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Abstract: 

The present economic crisis has highlighted a country in transition to a market economy, which has not 

experienced economic recession: Poland. The Polish experience cannot be overlooked because the country‘s positive 

economic evolution was completely different from the evolution of the largest European economies, many of them 

facing distressful situations for long periods of time.  

The question to be addressed in this paper is „Could the present economic realities be partially influenced by the 

historical evolution of a country? “  

The theory of path dependency is rooted in economic history, but it has a relevant contribution latest from Paul David 

(1985) which explains excellent the existing gap of economic development existing between Western Europe and 

Central and Eastern Europe, highlighted by the GDP / capita over the last 200 years. 

Regarding this theory, the present paper will highlight the industrial developments in Romania and Poland in 

relation to developed countries for the period 1918 to present and will conduct a comparative analysis between the two 

countries. The conclusions of the present study will be a part of my doctoral research. 
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1.Introduction 
 

1989 led to the collapse of the communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe and engaging these countries 

in post-communist transition toward a political system based on the market economy. The transition to a market 

economy determined radical structural changes in terms of social, economic and institutional ones, the amplitude and 

speed could vary from country to country depending on the economic situation of each country but also the political 

will of the governments in power. The efforts of transition to the market economy have been successful by the 

accession of Poland (2004) and Romania (2007) to the European Union. This paper aims the changes that took place in 

both Poland and Romania industry in the last 100 years and whether the historical factors have contributed to the 

changes that have occurred in the last 25 years, too. The aim of this paper is to provide an answer to the question of 

whether a country’s current situation of the industry can be explained by means of its historical evolution.  

The paper is structured as follows:  

Chapter 1:  Analysis of  industrial development in Poland and Romania in the inter-war period and communist period 

Chapter 2:  A general view of the industry of Poland and Romania during the transition to the market economy.  

Conclusion 

 

 

2. Analysis of industrial development in Poland and Romania in interwar and communist 

period 

 
2.1 Evolution of industrial development of Poland and Romania in interwar period  
 

The social and economic development of Romania and Poland in the inter–war period was fuelled by an 

extraordinary effort of the people that tried to “burn” the stages incurred on the modernization path by the western 

countries. As a result, both countries ended up with an incomplete assimilation of certain fundamental aspects 

characterizing the societies of developed countries. [9] 

The political, economic and social modernization was to a great extent the result of a diffusion process of certain values 

and forms of institutional and economic organization from the West to Romania and Poland, as the genesis of the new 

institutions and new methods used to organize production were not determined, in the first place, by the existence of 
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objective internal factors. At the end of the inter–war period, the societies of the two countries were still in a stage of 

economic and social polarization, far from the level of industrial civilization predominance that is based on diminishing 

of discrepancies and preponderance of middle classes in the economic life. [9] 

Taking into account the information regarding the natural, human and economically productive potential, Romania and 

Poland were situated in the inter–war period among the first countries in Europe, but from the point of view of the 

economic and social development level, their status was fundamentally different compared to the potential status.  

A first proof is provided by data regarding the national income per capita, which constitutes the measure of one 

country’s economic development level (see Table 1).  

Of the 20 analysed European countries, Romania, with a national income per capita of 76 dollars in 1938, was 

ranked 18th, after Poland, which was ranked 16th (with a national income per capita of 104 dollars), both of them were 

far from the developed countries, the only countries with a national income per capita closer to their incomes being 

Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Greece and Hungary. Romania’s national income was 3.75 times lower than the Belgium’s, and 

even if we compare it to Czechoslovakia, the gap was higher than 1:2. Romania was slightly after Poland and it was 

only placed on a relatively good position in the context of Southeastern Europe [6][13]. The size of this synthetic 

indicator reflects that the Romanian and Polish production potential were still very low in 1938.  

 

Tab. 1: National income per capita in Romania and Poland in 1938 

Absolute Relative (%)

1 Great Britain 378 302 397.37

2 Switzerland 367 291 382.89

3 Sweden 367 291 382.89

4 Germany 338 262 344.74

5 Netherlands 324 248 326.32

6 Denmark 318 242 318.42

7 Belgium - Luxembourg 285 209 275.00

8 Norway 252 176 231.58

9 Ireland 248 172 226.32

10 France 237 161 211.84

11 Austria 181 105 138.16

12 Finland 180 104 136.84

13 Czechslovakia 174 98 128.95

14 Italy 127 51 67.11

15 Hungary 111 35 46.05

16 Poland 104 28 36.84

17 Greece 80 4 5.26

18 Romania 76 0 0.00

19 Bulgaria 68 -8 -10.53

20 Yugoslavia 68 -8 -10.53

Average level of countries above 222 146 292.11

USA 521 445 685.53

Gaps compared to Romania

Country Level $/capita

 
Source: Dobre (1996) 

 

Regarding the development of industry during the two inter–war decades, the Romanian and Polish industry 

recorded the most significant development from all sectors of their national economies. In terms of absolute growth, 

Romania and Poland had good industrial progress but the population of both countries was rising much faster than in 

the western developed countries. In these conditions, the growth/capita was often modest [3]. Internationally, the 

progress of Romanian industry was modest, even if compared to Poland’s. At the end of the inter–war period, 

Romania was ranked on one of the last places in Europe for a significant number of relevant indicators for the industrial 

development level. The calculations regarding the industrialization levels of different countries for the end of the inter–

war period, present exact this conclusion in Tables 2 and 3. 
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Tab. 2: Industrialization levels of different European countries in 1937 (indexes per capita, United Kingdom = 

100) 

European average 49.1

Austria 37.2

Belgium 109.9

Bulgaria 3.7

Denmark 43.1

Switzerland 71.4

Finland 38.9

France 58.1

Germany 90.6

Greece 5.4

Ireland 15.7

Italy 27.6

Yugoslavia 6.3

Norway 41.7

Portugal 10.7

Poland 15.2

United Kingdom 100

Romania 5.9

Spain 12.5

Sweden 73.8

Nethelands 63.5

Hungary 21.3  
Source: Murgescu (2011) 

 

 

Tab. 3:  Industrial development level in Romania and other European countries, 1938 

Country 

Net industrial 

production 

($/capita)

Industrial work 

productivity  ($/ 

person occupied)

Steel 

production  

(kg/capita)

Sugar 

production 

(kg/capita)

Cotton yarn 

production 

(kg/capita)

Electric power 

production 

(kWh/capita)

Great Britain 140 850 221.5 11.5 10.0 708

Germany 132 810 331.1 26.1 6.0 809

Belgium 99 750 272.2 29.5 8.7 591

Denmark 86 900 6.9 57.4 ? 302

France 76 580 149.4 24.2 6.0 500

Czechoslovakia 57 450 121.4 41.8 5.7 267

Ireland 43 830 ? 26.0 ? 129

Italy 41 450 53.1 8.0 4.1 355

Hungary 26 340 70.8 13.9 2.3 121

Poland 21 400 41.6 13.3 1.8 115

Greece ? ? 2.8 ? 2.2 67

Romania 13 290 14.0 5.5 0.8 58

Bulgaria 10 300 ? 3.6 1.8 37

Yugoslavia ? ? 14.8 4.9 1.2 71Average level 

(according to age 

16-22 EU 

countries) 78 710 140.5 18.4 5.1 467  
Source: Murgescu (2011) 
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2.2. Evolution of industrial development of Poland and Romania during the communist period 

 
The post-war evolution of the industrial development of Poland and Romania was held under the auspices of 

the Aftermath of World War II through both human and material losses and especially by its political consequences. 

Like interwar period, Romania and Poland were part of the same historical destiny.  Having remained in the area of 

influence of the USSR, they were decoupled from the market economy system of the Western countries.  

Thus, like other new socialist countries, they had to refuse the Marshall Plan and they had to restructure their 

economies after the Soviet model, nationalizing most of their industry and services and transforming different parts of 

former farms in agricultural cooperatives (a much lower level in Poland) and managing the planned development of the 

economy.  

             The economic recovery of Romania and Poland (as well as of the other socialist countries) was largely made 

based on their own resources.  This is because the USSR did not have the capacity or the will to grant a comparable aid 

with that given by the USA to the developed countries in Western Europe. In every socialist country, the resources 

were used to the maximum, by compressing consumption especially in the first decade after de war (for Romania after 

1980, too) and by a high rate of investment, mainly oriented in the direction of industrial development. Capital 

investments were accompanied by the extraordinary manpower resources by transferring labor from agriculture to 

industry and by attracting women in productive activities. For a first analysis of the performance of Romania and 

Poland after the war, it is worth to emphasize on the evolution of GDP / capita in the period 1950- 1989: 

 

Tab. 4:  Evolution of GDP/capita (PPP) in Romania, Poland and Europe (1938-1989)  

(1990 international Geary-Khamis dollars) 

Romania Poland

7 East 

European 

Countries

average of 36 West 

European 

Countries

Romania  compared 

to European average 

Poland  compared to 

European average

1938 1,242 2,182 1,764 3,226 0.38 0.68

1950 1,182 2,447 2,111 3,655 0.32 0.67

1960 1,844 3,215 3,070 5,316 0.35 0.60

1970 2,853 4,428 4,315 7,697 0.37 0.58

1980 4,135 5,740 5,786 9,643 0.43 0.60

1989 3,941 5,684 5,915 11,113 0.35 0.51  
Source: Maddison (2003) and own calculation 

 

The above data, outlines the increasing gap of Romania and Poland, compared  both to the European average 

(which was expected) and  to other Eastern European countries that have undergone the communist regime. The 

developments of two countries were mainly similar; however, after the war, Romania suffered effects of war more than 

Poland (and to the other socialist countries) then Romania recorded a high growth for about three decades (above the 

European average), followed by a last disastrous decade in terms economic development. Regarding the evolution of 

Romania and Poland in this last "socialist decade", is it useful to compare the performance of different socialist 

countries.   

The analysis Romania-Poland is not useful taking into account only the evolution of GDP/capita but a series of 

other indicators, too. From the multitude of available data, were selected only a few socioeconomic indicators, 

sufficiently diversified to offer an overview of the position of Romania and Poland in Europe, at the end of communist 

period. 
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Tab. 5:  The economic level of Romania and Poland in European Context (1989) 

Country

Value added in 

manufacturing 

(USD /inhab.)

Grain yield (kg / 

ha)

Average daily 

consumption of 

calories (kcal)

Average daily 

consumption of 

animal protein 

(gr.)

Cars per 1000 

inhabitants

Albania 258 2914 3049 20.2

Austria 3793 5407 3496 64.8 366

Bulgaria 3991 3683 52.2 137

Czechoslovakia 4951 3609 63.3 138

Denmark 3935 5646 3622 66.2 309

Switzerland 6736 4541 3565 63.8 424

France 3655 6101 3449 76.1 395

Germany (FRG) 6690 5715 3464 63.8 420

Greece 923 3306 3793 57.3 143

Irland 3537 6169 3779 66.9 208

Italy 2297 3816 3508 57.3 303

Yugoslavia 1277 3550 3620 40.4 131

Poland 836 3136 3464 56.1 119

Portugal 839 1659 3414 49.9 202

UK 4048 5792 3181 53.9 349

Romania 778 3109 3252 38.3 50

Spain 1857 2669 3567 59.1 276

Hungary 4772 3668 55.5 169

Soviet Union 1925 3380 56.1 45

European 

average 2642 2807 3423 58 197

Rank of Romania 22/24 19/24 19/24 22(23)/24 23/24  
Source: Murgescu (2011), Grigorescu (1993) 

 

If we analyze the position of Poland compared to the European average, we notice that, except value added in 

manufacturing (USD/inhabitant), the other indicators of Poland are close to average. The level of value added in 

manufacturing was one very low but not real, taking into account the potential of the country and considering that this 

comparative analysis is made at the level of the year 1989, influenced by political movements in Poland. The real value 

of this indicator will be proved by the evolution of this indicator after 1993. Regarding Romania, the results of this 

analysis are completely different. Romania was ranked on the last places in Europe, not only behind the developed 

capitalist countries, but also behind the majority of communist states.  At some indicators, the level in Romania was 

very low between only one third and one quarter compared to European average.  

In conclusion, analyzing the industry of Romania and Poland in communism period, we could consider their 

evolution as similar. Despite the initial success of economic development (owing of using in excess of their resources 

and owing to the relatively low starting level of the Romanian and Polish economy) the gap with capitalist countries 

was not preserved, the gap was larger. This situation reflects their peripheral industrial development (especially in 

Romania) and it proves in fact, the failure of the socialist system, of which the two countries were part. In addition, this 

situation will influence the future evolution of both countries in the transition to the market economy.  
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3. Industry in Poland and Romania during the transition to a market economy 

 
 3.1 Industry in Poland during the transition to a market economy 

 

Currently,  industry is, along with agriculture, one of the main branches of the Polish economy, as evidenced by the 

shares it owns in the main macroeconomic indicators: 

 

Tab. 6: The share of industry (including construction) in economy, in number of employees and GDP (1990-

2012) 

Romania Poland Romania Poland

1990 43.50 37.00 49.94 50.11

1995 31.50 31.70 42.74 37.41

2000 26.20 30.79 33.44 32.81

2004 31.20 28.80 34.89 32.39

2007 31.40 30.70 38.17 32.84

2010 28.70 30.20 42.09 32.94

2012 28.60 30.40 42.34 32.85

The share of the number of employees 

in industry (%) The share of industry in GDP (%)

Year

 
Source: World Bank’ databases 

Note: Data for Romania were calculated based on gross value added (GVA) at market price 

 

In the first ten years after 1989, if Romania chose the industrial policy of slow reforms like  "stop and go" policy, 

Poland chose the way of major reforms with big impact on the current economic evolution. 

 

Tab. 7: Volume indices of industrial production,% 

Country 1990 1999

Czech Republic 100 79.60

Poland 100 156.10

Romania 100 54.00

Slovakia 100 80.90

Slovenia 100 84.50

Hungary 100 125.40

European Union 100 113.30  
Source:  Marin (2001) 

 

Tab. 8: Variations in industrial production over the previous year,% 
Country 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999

Czech -21.6 -7.9 -5.3 2.1 8.7 2.0 4.5 1.6 -3.1

Poland -11.9 3.9 6.3 12.1 9.6 8.3 11.5 3.5 4.4

Romania -22.8 -21.9 1.3 3.3 9.4 6.3 -7.2 -13.8 -7.9

Slovakia -17.8 -13.9 -13.5 6.4 8.3 2.5 2.7 4.6 4.2

Slovenia -12.4 -13.1 -2.8 6.4 2.0 1.0 1.0 3.7 -0.5

Hungary -18.3 -9.8 4.0 9.6 4.6 3.4 11.1 12.5 10.4

EU -0.3 -1.2 -3.3 5.1 3.5 0.4 3.9 3.5 1.3  
Source : Marin (2001) 

 

In terms of the dynamics of the industrial production, Romania and Poland recorded diametrically opposed 

developments, Romania recorded the most disadvantageous situation, with a volume index of industrial production of 

only 54% in 1999 versus 1990, compared  to Poland with 156.1% . Romania was the only country in the analyzed 

group that recorded in the period 1994-1999, 3 consecutive years (1997- 1999), a decrease in the industrial production. 

Poland and Hungary were the only countries that has exceeded the their industrial production registered in 1990, having 

at the same time higher levels than the European Union’ volume indices. 
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Tab. 9: Structure of industrial production by the nature  of social capital: 

1995 2000 2005 2012 1995 2000 2005 2012

Total Industrie 53.10 28.10 18.00 13.10 46.90 71.90 82.00 86.90

-mining industry 97.60 70.80 66.50 40.80 2.40 29.20 33.50 59.20

-manufacturing industry 43.30 17.80 7.70 5.30 56.70 82.20 92.30 94.70

-electricity, gas and water 98.00 95.50 71.90 64.60 2.00 4.50 28.10 35.40

-water distribution, sanitation, 

waste management 59.30 48.40 40.70 51.60

public private

 
Source: GUS (2001) GUS (2013) 

 

Analyzing the above data, we notice the impact of the reform processes in Polish industry in the first 10 years 

and strengthening of the private sector after 2000. In 1995, nearly 50% (46.9%) of  the Polish industrial production was 

already made in the private sector, in Romania this percentage being below 24%. The development and consolidation 

of industry (in particular, of the manufacturing industry) has made possible a sustained  increases after 2000, 

contributing to continued economic growth, recorded by Poland even during the 2008-2013 economic crisis. 

 

Tab. 10: Variations in industrial production over the previous year,% 

Total industry

Mining 

industry

Manufacturing 

industry

electricity, gas 

and water

water distribution, 

sanitation, waste 

management

2000 6.7 -2.6 7.3 7.0

2001 0.6 -5.7 0.1 7.6

2002 1.1 -2.1 1.2 1.2

2003 8.3 -3.2 10.2 -0.8

2004 12.6 1.0 14.6 0.2

2005 3.8 0.1 4.0 3.7

2006 11.6 -2.6 13.8 1.2 6.7

2007 10.7 0.5 12.4 1.6 3.1

2008 3.6 3.3 4.0 -1.7 12.2

2009 -4.5 -11.6 -3.9 -8.7 0.7

2010 9.0 -1.2 9.9 3.0 9.5

2011 7.5 4.5 8.7 0.0 2.3

2012 0.8 -5.0 1.2 0.4 -0.9  
Source: GUS(2006), GUS(2013) 

 

Industrial companies operate throughout Poland, indicating that there are two areas that are experiencing a 

high rate of industrialization, which are around the city of Katowice (Upper Silesia) and around Warsaw. Regarding 

manufacturing industry, it includes a wide range of fields. Many manufacturing companies are subsidiaries of major 

international corporations, but Polish companies have become stronger, surpassing the borders of Poland and some 

even becoming regional leaders in its sectors. Compared to Romania, Poland is clearly superiour  in many parts of 

these fields. For example, in the home appliances field, Poland is the largest producer in Europe, where it operates all 

the international giants of this field such as Samsung, Bosch, Electrolux, LG or Whirlpool plus local brands as Zelmer, 

Amica, Ciarko, Biazet etc., existing 27 large production units. The production of home appliances in Poland in 2014 

reached over 14 billion Euro and over 20.1 bn. units. For comparison, Romania produces appliances of only half a 

billion Euro, 25 times lesser than  Poland, the production being controlled by Artic, Electrolux DeLonghi, Electroarges 

and existing only 6 major production units. According to the Agency for Attracting Foreign Investments in Poland this 

improvement is attributed  to the comparative advantages that Poland knows how to use them: „the tradition for 

decades in the field, the existence of qualified staff (over 20,000 people working in industry), the presence on the same 

market of an extensive network of suppliers, creating clusters, the favorable geographical position in Europe, but also 

the size of the local market. These can be added to the subsidies provided by the state." [24]. To all these, compared to 

Romania, it adds a much better developed infrastructure and  the proximity to the West. 

The only industrial area, where Romania has a presence comparable to that of Poland is the automotive field, 

where the investments made by Renault and Ford make felt their presence. But in this area dominated by large  

manufacturers (Volkswagen, Fiat, Toyota, General Motors (Opel), MAN, Scania, Volvo), Polish brands and local 

capital have found better place in the market. For example, Solaris, the Polish producer of buses, trams, trolley exports 
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over 60% of production and their vehicles running in 28 countries including Germany, France, Russia and United Arab 

Emirates. 

 

 

2.2  Romanian industry in  post-communist period 

 

During the communist period, the industrial activity in Romania was part of a supercentralized economy, 

which was characterized by an excessive level of integration and concentration of the production. The structure of the 

branches was an oversized one, disproportionated in relation to the resources and the needs of the economy. The most 

important branches of industry were: food industry, machinery industry, chemical and petrochemical, metallurgy etc., 

while were neglected other industries, particularly in the area of the consumer goods, where were recorded  significant 

gaps between demand and supply.  

In these circumstances, the transition to a market economy in the Romanian industry was a hard process of 

transformation and adaptation of existing mechanisms before 1990 to the new economic realities. 

The idea of privatization and restructuring that took place after 1989 was correct and necessary, and the 

achievement should be designed based on specific and concrete realities of the country. This process should allow 

emergence and consolidation in the Romanian industry of serious local and foreign investors with outstanding 

potential. In practice, the situation was completely different, methods of privatization and restructuring that have been 

taken, have led to disastrous results (MEBO, the vast privatization and privatization for a "Euro"). The process of 

privatization of state owned companies, especially those in the industry, was characterized by a slow progress in the 

period 1991- 1996 followed by an accelerated process thereafter. The private sector reprezented a share of 1,3%  in 

1991, reaching a share of 24% in 1996, 66.6% in 2002 and 99,49% in 2011. [1], [2], [18].  

 

 

Tab. 11: Evolution of private sector industry (%) 

 1991 1996 2000 2005 2011 

Share of the private sector 1.3 24.0 55.7 82.4 99.5 

Source:  Academia Romana (2004), Academia Romana (2007), INS (2012) 

 

In the year 2011, after the nature of capital, active companies  in industry structure  as follows:  

 

Tab. 12: Structure of active enterprises in  industry by nature of social capital 

Total

Owned state 

company

Private 

companies

Foreign 

companies

Total Industrie 47084 239 46845 3653

-mining industry 1108 18 1090 107

-manufacturing industry 45052 130 44922 3377
-electricity, gas and water 924 91 833 169  

Source: INS (2012) 

 

The evolution of industrial production in Romania was a sinuous one: 

 -in the first three years of the transition period (1990- 1992),  the industrial production deeply decreased because of 

reduced demand for industrial products. The reasons of this situation were: a lower purchasing power of the population, 

lower incomes of the companies (industrial state-owned companies most of them being undercapitalized ) but also the 

poor competitiveness of the Romanian industrial products  on free market. In this period there was a deeply decline in 

the volume of goods for domestic market or for export which led to reduce the activities of industry 

- in the period 1993-1996,  it has occured the restoring relations in the economy  by state orders and contracts which led 

to reviving exports and investment in the industry.  

-in the period 1997-1999, it has triggered a new cycle of industrial production decline. The most affected industries 

were metallurgy, oil processing industry, chemical industry etc. 

- in the period 2000-2008, has been a sustained increase of the industrial production in the same time with increasing 

domestic consumption and massive capital investments..  

As a consequence of the oscillating evolution of industrial production, in the first decade of the transition period, its 

level in 2002 represented only 51% in comparison with the level in 1989. On different industries, the situation was as 

follows: 48.23% in the extractive industry, about 53% in manufacturing and only 39.4% in electricity, gas and water. 

At the end of 2008, the industrial production reached the maximum level after 1989,  because of  the context 

of world economy and due to changes in the Romanian economy (based on market economy) 

-starting the end of 2008, Romanian industry knows a deeply crisis due to the global crisis generated by the housing 

bubble.  
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Analysing of the evolution of the Romanian industry in the last 25 years, the conclusion is that beyond some positive 

results, often punctual, Romania has experienced an accelerated process of de-industrialization , the result of a lack of 

professional vision on the reform applied in this branch of economy after 1990.  

In the last 25 years, the evolutions of Poland and Romania were different. If the gap between the industry of Romania 

and the industry of the west European developed countries were not improved [14][5] but Poland had an excellent 

evolution especially in the last years before joining the UE, based on important reforms in the economy [8][16]. 

 

4. Conclusion 

In conclusion, analyzing the industry of Romania and Poland in the last 100 years, we could consider their 

evolution as similar for the first two period of time (interwar and communist period) and an excellent evolution of 

Polish industry after 1990. In the same time, we confirm the theory of path dependency, meaning that, the relative 

backwardness of the countries of Central and Eastern Europe has deep historical roots [15]. In our case, the present 

economic realities in Poland and Romania are partially influenced by the historical evolution of both countries in the 

last 100 years. Despite this historical influence, at present, Poland has another level of development and  now it focuses 

its projects in energy union, rehabilitation and construction of railways, the systematization of urban transport, 

revitalization of steel sector, industrial innovations, post-industrial policy etc.  

The most important dimension of Poland's economic growth was the access and use of EU funds, with a 

special focus on fiscal and monetary policy. Also in this period, Poland was marked by good governance practices by 

promoting a performing political class and by supporting an efficient public administration. [19] 

By contrast, Romania is still focused on highway construction, the development of the management of 

wastewater and water, the construction of hospitals and schools, rather than on molecular research, such as Poland. 
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