Competitiveness is characterized by a multiplicity of definitions and multidimen-
sionality, and the most infrequent research is undertaken at the meso-economic level;

e  Various changes and processes have changed the conditions of competition, so that
the new centre and measure of competitive advantage are now not the value chain
but its module;

e The theoretical measures of competitiveness are much broader than the possibilities
of their application in practice;

e Measuring competitiveness in financial terms facilitates the broadening of analysis,
their comparability, and universal application.

Competitiveness is a complex idea, and it is difficult to analyse due to the necessity
of referring it to the external environment. Moreover, it receives much criticism as a con-
cept, as it is often overestimated and poorly defined, which complicates it in terms of as-
sessments and the choice of criteria. Some analysts even raise doubts about its usefulness
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as a factor of change in the era of globalization and integration [11]. This problem is given
much attention in the descriptions of the still on-going systemic changes in Poland [12]
(pp. 122-150), [13].

The term competitiveness is derived from competition, being its materialization, and
it results in changes in a company’s competitive position [14]. They show a company’s
ability to effectively achieve its objectives [15]. In a broad sense, a competitive position is
one of the links of the competitiveness chain—it is supplemented by competition instru-
ments, competitive advantage, and competitiveness potential [16].

There are different approaches to the analysis of competitiveness [17,18] (p. 58). Re-
search in this area relates to competition among entities as well as their ability to maintain
or increase their market share [19] (pp. 1-2). Competitiveness is more frequently analysed
in the context of management sciences (ways of gaining competitive advantage) than in
the discipline of economics (reference to entities’ increased effectiveness and economic
growth).

Generally, research on competitiveness is concentrated within several economic the-
ories, mainly including economic growth theory (international competitive ability: factor
based competitiveness) [20,21]; international trade theory (international competitive po-
sition; outcome based competitiveness) [22,23] (p. 1); distortion theory (level and structure
of competitive position in terms of value added) [24]; and competition theory (idea of
competitive advantages) [25,26].

Undoubtedly, the theory of competitiveness based on efficiency has been widely ap-
plied. The reason for this was due to the significant contribution of M.E. Porter [27] (pp.
32-47). This theory brings together two categories, which are competitiveness and spe-
cialization [28]. However, this approximation does not mean understanding them as syn-
onyms [29] (pp. 37-69). The reason for this is the impact of efficiency on changes in com-
petitiveness and specialization. Competitiveness is a singularly comparative category, be-
cause the comparison is between a particular product market and all its manufacturers.
Specialization, on the other hand, is a doubly comparative category, according to compar-
ative cost theory [30]. In this case, the comparison is between different products, which
are made by different manufacturers [31] (pp. 120-131). Therefore, this means that it is
conceptualized as international specialization [32]. In addition, specialization is not a rival
to competitiveness [33] (p. 138). Specialization demonstrates differences in export struc-
ture, while competitiveness reflects market shares [34] (pp. 200-231), [35] (pp. 176-186).

Considering the composition “efficiency-competitiveness-specialization”, two con-
clusions can be made. First, the scope of competitiveness analysis does not coincide with
the scope of research on international specialization due to the different number of entities
involved in these processes. Second, the differences in competitiveness do not always de-
termine the differences in international specialization, so this last does not always reflect
the differences in efficiency.

In the analysis of competitiveness and specialization, the impact of not only efficiency
factors, but also non-efficiency factors [36], including state policy [37] (pp. 362-369), are
discernible. These factors can be noticed in export promotion, domestic market protection,
and liberalization [38]. Liberalization is particularly important because it causes a more
accurate measurement of the international competitiveness of domestic products, a reduc-
tion in support and protection for domestic manufacturers, and an equalization of com-
petition conditions in the domestic market [39].

Competitiveness is the ability to achieve and sustain competitive advantage [40]. The
background is the theory of a static view of competitiveness (balanced competition). It is
based on M.E. Porter’s concept of competitive advantages [41] (pp. 44-62). It proposes that
by improving efficiency it is possible to obtain factors that contribute to the expansion of
the enterprise and obtain competitive advantage [42].

Competitive advantage can be understood both as static and dynamic, i.e., as its own-
ership of and ability to gain possessions [43]. Competitive advantage is distinguished
from market advantage; the latter does not guarantee the obtaining of the former [44]. The
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origins of competitive advantage are currently mainly intensive factors, which are caused
by increasing the volatility, turbulence, and complexity of the business environment [45].
Such a factor can be a permanent restructuring, innovation, knowledge, and information
[46].

The large number of the definitions of competitiveness indicates that it is a multidi-
mensional concept from the perspective of the range of entities it covers. The following
scales can be identified: mega (a group of countries), macro (a country), meso (a sector or
industry), micro (an enterprise), and micro-micro (a product) [47]. Moreover, microeco-
nomic competitiveness (the most common area of research) is also multidimensional in
character [48] (pp. 3540, 44), being divided into competitiveness sensu largo and sensu
stricto [49] (p. 20), while the meso-economic level is the least frequently undertaken area
of studies.

Moreover, attention should be given to those who claim that competitiveness is an
exclusively micro-economic category —a country may not be eliminated from the market,
which could be regarded as a goal of competition [50]. In addition, the competitiveness of
countries is affected by other factors than those related to production effectiveness, which
contradicts Porter’s concept of competitive advantage (the concept is subject to criticism)
[51] (pp- 1-30), [52] (pp. 4-5)-

There are two approaches to competition strategies — positioning and resource-based
[53] (p. 328). In the former approach, a strategy is chosen on the basis of the structural
attractiveness of an industry and its relative position in this industry [54] (pp. 300-323),
[55], while in the latter approach, resources which are not productive as such serve to
create key competences which determine a strategy [56].

Various processes have had an impact on the current conditions of market competi-
tion [57] (pp. 84-179); they have improved the process of competing rather than made it
stiffer, facilitating the creation and distribution of the increasing part of value added on a
global scale [58].

A new centre and measure of competitive advantage is no longer constituted by a
value chain but its module [59]. It is the foundation for developing new forms of activity
and migrations to new markets [60]; the vertically integrated value chain is being decom-
posed, and the classical resource-related barrier no longer ensures maintaining competi-
tive advantage [61].

The ambiguity of the definition of competitiveness affects its assessments, in which
theoretical measures do not correspond to their practical applications. Partial and multi-
variate measures are applied at a macroeconomic level [62]. A microeconomic approach
resorts to effectiveness measures (financial results and the share of export sales), the
sources of building a competitive potential, and the ways of shaping the microenviron-
ment. Competitiveness assessments are most frequently based on two methods —assess-
ments of changes of effectiveness (total productivity, unit costs, and labour costs), as well
as changes in export ratios [63,64]. This very method is a basis for developing the compet-
itiveness measure method applied in this research, the results of which are presented in
this article.

A financial approach to measuring competitiveness reports on the potential pos-
sessed, its size, and structure [65]. This potential builds opportunities for developing en-
terprises, and a measure constructed on the money basis becomes universal and simple to
apply [66]. The proposed approach facilitates comparisons (both national and interna-
tional) and the aggregation of multiple categories into a single, financial view [67]. It also
makes possible a switch away from subjective qualitative analyses and unrepresentative
samples based on interviewing companies (especially a large population of SMEs), to-
wards objectified quantitative analyses. The increased simplicity in making comparisons
and their promptness, thanks to the database from public statistics, also allows for the use
of the developed model in building economic policies [68].
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3. The Methodology of Research

The research study makes use of the model along with the specially designed com-
petitiveness multivariate measure (CM) (Figure 1). This measure is based on four factor
elements, their structural relationships that create two partial measures, and statistical
procedures used for their calculation (standardization, change of de-stimulants into stim-
ulants, the elimination of negative values—deduction of a scalar and determination of
distance from anti-pattern (dio) —origin of the coordinate system).

K

dio(CM) = | D (xij = %0y)°

=1
I
t (PL —LE) LE =5 0= 15
o) P\ =) R T EMp Y T EmMP
T | stym(PEsyy = EA-GEY,EA = 2565 = 55
Stymilsro = T

where:

PL: Productivity of labour cost;

LE: Unit efficiency of labour;

LC: Unit cost of labour;

PE: Cost productivity in regard to export;

EA: Export activity;

GE: Overall cost productivity;

GS: Gross revenues from sales;

EMP: Number of employees;

TS: Labour costs (remuneration, social insurance, and other benefits);
EX: Revenues from export;

TC: Total costs;

Xo=(0, ..., 0);

K—Number of multivariate measure components (j=1, ..., K).

Multivariate measure

Partial measures

Productivity of labour Cost productivity in
(PL) regard to export (PE)

Factors

Unit .
efficiency Unit cost Export General
of labour activity effective-
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Figure 1. Structure of multivariate competitiveness measure CM. Source: author’s research.

The concept of competitiveness measure (CM) comprises the characteristics and re-
sults of the following areas: labour efficiency and unit costs, export activity, and general
effectiveness.

The unit cost of labour (LC) and the unit efficiency of labour (LE) are key economic
relationships describing the use of the human labour factor. Their size, and, in particular,
their dynamics (overtaking rate—LE dynamics vs. LC dynamics) and trends of changes,
allow for explaining their outcome value in the form of the productivity of labour cost
stream (PL).
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Export activity (EA) quantifies the share in the international division of labour, being
a component of the assessment of an economic entity’s competitive position and potential.
In turn, the use of the overall cost productivity measure (GE) allows for assessing the gen-
eral effectiveness of its functioning. The mutual reference of both factors allows for as-
sessing their impact on the outcome value (cost productivity in regard to export—PE) and
overtaking rate (EA dynamics vs. GE dynamics).

The research of the relocation of objects in the identified structures is based on the
ranking method. For this purpose, multivariate measure values are replaced by regular
type ranks. The average rank method is used, and the principle is adopted, which assigns
the lowest rank value to the highest value of a given measure. The average rank position
(ARP) and the variability of rank position (VRP) are determined for the time series of a
given object, treating standard deviation as its measure.

The assessment of the density of objects is based on the specially designed density
measure (DM). Its value is proportional to the surface of the ellipse, which covers the an-

alysed set of objects.
DM = /s,%s; (1-13) 2)

s%, s%: Variance of determinant x, variance of determinant y;
2y Pearson linear correlation factor between x and y.

where:

The classification of objects is based on ARP and VRP. The resulting four normative
patterns are characterised, in terms of competitiveness (CM), by:

e  Pattern I: High and stable position;

e  Pattern II: High and considerably changeable position;
e  Pattern III: Low and stable position;

e  Pattern IV: Low and considerably changeable position.

Assessments of profile similarities are based on the similarity measure (TMS). This
measure assumes values <0-1>; the closer this value is to unity, the greater the similarity
of compared structures.

N
TMS = Z min (pij, pik) 3)
i=1

where:
pij, pix: Share of the i-th object in structure j, k;
N: Number of objects.

Causal analysis is based on a deterministic approach and logarithm method. It allows
for transforming the sequence of the product of dynamics of independent variables (Dx)
into the sequence of sums, which is followed by equating the logarithm of dependent var-
iable (Dy) to unity. It leads to determining the ratios of the structure, which describe the
impact of independent variables (Rx) on the dependent variable (Ry)

Dy = DX]. " DXZ T DXTl ) logDy = lOg(DX1 'DXZ T DXTI.)
_log Dy, +10gDx; + ... +10gDy,

Y log Dy a A
_logDyy _logDy, _log Dy, @)
17 JogDy * ** 7 logDy T T ™ T logDy

Ry = RX1+ e +RXTl

The analysis of the interdependencies of phenomena (time series) assumes critical
significance level a = 0.05, compared to p-value test p-value. p-value lower than the critical
significance level justifies the use of the procedure in which the null hypothesis on the
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lack of correlation would be rejected (the degree of correlation as a numeric value is pre-
sented in the results of the conducted analyses only if p-value < «). The adopted correla-
tion measure is r-Pearson (r), and the measure of variation is standard deviations (SD).
The average rate of change (ARC) is calculated by the formula:

n-1|Xpn
ARC = = _1]-100% (5)
X1

The employed descriptive statistics are as follows: average value, median (5th decile,
D5), minimum, maximum, measure of differentiation (DF = (D9 - D1)/2), standard devia-
tion (SD), decile distribution and cumulative distribution function, and inter-decile ranges
(IDR).

The statistical methods used do not assume multivariate normality or any other par-
ametric multivariate probability distribution, so no diagnostic testing was conducted for
multivariate data with a normal distribution. Because there is no dimensionality reduction
for the standard bivariate scatterplot used, it was not necessary to calculate the total vari-
ance.

4. Results
4.1. Competitiveness Factors

In 2007-2019, small enterprises were characterised by an increase in productivity PE
(cost productivity in relation to exports), with average ARC (average rate of change) val-
ues of 1.6%, and visible decreases in the periods of economic slowdown (2008-2010). The
PE factor, which follows a similar path, is export activity (EA), while the other factor, gen-
eral effectiveness (GE), remains relatively stable. Density measure DM increases as of
2015, indicating a larger diversity of enterprises (deviation from the values of EA and GE
factors). In small companies, the overtaking rate of IMA by EA records show positive
trends (from 1.24 in 2007 to 1.44 in 2019).

Medium enterprises are characterised by higher PE values as well as export activity
EA values (on average 1.6-fold), with similar average GE values. PE increases are steadier
than in small entities, which results from — considering the high stability of GE, and simi-
larly to small enterprises—changes in EA. However, EA values have no longer risen and
have generally stabilized since 2015, and similar trends are observed for PE (an increase
in small entities). The density of objects is relatively stable, especially after 2010. IMA by
EA overtaking rate dynamics increase from 1.42 in 2007 to 1.57 in 2019 (to a smaller degree
than in small entities) (Figure 2).



Sustainability 2022, 14, 1788

9 of 25

0.20

0.16

0.12

0.08 -

0.38 15 0.38 TR
=3t | Medium ..., = Medium /
0.34 . GE . . - L 14 0.34 -+ o IMA 1.4
eessses EA/GE sestes .S /
0.30 o
. - 13
.
0.26 -
F1.2
0.22 -
-1
0.18 -
0.14 1.0
0.10 - - 0.9
AN @ O O DA D> o A& O
O O
IR S S
(a) (b)

Figure 2. (a) Productivity factors of PE in small and medium production enterprises in 2007-2019;
(b) Export (EA), and import activity (IMA) in small and medium production enterprises in 2007—
2019. Note: measure values are dimensionless. GE, GS, EA/GE —right axis. EA/GE —overtaking rate.
Source: author’s research based on GUS in Warsaw (Statistical Head Office in Warsaw, Poland)—
data bases of limited access; Pont Info Warsaw —Gospodarka SSDP, and Coface for Trade, War-
saw —commercial data bases.

Small enterprises are characterised by higher PL average values (+22.4%) and LE val-
ues (+10.1%) as compared with medium enterprises, in the conditions of lower LC values
(-10.0%). The shape of the PL curve in both size classes of companies is similar to and
strongly correlated (r = 0.87) with a declining trend as of 2012. In small entities, the LE
values, following an upward trend up to 2012, stabilise, which, in light of increased LC
values, leads to the steady deterioration in PL. In medium enterprises, an average increase
in LE values is more stable, but its dynamics is lower than in small entities (ARC = 4.0%),
which (with higher LC values) results in lower PL, similarly to dynamics in small entities
(Figure 3).
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Figure 3. (a) Productivity factors of PL in small production enterprises in 2007-2019; (b) Productivity
factors of PL in medium production enterprises in 2007-2019. Note: dimensionless values. LC—right
axis. Source: as in Figure 2.

4.2. Multivariate Competitiveness Measure

The competitiveness of small enterprises, assessed on the basis of the multivariate
measure CM, is characterised by an average pace of changes of 0.9% (ARC), which de-
creases considerably in 2008-2010. After 2011, the negative trend is slower, until 2015. The
year 2018 records values which are comparable with the peak year (2011). At the begin-
ning of the period, a decline results from lower PL and export activity values (PE). A mid-
term declining trend in PL, which starts in 2012, is considerably different from the PE
growth curve as of 2016, which mitigates the negative effects of declining PL, leading to
increased values of the competitiveness measure in the period of the final years. These
dependencies are confirmed by the path of the central point representing the population
of small enterprises, which clearly points to the year 2011 as a turning point of the impact
of PE and PL on CM values.

Medium enterprises record average CM values which are 1.4-fold higher than in
small entities; its increase is also higher (ARC = 2.6%) and, particularly, steadier. At the
beginning of the period, PL decreases are neutralised by increases in PE, which prevents
increases in CM. As of 2011, PL and PE curves considerably depart from each other, and
the steady increase in CM is ensured by a considerable increase in PE. Its decline in 2017-
2018, in the context of slight increases in PL, leads to the general deterioration in CM,
which is recovered, however, in 2019. Similarly to the case of enterprises, the path of the
central point marks the year 2011 as a turning point of the impact of PE and PL on CM
values (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. (a) Competitiveness measure CM and its factors in small and medium production enter-
prises in 2007-2019; (b) The path of the central point for the population of small and medium pro-
duction enterprises in 2007-2019. Note: standardised values. PL—right axis. Source: as in Figure 2.

Generally, both small and medium entities are characterised by a negative mid-term
(as of 2011) in PL values, and the maintaining of CM levels is dependent on the PE factor.
From the perspective of a causal analysis, the share of the PL factor in small entities falls
from 34.3% in 2007 to 20.8% in 2019, and in medium enterprises from 15.9% to 6.4%, re-
spectively.

The analysis of the population of companies indicates a higher degree of density in
small entities (a decrease in DM by 61.5%) as compared with medium companies (by
19.1%). It implies a greater similarity of enterprises in terms of PE and PL values. In small
entities, this similarity relates to a relatively narrow range of PL values, with greater dif-
ferences in PE values. Medium enterprises are characterised by a lager proportionality
between PE and PL values, which determine the position of particular objects (Figure 5).

The conducted time series correlation test for CM and DM points to a strongly nega-
tive correlation for small entities (r = —0.70)—increased competitiveness corresponds to
the higher density (and vice versa) of micro-structure objects (objects become closer to
each other, becoming more similar). Such correlations are not recorded in medium enter-
prises.
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Figure 5. (a) Density of objects (the main part of the population) in terms of PE and PL in small
production enterprises in 2007-2019; (b) Density of objects (the main part of the population) in terms
of PE and PL in medium production enterprises in 2007-2019. Note: PKD classes (micro-structure
and necessary anonymization of individual data). Standardised values. Source: as in Figure 2.

4.3. Changes in Structures (Macro, Meso, and Micro)

At the level of a macrostructure, a special situation is observed in small entities clas-
sified as section D (Electricity, gas, steam, hot water, and air conditioning manufacturing
and supply)—a sharp decrease in CM as of 2010, with a small recovery in 2019. The aver-
age value (ARC = 0.9%, high stability, and SD =7.7%) for four PKD sections is determined
by section C (Manufacturing). It is true that the highest ARC is recorded in section E (Wa-
ter supply; sewerage, waste management, and remediation activities), but along with sec-
tion B (Mining and quarrying), they are characterised by the lowest average CM values.

The commentaries related to sections B and E also apply to medium entities, includ-
ing section D (a decrease in CM up to 2014). However, the highest results are observed in
section C, determining the results of the entire class of medium enterprises. This section,
along with the low result of section D, achieved positive ARC values (Figure 6).

From the perspective of factors, negative changes in section D and in the class of small
entities can be attributed to a considerable decrease in PL values, additionally enhanced
by decreased PE values after 2014. Similar conclusions apply to medium companies, ex-
cept that the weakening of PL was observed until 2014; in the subsequent periods, PL
increases, which results in the recovery of CM values.
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Figure 6. (a) Competitiveness measure CM for small production enterprises by PKD sections in
2007-2019; (b) Competitiveness measure CM for medium production enterprises by PKD sections
in 2007-2019. Source: as in Figure 2.

At the level of a meso-structure (PKD divisions) the results of spatial analysis point
to a slightly greater degree of the relocation of PKD divisions in small entities (VRP =
22.4%) than in medium ones (19.8%). In the latter class it is greater by 7.4% after rather
than before 2012 (the feature of greater persistence in 2007-2012). In small entities this
difference is the opposite (=9.7%). In both classes of entities (by size), the smallest number
of relocations is observed in the initial and final part of the rank list of PKD divisions,
which in the latter case has a very negative effect—the stability of positions is recorded by
PKD divisions characterised by the weakest competitive position (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. (a) The ranking positions of PKD sections by CM values in small production enterprises
in 2007-2019; (b) The ranking positions of PKD sections by CM values in medium production en-
terprises in 2007-2019. Note: PKD divisions 05, 06, and 07 are excluded from the analysis (statistical
confidentiality). The shading corresponds to the rank position: from the first (white) to the last
(black) position. Source: as in Figure 2.
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The analysis of normative patterns indicates that pattern I (“leaders” —a highly com-
petitive position with low changeability) comprises in small enterprises of a smaller num-
ber of PKD divisions than in medium. In turn, pattern IV (“outsiders” —a low competitive
position with high changeability) comprises more PKD small entities than medium ones.
This first comparison points to a more favourable position held by medium enterprises.
In pattern III, the situation in small enterprises was less favourable than in medium.
Greater disproportions occur in pattern II (a highly competitive position with high
changeability) —small entities (22.6%) gain an advantage over medium ones (12.9%) (Fig-
ure 8).
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Figure 8. (a) Structure of PKD divisions by CM normative patterns in small production enterprises
in 2007-2019; (b) Structure of PKD divisions by CM normative patterns in medium production en-
terprises in 2007-2019. Source: as in Figure 2.

The presented classification allows for comparing the lists of PKD divisions assigned
to particular normative patterns, and, importantly, to pattern I—the core pattern which
determines the competitiveness of the entire size class of entities. PKD sections assigned
to this pattern are as follows:

Small Enterprises Medium Enterprises

— 35 Electricity, gas, steam, hot water, and air con- — 30 Manufactures of other transport equip-
ditioning manufacturers and suppliers; ment;

— 30 Manufactures of other transport equipment; — 29 Manufactures of motor vehicles, trailers,

— 16 Manufactures of products of wood and cork, and semi-trailers excluding motorcycles’
except furniture; manufactures of articles of — 31 Manufactures of furniture;
straw and plaiting materials; - 16 Manufactures of products of wood and

— 10 Manufactures of food products;
- 13 Manufactures of textiles;

cork, except furniture; manufacture of arti-
cles of straw and plaiting materials;

— 20 Manufactures of chemicals and chemical — 24 Manufactures of metals;
products; — 20 Manufactures of chemicals and chemical

— 32 Other manufacturing; products;

— 28 Manufactures of machinery and equipment — 28 Manufactures of machinery and equip-
not elsewhere classified; ment not elsewhere classified;

— 22 Manufactures of rubber and plastic products; — 11 Manufactures of beverages;

— 25 Manufactures of fabricated metal products, — 22 Manufactures of rubber and plastic
except machinery and equipment. products;

— 27 Manufactures of electrical equipment;

— 25 Manufactures of fabricated metal prod-
ucts, except machinery and equipment;

— 17 Manufactures of paper and paper prod-
ucts.
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At the level of micro-structures (262 PKD classes), medium enterprises have an ad-
vantage in the group of “leaders”, and they perform better in the group of “outsiders”
than small entities, which confirms the results at a meso-structure level (also with refer-
ence to pattern Il and pattern III). However, the level of micro-structures is characterised
by a greater variability of ranking positions (small entities: VRP = 25.2, medium entities:
VRP = 13.1), but also in this case the microstructure of medium enterprises deserves a
higher assessment (Table 1).

Table 1. Structure of PKD classes by CM normative patterns for small and medium production en-
terprises in 2007-2019.

Items Pattern I Pattern II Pattern III Pattern IV
Small enterprises 23.3% 32.1% 28.2% 16.4%
Cut-off points ARP =131.0; VRP =25.2
Medium enterprises 31.7% 21.5% 36.0% 10.8%
Cut-off points ARP=131.0; VRP=13.1

Source: as in Figure 2.

4.4. Competitiveness Profiles

The competitiveness profiles of small and medium enterprises point to clear differ-
ences between these groups, which also applies to large enterprises. Large entities are
characterised by the highest CM values, relative stability (especially after 2012), and rec-
ord a slightly increasing trend, which paused in 2018-2019 (ARC = 0.4%, SD = 4.9%). CM
values are the lowest for small entities, which record a positive trend in 2007-2019 (ARC
= 0.9%, SD = 7.7%). Medium enterprises are characterised by greater dynamics (ARC =
2.6%) but also greater variability (SD = 11.2%). In the period of 13 years, proportions be-
tween SMEs and all enterprises improved, especially in the case of medium entities, which
became closer to large enterprises (CM from 68.8% in 2007 to 89.8% in 2019). The above-
average level of competitiveness, however, applied only to large enterprises. Such phe-
nomena occurred in the context of changes in the entire economy, which was character-
ised, as of 2014, by a mid-term rising trend (Figure 9).
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Figure 9. (a) Competitiveness measure (CM) by the size of production enterprises in 2007-2019; (b)
Changes in proportions of competitiveness measure (CM) by the size in relation to the general level
of production enterprises in 2007 and 2019. Source: as in Figure 2.

As already discussed, the meso-structure (PKD divisions) indicates diversified pro-
files for the classes of enterprises by size in terms of the impact of competitiveness partial
measures (PL, PE). In the context of the average ranking position (ARP) and its variability
(VRP)—the determinants of the classification of PKD divisions—there are certain differ-
ences among profiles. This issue requires further research. It should be stressed here that,
generally, the degree of similarity of the meso-structures of small and medium enterprises
in terms of ARP is high (TMS = 0.91), and lower in terms of VRP (TMS = 0.80)—small
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entities are characterised by slightly greater relocations of PKD divisions on ranking lists
(SD =22.4%) as compared with medium entities (SD = 19.8%) (Figure 10).
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Figure 10. (a) The profiles of PKD divisions in terms of a average ranking position (ARP) based on
CM for small and medium production enterprises in 2007-2019; (b) The variability of a ranking
position (VRP) based on CM for small and medium production enterprises in 2007-2019. Note: as in
Figure 7. Source: as in Figure 2.
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The further analysis focuses on normative patterns, and the comparison of meso-
structures points to a great similarity between small and medium entities (TMS = 0.86).
Normative pattern matches occur in 58.1% of PKD divisions.

The lack of matches between small and medium entities in 8/13 PKD divisions relates
to positive differences —the number of negative differences is smaller (5/13). Among eight
positive pattern differences, not a single one is explicitly positive (pattern IV in relation to
I)—all of them indicate a more favourable position under one of the two criteria for iden-
tifying patterns (ARP or VRP). Among five negative differences, not a single one is explic-
itly negative (pattern I in relation to IV), and each of them indicates a worse position ac-
cording to one of the two above mentioned criteria (Figure 11).

The advantage of positive differences indicates a higher assessment of the meso-
structure of medium enterprises, which is also confirmed by its lower variability as well
as lower representation in pattern IV, which is characterised by the lowest results (low
ranking positions and their high changeability).
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Figure 11. The profiles of PKD divisions in terms of normative patterns based on competitiveness
measure (CM) for small and medium production enterprises in 2007-2019. Note: (Y)—pattern
match, (+) positive difference between patterns, (-) negative difference between patterns. Source: as
in Figure 2.

With regard to the level of micro-structures (262 PKD classes), the degree of pattern
match for small and medium enterprises is 49.2% (TMS = 0.75) —lower than at the level of
meso-structures. In most cases, the difference between patterns is positive (58.8%) but to
a smaller degree than at the level of meso-structures. Generally, the results of the analysis
of micro-structures confirm those for meso-structures, with a more positive assessment
given to the micro-structure of medium enterprises. The obtained results require further
analyses (Figure 12).
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Figure 12. The profiles of PKD classes in terms of normative patterns based on competitiveness
measure CM for small and medium production enterprises in 2007-2019. Note: 53 PKD classes are
excluded from the analysis (statistical confidentiality). Source: as in Figure 2.

Briefly signalling an entry into detailed microeconomic analysis, the shaping of basic
descriptive statistics in small and medium-sized enterprises is presented here. This area
of analysis will be further explored. The results already obtained reinforce the analysis
conducted above, mainly concerning competitiveness profiles.

In small-sized enterprises, the direction of change among those with relatively high-
est (9th decile D9 - 1.9%) and average levels of competitiveness (CM + 14.1%) was incon-
sistent. The value of the measure of differentiation decreased (DF - 8.2%) due to the faster
growth of D9 than D1. The variability level also decreased (SD - 35.8%). These changes
were reflected in the previously shown increase in density measure (DM). The correlation
of SD with mean value was strong and inverse (-0.78) —an increase in CM was accompa-
nied by a decrease in its variability. The dynamics of decile changes took a fading curve,
with a slight decrease in D8 and D9 values. For the most part, the inter-decile ranges de-
creased, so in general the differences between companies included in particular deciles
decreased. The decile distribution indicates relatively high D9 values, which determine
the mean values.

In general, the descriptive statistics of medium-sized enterprises were different in
their nature and meaning from the statistics of small enterprises. First, the direction of
changes among enterprises with the relatively highest (D9) and average CM level was
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compatible but had different dynamics (4.3% and 22.3%, respectively). Second, the SD and
DF decreased and the variability level (SD) was much higher than in small-sized enter-
prises. Third, the inter-decile ranges mostly increased, and the dynamics of decile changes
were positive with a flattened curve (lower dynamics for the highest deciles). Fourth, the
range of values between D9 and D8 is not significantly wider than the others and narrower
than for D2-D1 (Figure 13).

35 35
3.0 3.0
25 25
2.0 2.0
15 15
1.0 1.0
05 05 )
0.0 0.0 D6
2007 5009 o 2007 5009
2013 5415 . 2015
Small 2017 5019 Medium 2017 5019
(a)
60% 50% | 60% 45%
Small % Medium
40% |« " 40% || 409 - 35%
\ - 30%
20% — 20% 25%
‘—'\ L 20%
0% — 0% Ly - 15%
L 10%
20% o |20% — - 5%
e DD
C— DR -10%||-40% 5%
—e—0DD D2 D3 D4 D5 D6 D7 D8 D9 DI D2 D3 D4 D5 D6 D7 D8 D9
(b)
4.0
Small
3.0
2.0 A <\—
1.0 -
C—Dy E==CM
DF sD
0.0
B e R i

(c)
Figure 13. (a) Time series of CM values, of deciles 1-9, for small and medium production enterprises
in 2007-2019; (b) Change in decile (DD) and a inter-decile ranges (IDR) of CM values for small and
medium production enterprises in 2007-2019; (c) Time series of CM values, 9th decile (D9), measure
of differentiation (DF) and standard deviation (SD) for small and medium production enterprises
in 2007-2019. Note: DD, SD—right axis, IDR—left axis. Source: as in Figure 2.

5. Discussion

Because of the pioneering character of the conducted research (the developed model
and the coverage of the entire population of SMEs), reference to the results of other studies
is not fully reliable. Therefore, it will take time to publicise the model itself and the results
of its application, and to subject them to a comparative analysis [69,70].



Sustainability 2022, 14, 1788

19 of 25

The discussion of the results of the study is based on the inductive reasoning, which
starts with primary competitiveness factors [71-74] and ends with synthetic conclusions
in the form of profiling SMEs, including an emphasis on a more favourable position of
small or medium-sized enterprises [75,76].

5.1. Primary Factors

CM competitiveness is determined by four primary factors: export activity (EA),
overall cost productivity (GE), unit cost of labour (LC), and unit efficiency of labour (LE).

Generally, the manner and degree of the use of EA and GE factors favour medium
enterprises. The opening up to external markets is considerably greater, and it systemati-
cally increases. Moreover, their share of participation in international trade is larger, with
exports exceeding imports. Simultaneously, much attention is given to ensuring the
productivity of total costs. Moreover, medium enterprises are more homogenous in the
long run in terms of the use of EA and GE factors.

Generally, despite certain differences in the way and extent of use, LC and LE factors
are applied by SMEs in a similar manner. Both size classes face the problem of systemati-
cally increasing unit costs of labour [77] under the conditions of domestic labour shortage
and the necessity to attract foreign workers [78]. Moreover, both classes face the challenge
of low unit efficiency of labour and its pace, which is lower than the pace of an increase
in labour costs. All these factors have a negative impact on the process of building effec-
tiveness.

5.2. Major Factors

Primary factors EA and GE determine the CM model’s cost productivity in regard to
export (PE), and the two other variables (LE and LC) determine productivity of labour cost
stream (PL).

In small, and, in particular, in medium enterprises, the achieved level of competitive-
ness relies on developing export activities (an exogenous factor gaining in significance)
and their effectiveness (PE), benefiting from comparative differences in costs, especially
labour costs [79]. These differences, similarly to demographic favourable trends, are no
longer of any significance in Poland, which indicates that such factors will be ineffective
in overcoming development barriers in the future, thus posing a threat of the middle in-
come trap.

The second factor (an endogenous factor, i.e., PL) was undervalued and its share was
very low, having no impact on SMEs’ competitiveness. Moreover, this impact has de-
creased in the recent years under the conditions of systemic labour shortage and increased
labour costs [80]. Therefore, efforts should be made to increase labour productivity, e.g.,
the departure from the use of extensive in favour of intensive factors (development and
increased use of technology) [81] (p. 39), [82]. Unfortunately, Poland has a small and
slowly increasing share of the export of high-tech products, due to underinvestment in
R&D and, particularly, the SME sector.

The final analysed feature of the SME sector is its homogeneity. The density of pop-
ulation of small enterprises has increased by more than a half. It indicates that they have
become similar in terms of the use of competitiveness factors, making competition more
intense. It mainly applies to the use of productivity of the labour cost stream (PL). Such
changes are not visible in medium enterprises, which points to their better development
opportunities—the possibilities to introduce changes and increase competitiveness
through diversifying its factors.

5.3. Structures

At the level of SME macrostructures, much attention is given to the Manufacturing
section [83]. This area is characterised by higher than average and increasing competitive-
ness levels. On the other hand, a rapid decline in competitiveness is recorded in Electricity,
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gas, and steam, etc., particularly in small companies. This is caused by the competition of
the expanding corporate structures of large companies, which implement centralization
policies in this sector, supported by government policies [84].

At a meso level (aggregation into PKD divisions), medium enterprises are character-
ised by a more stable competitive position as compared with small entities. It results from
the dominance of medium enterprises in the group of “leaders” and their low presence in
the group of “outsiders”. It indicates that medium enterprises hold higher and more stable
ranking positions (lower variability), which ensures greater stability in building competi-
tiveness.

At a micro level (aggregation into PKD classes), medium enterprises receive higher
assessments. This results not only from their dominance in the group of “leaders” but a
50% lower changeability (higher stability) of medium enterprises’” structure. Moreover,
the study confirms the coherence of general competitiveness-related characteristics at a
micro and meso level. This is an incentive to rely exclusively on meso analyses when it is
not always possible to carry out micro analyses, which are time-consuming, labour-inten-
sive, and require a wider range of data, which are often delayed in terms of their availa-
bility.

5.4. Profiles

The current winners in a competition race for building a competitive advantage in
the SME sector are medium enterprises. First, their level of competitiveness, as compared
with small entities, is higher by more than 40%. Second, they have not only improved their
position with regard to the average level (for all enterprises), but they have almost
achieved this level. It is true that large companies [85] are characterised by higher than
average competitiveness, but it is also a fact that they “got stuck” and have not made any
progress for the past 13 years. Therefore, medium dynamically competing enterprises
have a chance to catch up with the leaders.

A crucial role in profile assessment is played by the classification of enterprises based
on normative patterns, which are simultaneously determined by average ranking position
and its variability. The level of compliance of normative patterns at a meso level is higher
than at a micro level, but it is below ¥2. Hence the significance has not only the extent but
also the nature of the degree of non-compliance. In simple terms, it is the difference be-
tween the opposite patterns which assign “good” or “bad” features to enterprises belong-
ing to the same structural object—a division or PKD class [86]. The difference between
small and medium enterprises is usually positive, which indicates that medium enter-
prises are characterised by the dominance of “good” features. Their profile is dominated
by the structures of enterprises, which simultaneously hold higher than average compet-
itive positions characterised by lower than average variability (a higher level of stability).

The summary assessment of the competitiveness of small and medium enterprises
according to the results obtained and their discussion is presented in a consolidated table
(Table 2).

Table 2. Summary results of competitiveness assessment of small and medium production enter-
prises in 2007-2019.

“Leaders” by Pattern “Outsiders” by Pattern

Variability of Rank Position Variability of Rank Position

(Divisions) (Classes)
Small < Medium Small > Medium Small > Medium Small > Medium
(+36.1%) (+51.9%) (+22.4%) (+92.3%)
all Medi
Density measure rate Sm.q Ldmm. .
(61.5% extension along PL) (19.1% balanced position PL/PE)
Small Medium
Position i M
osition in sector (CM) 63.0% of average 96.5% of average
g g
CcM

Multivariate measure

(competitiveness level)
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Partial measures

Factors

Small < Medium

(+42.3%)
PL PE
(productivity of labour cost) (cost productivity in regard to export)
Small > Medium Small < Medium
(+22.4%) (+60.3%)
LE LC EA GE
(unit efficiency of labour) (unit cost of labour) (export activity) (overall cost productivity)
Small > Medium Small < Medium Small < Medium Small ~ Medium
(+10.1%) (+11.1%) (+60.9%)

Note: evaluation of the results: higher —green colour, lower—red colour. Source: as in Figure 2.

6. Conclusions

Synthesizing the results of the assessment of competitiveness, its factors, and their
mutual relationships, the four research hypotheses posed were positively verified, ex-
plained by key identified characteristics of small and medium production enterprises, pre-
sented as the results of the detailed analysis, and then discussed.

These key characteristics of the competitiveness of the SMEs sector, towards the in-
dication of the advantage of the size class of enterprises belonging to this sector, should
be highlighted:

A. Despite belonging to the same sector (SME), small and medium enterprises represent
different levels of competitiveness, and the intensity of changes varies in the course
of time:

—  Based on this characteristic, the more advantageous position was obtained by
medium-sized enterprises;

B. Increased competitiveness in both groups of companies results from export activities
rather than an increase in labour productivity:
—  Based on this characteristic, the more advantageous position was obtained by
medium-sized enterprises;

C. Changes in meso- and micro-structures are characterised by a greater density of ob-
jects and their increasing stability in ranking positions:
— Based on this characteristic, the more advantageous position was obtained by
medium-sized enterprises.

Following the positive proof of the partial hypotheses, the main conclusion of the
research should be stated as:

e In the context of great similarities between small and medium enterprise profiles in
terms of their normative competitiveness patterns, the results of the analysis of the
existing differences are in favour of medium enterprises.

Regarding limitations in the interpretation of research results, first, it should be
pointed out that there is no problem of generalisation of the identified regularities. This is
due to the fact that the study examined all manufacturing SMEs in Poland covered by
public statistics (no representative sample problem). The limitation for each research is
the method used. The literature review provided a conclusion that the ambiguity of the
competitiveness definition is transferred to its evaluation, in which theoretical measures
are much more broadly defined than the possibilities of their application in practice. Both
partial and multivariate measures are used. These last most often use two approaches to
evaluate competitiveness, assessing changes in efficiency (total productivity, unit, and la-
bour cost productivity) and changes of export share ratios. In the conducted research, a
combination of these two approaches was made using a statistical procedure (distance
from the anti-pattern). Obviously, another procedure may provide different results, but it
can be hypothesized that the general proportions and trends should not differ signifi-
cantly.
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The added value of the research is to reduce the lack of competitiveness analysis sim-
ultaneously at the level of macro-, meso-, and micro-structures, ensuring the comparabil-
ity of assessments. The article proposes an integrated model for measuring competitive-
ness in terms of its factors (efficiency and export). This model allows for greater simplicity
and quickness of analysis. It is universal and can be applied both by an individual com-
pany and the government for economic policies. The measurement of competitiveness is
based on a financial approach, which integrates many different categories into one dimen-
sion. Moreover, the data that support the model are highly standardized and based on
financial reports. Thus, it can be used internationally in any situation, as long as financial
reporting rules are followed. Furthermore, the model does not require a survey of enter-
prises and can be powered by data from official statistics.

The conducted research provides a base for further and fully-fledged analyses of en-
terprises (objects), groups of entities, as well as sub-structures. Each group or individual
object can be the subject of competitiveness factor analysis—a field for further studies.
Further studies should be based on multivariate in-depth analyses of specific (subject and
type) activities of enterprises. An especially important observation will be the assessment
of changes in the competitiveness of enterprises, and its structures and profiles, during
the pandemic period (which is no longer just a short-term aberration). However, this re-
quires the collection of data for at least a three-year period of analysis. Thus, the article
will have further continuation as an analysis of the pre- and post-pandemic period [87].
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