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Purpose: 
The purpose of the paper is to offer a comparative analysis of the development of small 
enterprises in Greece and Poland in the period just after global financial crisis which turned 
into an economic and social crisis for some countries, as the Greek example. The paper aims 
to discuss differences and similarities of small enterprises in two countries that suffered to a 
different level of the economic crisis. 
Design/methodology/approach: 

The authors decided to adopt three quantitative measures determining the degree of 

development of these companies: the number of active enterprises, the number of employees 

and the contribution to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The above measures were 

analyzed against the background of changes in the economic growth rate.  
Findings: 

Both countries were affected by the economic crisis but to a different level. Especially Greek 

economy suffered from the consequences of the austerity policy applied as a consequence of 

the agreement to obtain the international financial support. Poland on the contrary did not 

have to apply such an austerity program. Crisis consequences had severe consequences on 

the economy and negative effects on the GDP of these countries.  
Research limitations/implications: 
It should be noted that the presented results are based on quantitative methods, while the 
economic development also covers qualitative issues. Nevertheless, the analysis of data 
suggests the existence of a relationship between the adopted measures of small enterprises 
development and the value of GDP. Therefore, it indicates the need for further 
research, using more advanced methods of analysis. It is also worth expanding the research 
using qualitative methods. 
Originality/value: 
The paper contributes to the market failure theory in the area of macroeconomic business 
cycles. As the downswings because of crises influence on activity of enterprises, there is a 
need of appropriate government intervention. The analyzed examples suggest that higher 
level of monetary and credit policy in Poland seems to have a positive impact on the 
development of small enterprises in the analyzed space time. On the contrary, the austerity 
program in Greece might negatively affect the small companies.  
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1. Introduction 
Small and medium enterprises have a crucial role in the economy and the social cohesion. Their role is 
particularly important in periods of economic and even social crisis. Quite relevant are the examples for the 
countries that suffered of economic and social crisis.  Greece is one of these examples for the decade of 2010. 
The purpose of the paper is to offer a comparative analysis of the development of small enterprises in Greece 
and Poland in the period just after global financial crisis which turned into an economic and social crisis for 
some countries, as the Greek example. The examination focused on the evolution of three parameters: the 
number small enterprises, the number of employees in small enterprises and the contribution of these 
enterprises to the country’s gross domestic product, (GDP). The paper aims to discuss differences and 
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similarities of small enterprises in two countries that suffered to a different level of the economic crisis. 
Further, one of them, Greece, participating to the Eurozone reduces its possibilities of monetary and credit 
policy; it not the case for Poland that has a higher degree of monetary and credit policy execution. In the 
Greek case, the austerity program limited further the possibilities of economy and social policy. Greece had to 
follow an austerity program due to the obligations of the financial assistance the country received on 2010 
and later by International Monetary Fund, European Central Bank and European Commission. Consequences 
were very serious on the economic, social and financial level; see for example Karafolas, (2018), Karafolas and 
Kleanthous, (2019). 

The economic consequences of the global financial crisis were much more serious in the case of Greece 
compared to Poland. In Greece a major economic downturn appears with the decline of the GDP, the public 
consumption and the investments although the public financial help through several programs as the 
LEADER initiative, (see Karafolas, (2013), for LEADER initiative); on the contrary the very important rising 
of the unemployment and the non-performing loans (NPLs) is observed, table 1. In the case of Poland a 
continuous growth of GDP and public consumption is observed while average unemployment rate remains, 
in average, almost the half compared to Greece and the NPLs remain very limited compared to Greek case 
the time period 2011-2017, table 1.   

 
Table 1. Evolution of macroeconomic indicators in Greece and Poland, (rate and annual change, %) 

 Greece 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

 Gross Domestic Product  -2,3 -4,2 -9,2 -7,3 -3,2 0,7 -0,4 -0,2 1,5 

 Public consumption  7,6 -9,0 -7,0 -7,2 -5,5 -1,2 1,6 -0,7 -0,4 

Investments   -11,4 -17,4 -20,7 -23,4 -8,3 -4,4 0,7 4,7 9,1 

Unemployment of the year   9,6 12,7 17,9 24,4 27,5 26,5 24,9 23,5 21,5 

Non-performing to total loans (*) 9,5 14,1 21,5 31,3 31,2 43,5 48,1 48,5 47,2 

Poland   2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Gross Domestic Product  2,8 3,6 5,0 1,6 1,4 3,3 3,8 3,7 4,9 

Public consumption 3,5 2,6 3,3 0,8 0,3 2,6 3,0 3,9 4,5 

Investments   -12,6 9,4 1,8 -3,9 -1,9 12,8 4,9 -2,0 7,9 

Unemployment of the year   10,4 12,9 13,1 13,2 14,2 13,9 11,9 10,2 8,5 

Non-performing to total loans  7,2 7,8 9,0 8,3 8,9 8,6 8,2 7,6  6,9 

(*) Including all commercial and cooperative banks  
Source: Bank of Greece, 2016, Bank of Greece, 2019 and Bank of Greece, 2019a; Polish Agency for Enterprise 
Development and Central Statistical Office of Poland 
 
The importance of small companies is crucial in the economy of both countries. Small companies form 0-49 employees 
are more than 99,5% of all companies in Greece, (Eurostat, 2019), and in Poland they are 99% of all economic entities 

(Raport o stanie sektora małych i średnich przedsiębiorstw w Polsce, 2018, pp. 10-11).  In Greece small companies 
employed almost 70% of all employees during the decade 2008-2017, (Eurostat, 2019). In Poland they employ 

about 52% of employees and produce almost 38,5% of GDP (Raport o stanie sektora małych i średnich 

przedsiębiorstw w Polsce , 2018, p 11). During the examined period significant changes have occurred for the Greek 
example. Macroeconomic parameters such as the decline of GDP, the decline of public and private consumption, the 
growth of unemployment and in particular non-performing loans had significant influence on these companies. They 
have occurred earlier in the Polish case with accession of Poland to the European Union (EU) in 2004 concerning 
among others inflow of funds for state aid, competition on the single European market as well as legal 
changes. Moreover, the external factors influenced significantly on the development of small enterprises, mainly at 
the beginning of the decade for both countries. The paper is organized as follows. First, a literature review 
was conducted followed by research questions and methodology. Next, the development of small companies was 
analyzed, based on empirical data. Finally, conclusions and directions of further research are indicated. 

 

2. Literature review, research questions and methodology 
Research on the development of the SMEs is very common and results are disseminated in academic literature. That 
indicates the importance of this topic for economics. The European Commission publishes reports on SMEs. Reports 
show the recovery of SMEs for most of countries after the global crisis that appears on the employment as well, see 
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Muller et al. 2015, 2016 and 2017. Criscuolo et al, 2014 on a study on 18 countries, mainly from OECD, concluded 
that that among SMEs, mostly young firms are job creators contrary to old SMEs who tend to destroy jobs. Annual 
report on European SMEs 2018/2019 concluded on the strong contribution of SMEs to the value added; more 
interesting is that the contribution is stronger the last years 2016-2018 compared to the longer period 2013-2018 and 
it is entirely due to micro SMEs, (Muller et al. 2019) 

In Poland, the development began with the start of economic transformation and the appearance of small, private 

companies. Among many scientific centers that have taken up this subject, we should mention in particular Łódź, 
(see Piasecki, 1998, 2002; Matejun, 2015), Gdańsk, (see Daszkiewicz, 2005, 2007; Wasilczuk, 2005; Dominiak, 2005 
and 2010) or Krakow, (see Bednarczyk, 2004; Borowiecki and Siuta-Tokarska, 2009; Wach, 2008). As a part of the 
latter, it is also worth paying attention to AGH University of Science and Technology, Faculty of Management, 

(including Peszko and Duda, 2004; Woźniak, 2012; Duda and Woźniak, 2018).  
In the Greek case, the Union of Hellenic Chambers of Commerce (UHCC) and the General Confederation of 

Professionals and the Craftsmen of Greek Merchants presented works on SMEs as representative organizations of 
SMEs. On 2014 a policy document formulating policy proposals for SMEs in Greece was prepared by UHCC, (UHCC 
and the Task Force for Greece, 2014).  

However, it should be noted that the conducted researches often included SMEs sector as a whole. However, it is 
worth mentioned the differences between small enterprises and medium-sized companies. Despite, the former was not 
usually the main topic of research or only in short time span. This indicates the existence of research gap. Meanwhile, 
the importance of small businesses for the Greek and Polish economy respectively, as mentioned earlier, is of great 
importance.   

The adoption of three quantitative measures determining the degree of development of these companies was 
decided: the number of active enterprises, the number of employees and the contribution to the GDP. The above 
measures were analyzed against the background of changes in the economic growth rate. The period studied is 
therefore somewhat limited by data availability and covers the years 2010 - 2017. 

It should be noted that for a relatively long time microenterprises were included into the sector of small 
companies. Therefore, it is not possible to separate their data for the adopted research period, especially in the case of 
the number of employees and the contribution to GDP. Given the number of active companies, the threshold of the 
basic criterion for separation of micro companies, which is the size of employment, has changed. In connection with 
the above, it was assumed in the article that the term: small enterprises also include microenterprises. Three research 
questions were set up: 

a/ How the number of active small enterprises was changing? 
b/ How the number of people employed in small enterprises was changing? 
c/ How the contribution of small enterprises to GDP was changing? 

The desk research method and data analysis was chosen. The research results can contribute to the area of 
economics and be of interest to entrepreneurs themselves. This can also be useful for decision-makers in the process of 
planning economic policy, including the allocation of EU funds to support small businesses.  

 
3. Data analysis 
3.1 Definition of small enterprise 
Determining the exact term of small company has been necessary. In the EU countries, the official definition has been 
adopted on the recommendation of the European Commission issued in the year 2003 and supplemented in 2005. A 
small company must meet the following criteria: a/ staff headcount, b/ annual turnover or annual balance sheet total, 
(European Commission, 2016).  

For the first criterion, a small enterprise can employ 10 to 49 persons.  Due to the possibility of, among 
others hiring or dismissing/leaving employees as well as various working hours, the so-called Annual Work Units 
(AWU) was adopted. This measure covers those persons who worked full-time the entire reference year. For seasonal 
workers, part-time employees or those who have not worked all year, a fraction of the AWU is calculated, (Nowa 

definicja MŚP, 2006; Woźniak, 2012). 
Second criterion, the financial situation, can take two forms: turnover or balance sheet. One of them must be below 

the equivalent of 10 million euros. Both indicators relate to the last accounting year, (Nowa definicja MŚP, 2006; 
Woźniak, 2012). 

There is also additional criterion - independence, which was not used in earlier official definitions. In this case, 
three types of business entities were distinguished: autonomous, partner, linked. They are separated based on their 
share in the capital of a company or voting rights. In the case of a partner company, this means that the data must be 
proportionally added to the above mentioned criteria: employment and financial situation. For a related enterprise, 
100% of the value of these measures should be added. There are, however, exceptions to the above rules. These 

include venture capital funds (Nowa definicja MŚP, 2006; Woźniak, 2012). 
  
3.2 The Polish case 

The statistics comes from two main sources. The first one is the Polish Agency of Enterprise Development (PARP), 
which provides data about the number of: active small companies, employed in small enterprises and their 
contribution to GDP. The second source is the Central Statistical Office (GUS) of Poland considering the value of real 
GDP in Poland.   
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After the accession to the European Union the number of active small companies began to rise, amounted nearly 
1,9 million entities. At that time, the growth rate of Polish GDP also accelerated.  However, the global economic 
crisis negatively affected the GDP, which coincided with a decrease in the number of small enterprises in 2009 to 
about 1,7 million. Nevertheless, from 2010 their number began to grow again, although at a slow pace, reaching at the 
end of the analyzed period almost 2 million entities, figure 1. 

Figure 1. The number of active small enterprises and real GDP in Poland in the years 2010 – 2017 

 

 Source: Own study based on Reports on the data from PARP and GUS.  

 
Taking the number of employees into consideration, the maximum point, almost 5 million, was reached in 2008, 

after the accession to the EU. However, in 2009 there was a slight decline, coinciding with the global economic 
crisis. Since then, the number of employees in small businesses changed a little, oscillating around 4,8 million 
employees, figure 2. The maximum point was reached in 2017.  It should be noted that in those years there was quite 
stable GDP growth. 

 

Figure 2. The number of employed in small enterprises and real GDP in Poland the years 2010 - 2017 
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Source: As figure 1  
 
The contribution of small enterprises to GDP at the beginning of the decade stabilized. The minimum point was 

reached in 2011, a little more than 37%. There was the slight rise in 2012, but then the indicator increased sharply in 
subsequent years, figure 3. It should be noted, however, that in this period there was a significant increase of Polish 
GDP. It means, therefore, that the value of GDP generated by small companies increased, although their percentage 
share was rather stable. 
 

Figure 3. Contribution of small enterprises to GDP and real GDP in Poland in the years 2010 – 2017 

 
Source: As figure 1 

 

 

  3.3 The greek case  
In the greek case, statistics had numerous problems regarding enterprises. One of them has been the growth of the 
number of companies in the sectors of agriculture, forestry and fishing for tax reasons (Decision on the Exemption 
from the obligation to keep books and issuance of data by the farmers of the specialist and established, Journal of 
Government, 3367B’/31/12/2013). Data used is provided from Eurostat Data Explorer, (Eurostat 2019). Data used is 
for the follow sectors: accommodation and food services, construction, information and communication, 
manufacturing, mining and quarrying, professional, real estate activities, repair motor vehicle and motorcycles, 
scientific and technical activities, transportation and storage, whole sale retail trade.  

Consequences of the crisis and the adjustment program appear at the beginning of the period with the decline of 
the GDP. They appear at the number of small enterprises that decreased from 2010 to 2013, figure 4. Changes on the 
economy on 2014 as the growth, even limited, of GDP caused a growth of the number of enterprises that declined 
again after the capital control measures undertaken at the end of June 2015. The Greek government was forced to 
close Greek banks for three weeks, (from 29 of June 29 to 20 of July), and cash withdrawals were reduced to a total of 
60 euros per day, in order to avoid an uncontrollable bank run and a complete collapse of the Greek banking system. 
Progressively the amount of withdrawals grew up. The complete abolition of capital controls was applied from 
September 2019. The growth of the GDP on 2017 was not followed by the growth of the total number of enterprises. 
The decline at the second period was influenced mainly by the sectors on construction, since this sector has 
experienced the largest decrease in its activity, followed by the manufacturing. On the contrary sectors such as 
accommodation, real estate, professional, scientific and technical activities presented a growth of the number of 
enterprises. The total number declined nevertheless.    
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Figure 4. The number of active small enterprises and real GDP in Greece in the years 2010 – 2017 

 
Eurostat, 2019, author’s calculations 
 

The number of employees seems to suffer more from the economic crisis and in particular the policy decisions. The 
years that followed the adjustment program caused the decline on the number of employees, figure 5. On 2014, the 
first year GDP had a limited growth, a strong growth of the employment is observed; the next year, the imposition of 
capital controls provoked a very serious decline of the number of employees in the small enterprises. The companies 
seem to suffer mostly from the capital controls.   

 

Figure 5. The number of employed in small enterprises and real GDP in Greece in the years 2010 – 2017 

 
Source: As figure 4 

 
This phenomenon may indicate also that employment is the parameter the most influenced from any decision on 

economic and credit policy. One has to notice, however, that part of the unemployment is replaced by the undeclared 
work.   

Small enterprises lost significant part on the country’s GDP, by considering the added value produced. Their part 
to country’s GDP was almost 15% on 2010, figure 6. Under the exception of 2012 and 2013 their part to GDP 
declined the examined period. Their share of the country's GDP was 12,4% on average the examined the period. The 
second half of the examined period this share was only 10,2%. This evolution characterized particularly the sector of 
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wholesales, the sector of construction, manufacturing and accommodation for the benefit of big companies, (having 
more than 250 employees). 

 

Figure 6. Contribution of small enterprises to GDP and real GDP in Greece in the years 2010 – 2017 

 
Source: As figure 4 
 

 
4. Conclusion 
 Small enterprises are an important part of the economic structure in many countries both in Europe and 
in the world. Despite many publications on this subject, the authors have identified the research gap regarding the 
development of these companies. Therefore, they attempted to answer the following research questions: 

a/ How the number of active small enterprises was changing this period? 
The global economic crisis caused a slowdown in economic growth in Poland, which coincided with the 
decreased number of active small enterprises. In subsequent years, however, this number started to increase slowly 
again. It reached a maximum point in 2017, approximately 2 million of small enterprises. In the Greek case, the 
financial crisis and in particular the austerity programs influenced the evolution of the number of small enterprises. A 
significant relation appears between the growth of GDP and the number of small enterprises. The strong decline of 
GDP especially the first sub-period resulted to the significant decline of the number of small enterprises; they passed 
from 750.000 on 2010 to 668.000 by the end of 2013. The same sub-period the GDP lost almost 20%. On the second 
half, the cessation of the large decline in GDP caused the increase in the number of small businesses that was placed 
on almost 755.000 in average the second period, 2014-2017. 

b/ How the number of people employed in small enterprises was changing? 
Despite the decrease in the number of employees in Polish small companies (about 4,5 million of employees) during 
the global economic crisis, the following years brought stable growth. As a result, there were about 4,8 million people 
at the end of the period under review. In the Greek case the number of employees has been influenced by the austerity 
programs and further from decisions on economic and credit policy; the consequences were much more serious 
compared to the other two parameters, especially on 2011 the year after the begin of the austerity program and 2015, 
the year of capital controls; the loss of more than one hundred thousand and two hundred thousand jobs were 
recorded respectively these two years, even if it is a consequence, to some extent, of unregistered work 

c/ How the contribution of small enterprises to GDP was changing? 
The contribution of small companies in GDP reached the maximum point in Poland in 2013, almost 40%. Since then, 
this share has changed only a little (38,5%-39,0%). However, taking into account economic growth at that time, its 
value continued to increase. Small enterprises loose a part on the GDP in the Greek case in favor of bigger companies 
especially on the second half of the examined period. Their part to GDP passed from 14,5%, in average, the first half 
of the examined period, 2010-2013 to 10,25% the second half. This evolution is the consequence of the economic 
environment but also because of difficulties of financing since these enterprises had more difficulties in accessing 
baking credit than big companies.   

The paper contributes to the market failure theory in the area of macroeconomic business cycles. As the 
downswings because of crises influence on activity of enterprises, there is a need of appropriate government 
intervention. The analyzed examples suggest that higher level of monetary and credit policy in Poland seems to have 
a positive impact on the development of small enterprises in the analyzed space time. On the contrary, the austerity 
program in Greece that belongs to the Eurozone might negatively affect the small companies.  
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It should be noted that the presented results are based on quantitative methods, while the economic development 
also covers qualitative issues. Nevertheless, the analysis of data suggests the existence of a relationship between the 
adopted measures of small enterprises development and the value of GDP. Therefore, it indicates the need for further 
research, using more advanced methods of analysis. It is also worth expanding the research using qualitative methods. 
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