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Poland: A consolidation of elite quality,
or stagnation ahead?

Poland, the most prominent former Eastern Bloc
country, joined the European Union in 2004 and
quickly became its sixth-largest economy. Global-
ly, Poland’s GDP is now ranked 23rd, and in
December 2022, the unemployment rate was re-
duced to a record low of 2.9%, the second lowest
in the EU. Despite the unquestionable growth of
the last decades, the economy still faces serious
challenges such as high inflation and labor shorta-
ges. In addition, while the nominal GDP numbers
are impressive, the per capita rankings are much
lower, with Poland ot 47th and 38th worldwide
(nominal and PPP, respectively). The EQx frame-
work provides some critical insights regarding the
country’s broader socioeconomic situation. Poland
has been included in the EQx since its inception
and was ranked # 35 in 2021, rising fo, # 29 the
following year. In the EQx2023, Poland has fallen
to # 33. Overall, the results of the last three years
clearly demonstrate that Poland’s position in the
rankings is relatively stable, but at the same time,
they show a certain degree of stagnation.

Excellent results in Administrative decentralizati-
on (ADE, i.1, rank # 15) were bolstered this year
by Fiscal decentralization (FDE, iii.8, rank # 24).
Despite some critics’ opinions on the central go-
vernment’s ubiquitous influence on all spheres of
public life, a lot of decision-making freedom re-
mains at the local and municipal government le-
vels. For instance, local authorities run and fund
public elementary and high schools, resulting in
excellent learning conditions as manifested by
positive outcomes in the Pupil-teacher ratio (PTR,
iii.7, rank # 9). Polish high school students also
score highly and are in the top ten of the PISA
2018 study measuring students’ academic per-
formance in mathematics, science, and reading

(PIS, iii.7, rank # 9).
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Despite these solid results, there are still several
areas for improvement. The institutional environ-
ment for business remains quite challenging. Po-
land ranks # 44 on being Open for business
(OFB, iv.10) and # 41 on Barriers to FDI (BTF,
iv.10). Furthermore, challenging existing formal
obstacles and questionable regulations constitu-
tes a significant problem for both individuals and
companies as is evidenced by the low ranking of
# 113 for the Ease of challenging regulations
(ECR, i.2). It should come as no surprise then that
the informal economy constitutes a significant
part of the total economy as illustrated by the
Informal outout as a % of GDP (INO, i.2, rank #
42). The Polish government ranks poorly at # 83
in the Government’s responsiveness to change
(RTC, i.1.). In a stable external environment, such
rigidness is perfectly acceptable, but in a crisis, it
becomes a significant risk factor. The recent CO-
VID-19 pandemic and the Government's reacti-
on led to inadequate responses, causing a high
COVID-19 mortality rate (COM, iii.7, rank #
107) and a high number of COVID-19 lost
schooldays (CLS, iii.7, rank # 89). The recent
drop in Life expectancy men (LEM, iii.7, rank #
47) is a grim reminder of the collapse of the he-
althcare system during the pandemic.

To conclude, Poland is a prime example of the
positive effects of free market transformation and,
even more importantly, EU integration. The pro-
gress made over the last thirty-four years is signi-
ficant and noticeable in virtually all aspects of
economic and social life. Nevertheless, this im-
pressive progress seems fo be slowing down, as is
clearly reflected in the EQx scores for this year.
Undoubtedly, the last three years have posed sig-
nificant global and regional challenges. The coun-
try’s elites must ensure that these relatively stable
rankings are not seen as being good enough but
become a springboard for further progress.

Dr. Mike Szymanski
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