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Changes in the competitive 
position of the food  
industry in the European 
Union member states
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Abstract
Under the conditions of integration and liberalisation pro-
cesses, as a result of the increasing intensity and scope of 
competition, competitiveness is becoming the basic condi-
tion for the functioning of enterprises and industries, as well 
as an important research area in economics. Most impor-
tant is the ability to obtain sufficient and lasting competitive 
results, which translates to maintaining a competitive posi-
tion over time. One of the most important economic and 
social sectors of the economy is the food industry. For this 
reason, the purpose of this elaboration was to evaluate the 
level and changes of the competitive position of the food 
industry within the EU countries in the period of 2005-2017. 
The following indicators were evaluated: share in exports, 
trade coverage rate and profitability and synthetical indica-
tor of competitive position constructed on the basis of Hell-
wig’s method. The research conducted shows that despite 
the general trend of the “new” countries of the EU improv-
ing their competitive position, the competitive leaders within 
the food industry were the “old” EU countries.
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The food industry is an important and 
dynamically evolving sector of the EU 
economy and every member country. It 
also participates in the fulfilment process 
of basic human needs and ensures food 
security (Gardijan and Lukač, 2018; Wil-
son, 2018). In 2017 it was composed of 
almost 264,000 enterprises in which there 
were approximately 4.3 million people em-
ployed, comprising approximately 14% of 
the total number of employees in indus-
trial processing overall. The value of food 

products was around 914 million euro, or 
13.1% of the total industrial processing pro-
duction output (Eurostat, 2018). However, 
economists highlight the tendency towards 
growth in food consumption. According to 
research conducted by Mikuła (2017) dur-
ing the first few years of the current century, 
global demand for food grew about 2% 
per year, and between 2000 and 2013 it in-
creased 30.2% (from 3745 to 4877 million 
tons). In the context of the economic and 
social importance of the food industry, the 
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cyclic evaluation of the competitiveness of 
this branch on international markets has 
become very important.

The most significant factor is the ability 
to obtain good and lasting competitive re-
sults, which relate to holding a competitive 
position over time. Meanwhile, constant 
changes in the functioning of European 
and worldwide markets and society, com-
bined with the processes of globalisation, 
economic integration, economic policy, 
economic crisis and dynamic advances in 
technology, are constantly influencing the 
competitive situation on the international 
market of various countries and industries, 
including the food sector. Turia et al. (2014) 
indicate that the challenges facing the food 
industry also include the very low growth 
of the population in the EU, a shift in con-
sumer preferences towards more conven-
ient and healthy food, innovativeness that 
stimulates product differentiation, and the 
responsiveness of the food chain which is 
important for stimulating this process. Due 
to these considerations, the purpose of 
this elaboration was to evaluate the level 
and changes of the competitive position of 
the food industry in EU countries in the pe-
riod of 2005-2017. However, the contribu-
tion of the paper is two-fold. In addition to 
assessing the competitive position of the 
food industry, it also represents the devel-
opment of a multidimensional framework 
for measuring competitive position, which 
could also be applied to other industries. 

The article is organised as follows. The 
first section presents the theoretical back-
ground of interpreting competitiveness 
and the definition of competitive position 
adopted in the work. The second part 
outlines data collection and the research 
methodology. Partial indicators and a mul-
tidimensional analysis of competitive posi-
tion have been proposed, referring to the 
adopted definition. The next two sections 
discuss statistical data and the research 

results. Conclusions are presented in the 
last section of this article.

1. Literature review
International competitiveness is one of 

the most important research areas in eco-
nomics. Despite the widespread use of this 
category by scientists, policymakers and 
business practitioners, the term of com-
petitiveness is still ambiguously defined 
(Pascucci, 2018). There are many defini-
tions of competitiveness in the literature 
on the subject, but none of them have yet 
become widely accepted. This is related 
to the complexity and multidimensional-
ity of this category and to application at 
different levels of the economy. Competi-
tiveness may be analysed in reference to 
the level of the national economy, the in-
dividual economic sector, or to individual 
enterprises (Matošková and Gálik, 2009; 
Harvey et al., 2017; Dresch et al., 2018). In 
addition, competitiveness is considered 
among at least three economic theories 
(theory of economic growth, international 
trade and microeconomics) and different 
levels of competitiveness (demand com-
petitiveness and supply competitiveness) 
(Frohberg and Hartmann, 1997; Wziątek-
Kubiak, 2003). For example, competitive-
ness can be understood as:
−	 "the ability of companies, industries, re-

gions, nations or supranational regions 
to generate, while being and remaining 
exposed to international competition, 
relatively high factor income and fac-
tor employment levels on a sustainable 
basis" (Hatzichronoglou, 1996);

−	 “the sustained ability of a nation’s in-
dustries or firms to compete with for-
eign counterparts in foreign markets 
as well as in domestic markets under 
conditions of free trade” (Kim and 
Marion, 1997);

−	 “the relative ability of a country’s firms 
to produce and market products of 
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standard or superior quality at lower 
prices” (Ezeala-Harrison, 1999);

−	 “the ability of an economy to provide 
its population with high and rising 
standards of living and a high level 
of employment for all those willing to 
work on a sustainable basis” (Euro-
pean Competitiveness... 2003);

−	 “external or international competitive-
ness is the ability to exchange the 
goods and services that are abun-
dant in the home country for the 
goods and services that are scarce in 
this country” (Altomonte et al., 2012),

−	 “the ability to profitably gain and 
maintain market share in domestic 
and/or foreign markets” (Martin et al., 
1991; Pitts and Lagnevik, 1997; Fisher 
and Schornberg, 2007).

Different definitions refer to the ability to 
achieve specific objectives of individual 
entities under the conditions of competi-
tion. The literature also highlights that com-
petitiveness is a rather relative concept, 
evaluating and specifying a desired state 
(Pawlak, 2017). 

The multidimensionality of this category 
means that various accents of competitive-
ness are highlighted in written definitions 
and research. In academic discourse, it is 
common to deconstruct competitiveness 
into other, less general, concepts. In the 
literature, most of the models used directly 
refer to factor and result competitiveness. 
Competitive factors are also referred to as 
a source of competitiveness, competitive 
potential or competitive capabilities. All 
these refer to the possibility of competing 
in the future. Result competitiveness, de-
scribed as a competitive position, refers 
to the obtained and real competitiveness. 
Competitive potential, which refers to the 
resources used to generate (superior) per-
formance, influences the competitive out-
come (Buckley et al., 1992). According to 
Flejterski and Majchrzak (2018), competi-

tive position includes the state and change 
of share of each country in global turno-
ver. Gnjidić (2018) states that a company’s 
competitive position should indicate the in-
dustrial position the company has already 
taken in relation to its direct competitors in 
the industry. In this sense, the competitive 
position of the company is a comparative 
result of the shape (direction) and the in-
tensity of the factors of industrial structure 
in the company. In this study, the competi-
tive position at the industry level was un-
derstood as the ability to achieve profitable 
gain and market share in domestic and ex-
port markets in which the industry is active 
(Wijnands et al., 2007). 

The lack of a clear definition of competi-
tiveness causes certain difficulties in its 
measurement. So far, standard and univer-
sal methods of assessing competitiveness 
at different economic levels are not present 
in the literature. Measures used in the liter-
ature to assess the competitiveness of the 
industry refer to the competitive potential, 
including indicators of efficiency, produc-
tivity, innovation, labour costs (Putićová 
and Mezera, 2011; Volek and Novotna, 
2016; Krieviňa et al., 2016; Carayannis 
and Grigoroudis, 2014), or competitive po-
sition, including indexes of trade balance, 
shares in the export market, indicators of 
revealed comparative advantage and intra-
industry trade (Jambor et al., 2018; Bojnec 
and Fertő, 2017, Narayan and Bhattach-
arya, 2019; Smutka et al. 2018;  Wardani et 
al., 2018). The choice of measures should 
be related to the adopted definition and 
the aspects of competitiveness empha-
sised (Olczyk, 2008). 

According to research carried out by Wi-
jnands and Verhoog (2016), the competi-
tiveness of the food industry throughout 
the European Union is weak compared 
to third-party countries. Among individual 
members, countries such as Greece, Spain, 
Bulgaria, the Netherlands and others have 
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comparative advantage. This means that 
the share of the food industry in the total 
exports of these countries is greater than 
the average in all EU Member States. The 
opposite situation has occurred, among 
others, in Germany, the United Kingdom, 
Estonia, Portugal and Italy (Wijnands and 
Verhoog, 2016). The lack of comparative 
advantages of the food industry in these 
countries indicates the relatively limited 
significance of this industry in total domes-
tic exports. Juchniewicz (2017) indicates 
that Germany, France, Italy, the United 
Kingdom, Spain and Poland are charac-
terised by the highest production potential 
as measured by the number of enterprises 
and the number of employees. The highest 
levels of productivity in the food industry 
were seen in countries from the old EU, 
such as Ireland, Belgium, the Netherlands 
and Denmark (Juchniewicz, 2017) and the 
highest levels of innovation in Belgium, the 
Czech Republic, Germany, Greece and 
Spain (Łukiewska and Juchniewicz, 2017). 

2. Research methodology 
Taking into account the definition of com-

petitive position adopted in the study, the fol-
lowing partial indicators were used to assess 
it: export market share (EMS), trade cover-
age index (TC) and profitability index (P).

Gaining shares in the international mar-
ket is the basic premise of achieving a high 
level of competitiveness in terms of interna-
tional industry (Zawiślińska, 2003), and the 
indicator of export share is treated in the 
literature as one of the basic measures of 
a competitive position (e.g. Banterle 2005; 
Wijnands and Verhoog, 2016). Export mar-
ket share (EMS) was evaluated in line with 
the formula:

where: Ei – the value of exports of the 
food industry of country i for the EU market.

Food industry enterprises compete with 
foreign rivals for consumer favour, not only 
on external markets but also on domestic 
markets with food importers. For this rea-
son, it is also important to measure indus-
try trade. In the article, the trade coverage 
index was used, measured by the follow-
ing formula (Ambroziak, 2014; Firlej et al., 
2017; Kowalska et al. 2017): 

where: Ii  – value of the imports of food in-
dustry of country i and from the EU market. 

The competitive position should be con-
sidered not only as the aspect of industry 
share in foreign and domestic markets but 
also in the context of the financial results 
achieved. In this paper, for the purpose of 
evaluating industry profitability, the indica-
tor of the share of operating surplus in the 
value of turnover of industries (P) was used 
in line with the formula (among others: 
Fischer and Schornberg, 2006; Fischer and 
Schornberg, 2007; EU sectoral… 2005):

where: GOSi − value of the gross operat-
ing surplus of the food industry of country i, 
and  TURNi – value of turnover of the food 
industry of country i.

The usage of only the one-dimensional 
measures for the evaluation of the complex 
phenomenon of competitiveness is not 
sufficient. In the literature on the subject, 
there are no studies dealing with this issue 
as a whole, considering various aspects of 
competitiveness at the same time. For this 
reason, a synthetic measure of competitive 
position was developed in this article. This 
indicator enabled the replacement of the 
selected simple variables with one aggre-
gate variable and the creation of a hierar-
chy of countries based on the competitive 
position of their food industry. Therefore, 
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this study employed the Hellwig (1968) 
method, which depends on the creation 
of a hypothetical country characterised 
by the greatest competitive position of the 
food industry, and then comparing every 
country with this model country: 

where:

, where the variable zi j  is stimulant

, where the variable zi j  is stimulant

zi j –standardised values of feature j in 
country i,

The measurement of distance between 
each of the countries analysed and the 
standard was conducted using the Eu-
clidean metrics based on the following 
formula (Suchecki and Lewandowska-
Gwarda, 2010):

where: di0 – Euclidean distance of coun-
try i from the reference object.

Based on the above formula, the syn-
thetic measurement (CP) was calculated 
(Wysocki and Lira, 2003):

where: CPi  – synthetic indicator of the 
competitive position of the food industry in 
country i, d0 – critical distance of a given 
unit from the model country, d0 – arithme-
tic average of taxonomic distances, Ss 0  – 
standard deviation of taxonomic distances.

The greater the size of the constructed 
synthetic measurement (CP), the smaller 
the distance from the model country, and 
the stronger the competitive position of the 
industry.

The subject of consideration in this article 
was the food industry located in various EU 
countries (except for Malta, due to the lack 

of complete statistical data). Two statistical 
analyses were used in the research: NACE 
Rev. 2 (fr. Nomenclature statistique des Ac-
tivités économiques dans la Communau-
té Européenne) – section C10 production 
of grocery articles, and SITC Rev. 3 (ang. 
Standard International Trade Classification) 

– aggregation of sections 01-09 and 4. The 
timeframe of the analysis was the period of 
2005-2017 (and 2005-2016 in the case of 
profitability). The source of empirical data 
was the database of the Statistical Office 
of the European Union – EUROSTAT.

3. Research results
The share of the EU member countries 

in intra-union food exports during the 
years analysed was rather diverse (Table 
1). The unquestionable leaders in the ex-
port of food products throughout the pe-
riod in question were the Netherlands and 
Germany. The value of exports of food 
industry products from these countries in 
2017 was 54.8 billion and 48.1 billion euro 
respectively, which altogether accounted 
for one-third of the entire intra-union ex-
ports of the food industry. Among other 
countries which were at the top of the list in 
terms of food exports, Spain noted signifi-
cant increases, while France and Belgium 
experienced a decline. As a result of the al-
most doubled export value from Spain, this 
country increased its share in terms of the 
export indicator from 9.88% to 10.48% and 
advanced in the rankings from fifth to third. 
At the same time France and Belgium ex-
perienced relatively small growth in export 
value, and their share of intra-union exports 
reduced by 3.44% and 1.46% respectively. 
Italy held a stable sixth position during the 
period in question. In 2017, Poland was in 
seventh position, having overtaken Great 
Britain, Denmark, Ireland and Austria since 
2005. During 2005-2017 Poland noted 
the highest growth of share in intra-union 
exports of food among all countries ana-
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lysed (growth of 3.44%% from the level of 
2.90% to the level of 6.03%). According to 
Szczepaniak (2014), besides the full open-
ing of markets and obtaining freedom of 
trade with the EU countries after Poland’s 
accession to the European Union, the in-
crease in foreign trade resulted from large 
investments in adaptation to EU standards, 
enterprises demonstrating a high level of 
understanding of the EU market and in-
tense activity on it as well as an inflow of 
foreign direct investment, foreign strate-
gic enterprise investments in Polish firms 
and utilising a substantial amount of un-
ion funds, both during the pre-accession 
period and after accession. Poczta and 
Pawlak (2011) also indicate cost and price 
advantages resulting from lower produc-
tion costs, including wages and process-
ing margins. As a result, Poland became 
the largest beneficiary of the shift in export 
destinations which took place after the en-
largement of the EU in 2004. 

Despite experiencing a decrease of the 
indicator by about 0.54% throughout the  
period analysed, Great Britain held eighth 
position. The reduction of Danish exports 
by 1.03% resulted in a fall in the rankings 
by two positions to ninth, and in Ireland a 
decrease of 0.49% resulted in a decline by 
one position to 10th). In Austria, despite 

the small increase in market share (ap-
proximately 0.07%) that country fell one 
position to 11th. Among the countries of 
the “old” EU, unfavourable changes of po-
sition in the classification were also noted 
in Greece, Portugal, Finland and Luxem-
bourg. The decrease of the share in exports 
in Greece by 0.17% resulted in this country 
slipping in the rankings from 12th to 15th. 
In the case of Portugal, despite the growth 
of the indicator from 0.79% to 1.13%, there 
was a decline from 15th to 16th. Finland 
and Luxembourg maintained a similar level 
of export shares, but this resulted in these 
countries falling six spots in the rankings.

A significant increase in exports, though 
not as high as that of Poland, was also 
noted in other countries of the “new” EU. 
In Hungary and the Czech Republic, the 
growth in market share was noted during 
2005-2011; indeed, in the Czech Republic 
this continued during 2011-2017. As a result, 
these countries moved up in the rankings 
by one and two positions accordingly. The 
systematic growth in export market share 
meant that countries such as Lithuania, 
Bulgaria, Romania, Slovenia and Latvia 
rose in the rankings by three or four po-
sitions. The group of “new” EU countries 
with a low and decreasing share in exports 
included Slovakia, Croatia and Estonia.

Table 1. Level and changes of EMS indicator in the food industry of EU member countries 2005-2017

Specifica-
tion 

EMS in the years (%) change in EMS in the 
years (%) position in the years change in position in 

the years

2005 2011 2017 2005-
2011

2005-
2017

2005-
2017 2005 2011 2017 2005-

2011
2005-
2017

2005-
2017

Netherland 18.22 18.02 17.79 -0.20 -0.23 -0.43 1 1 1 ‑ ‑ ‑

Germany 15.47 15.97 15.63 0.50 -0.35 0.16 2 2 2 ‑ ‑ ‑

Spain 9.88 9.37 10.48 -0.51 1.11 0.60 5 4 3 +1 +1 +2

France 12.64 11.67 9.19 -0.96 -2.48 -3.44 3 3 4 ‑ -1 -1

Belgium 10.64 9.55 9.18 -1.09 -0.37 -1.46 4 5 5 -1 - -1

Italy 7.06 6.73 6.89 -0.33 0.16 -0.17 6 6 6 ‑ ‑ ‑

Poland 2.90 4.09 6.03 1.19 1.94 3.13 11 9 7 +2 +2 +4

United 
Kingdom 4.41 4.06 3.87 -0.35 -0.19 -0.54 8 7 8 +1 -1 -
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Denmark 4.93 3.90 3.27 -1.03 -0.63 -1.66 7 8 9 -1 -1 -2

Ireland 2.98 2.49 2.59 -0.49 0.10 -0.39 9 10 10 -1 ‑ -1

Austria 2.24 2.31 2.27 0.07 -0.05 0.02 10 11 11 -1 ‑ -1

Sweden 1.41 1.72 2.00 0.32 0.28 0.60 13 13 12 ‑ +1 +1

Hungary 1.21 2.04 1.94 0.83 -0.09 0.73 14 12 13 +2 -1 +1

Czech 
Republic 1.05 1.41 1.58 0.36 0.17 0.53 16 15 14 +1 +1 +2

Greece 1.41 1.24 1.24 -0.16 0.00 -0.17 12 14 15 -2 -1 -3

Portugal 0.79 0.97 1.13 0.17 0.17 0.34 15 16 16 -1 ‑ -1

Lithuania 0.44 0.62 0.82 0.18 0.20 0.37 20 18 17 +2 +1 +3

Bulgaria 0.24 0.67 0.74 0.43 0.08 0.51 21 19 18 +2 +1 +3

Romania 0.18 0.67 0.72 0.49 0.05 0.54 23 20 19 +3 +1 +4

Slovakia 0.55 0.88 0.70 0.33 -0.19 0.14 18 17 20 +1 -3 -2

Slovenia 0.19 0.31 0.38 0.12 0.07 0.19 25 21 21 +4 ‑ +4

Latvia 0.17 0.29 0.37 0.12 0.08 0.20 26 23 22 +3 +1 +4

Finland 0.29 0.28 0.30 0.00 0.02 0.01 17 24 23 -7 +1 -6

Croatia 0.19 0.16 0.28 -0.03 0.13 0.10 22 26 24 -4 +2 -2

Luxembourg 0.28 0.28 0.28 0.00 0.00 0.00 19 22 25 -3 -3 -6

Estonia 0.15 0.23 0.24 0.08 0.01 0.08 24 25 26 -1 -1 -2

Cyprus 0.06 0.06 0.07 0.00 0.01 0.01 27 27 27 ‑ ‑ ‑

Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat.

In the intra-union trade of food during 
the period analysed, a positive trade bal-
ance in 2005 was noted in 10 member 
countries, which also registered a trade 
surplus in subsequent years (apart from 
France) (Table 2). At the same time, none 
of the countries which were net importers 
of food turned into net exporters in the pe-
riod in question. As in the case of export 
share for the entire period analysed, the 
Netherlands was the leader in the rank-
ings in this case. It was the only country in 
which the value of food exports was more 
than double that of imports. A systematic 
decrease of the relative surplus in trade in 
Denmark (the TC indicator decreased by 
25.29%) with the simultaneous growth of it 
in Spain (the TC indicator grew by 21,20%), 
caused the change of position in the rank-
ing of these two countries. Denmark lost 

second place to Spain. The clear strength-
ening of the position as a net exporter of 
food was observed by Poland and Hun-
gary. In Poland, during the first years af-
ter accession to the EU, a decrease in the 
TC indicator by 14.76% was noted due to 
the relatively faster growth of food imports 
compared to exports. During 2011-2017 
there was a reversal of these relationships, 
as food export value increased faster than 
imports. The TC indicator increased by 
25.72% and Poland moved up to fourth 
position in the rankings. In Hungary the 
increase in imports in relative terms to ex-
ports was noted in 2005-2011. The TC indi-
cator increased from 1.14 to 1.46 and was 
at a similar level in subsequent years. Hun-
gary advanced two positions in the ranking 
to fifth). Among other net exporters of food 
there were some unfavourable changes in 



Forum Scientiae Oeconomia • Volume 7 (2019) • No. 278

import-export relations. In Belgium, Ireland, 
Bulgaria and Latvia a decline in the relative 

surplus in food trade and competitive posi-
tion in that range was noted.  

Table 2. Level and changes of TC indicator in the food industry of EU member countries 2005-2017

Specifica-
tion

TC Change in TC  
in the years (%)

position  
in the years

change in position  
in the years

2005 2011 2017 2005-
2011

2011-
2017

2005-
2017 2005 2011 2017 2005-

2011
2005-
2017

2005-
2017

Netherlands 2.18 2.05 2.07 -5.86 1.18 -4.74 1 1 1 - - -

Spain 1.62 1.65 1.96 2.27 18.50 21.20 3 3 2 - +1 +1

Denmark 1.98 1.66 1.48 -16.19 -10.87 -25.29 2 2 3 - -1 -1

Poland 1.37 1.17 1.47 -14.76 25.72 7.17 6 7 4 -1 +3 +2

Hungary 1.14 1.46 1.45 27.51 -0.70 26.61 8 5 5 +3 - +3

Belgium 1.46 1.35 1.31 -7.25 -3.26 -10.28 5 4 6 +1 -2 -1

Ireland 1.57 1.36 1.29 -13.42 -5.10 -17.84 4 6 7 -2 -1 -3

Bulgaria 1.26 1.08 1.17 -13.57 7.78 -6.84 7 8 8 -1 - -1

Lithuania 1.09 0.80 1.04 -26.89 30.22 -4.80 9 11 9 -2 +2 -

Germany 0.85 0.92 0.84 7.68 -8.23 -1.18 11 10 10 +1 - +1

Italy 0.71 0.74 0.84 4.17 13.70 18.44 14 13 11 +1 +2 +3

Greece 0.67 0.67 0.81 1.02 20.01 21.23 16 16 12 - +4 +4

France 1.05 0.98 0.78 -6.79 -20.94 -26.31 10 9 13 +1 -4 -3

Sweden 0.57 0.67 0.77 16.62 14.45 33.46 17 14 14 +3 - +3

Austria 0.78 0.78 0.77 0.38 -2.30 -1.94 12 12 15 - -3 -3

Latvia 0.52 0.59 0.76 13.33 28.45 45.57 19 20 16 -1 +4 +3
Czech 
Republic 0.68 0.70 0.74 3.26 5.54 8.98 15 18 17 -3 +1 -2

Slovenia 0.42 0.62 0.69 46.52 12.61 65.00 22 15 18 +7 -3 +4

Estonia 0.53 0.66 0.66 23.04 0.35 23.47 18 19 19 -1 - -1

Slovakia 0.73 0.71 0.64 -2.27 -9.87 -11.91 13 17 20 -4 -3 -7

Luxembourg 0.47 0.51 0.55 8.05 8.28 17.00 20 21 21 -1 - -1

Portugal 0.33 0.40 0.49 22.21 21.21 48.12 25 25 22 - +3 +3

Romania 0.35 0.58 0.43 67.96 -25.50 25.13 24 22 23 +2 -1 +1

Croatia 0.42 0.39 0.42 -7.92 7.62 -0.90 21 23 24 -2 -1 -3
United 
Kingdom 0.37 0.40 0.37 6.37 -6.66 -0.71 23 24 25 -1 -1 -2

Cyprus 0.27 0.24 0.32 -12.76 36.81 19.36 27 27 26 - +1 +1

Finland 0.29 0.25 0.26 -13.97 2.42 -11.89 26 26 27 - -1 -1

Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat.

Among net importers, the major positive 
changes in export-import relations were 
observed in Slovenia, where the TC indica-

tor increased by 65.0% from 0.42 to 0.69. 
As a result of this improvement, Slovenia 
moved up in the rankings from 22nd to 18th 
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position. In Italy, Greece, Sweden, Latvia 
and Portugal the TC indicator increased 
by 18.44%-48.12%, resulting in a rise in the 
ranking by three or four places in all cases. 
In Romania and Cyprus, an increase in the 
relative surplus in the food trade brought 
about a rise in the rankings by a single 
place. In the Czech Republic, Estonia and 
Luxembourg, despite an increase of the TC 
indicator (by 8.98%-23.47%), these coun-
tries fell one or two places. The reverse 
was true in Germany: despite a small de-
crease in the relative trade surplus, a rise in 
the rankings by one position was noted. 

There was a significant decline of com-
petitiveness in the other member countries. 

France was the only country which turned 
from a net exporter into a net importer of 
food. In 2005 that country’s income from 
exports exceeded the value of imports 
by over 5%, while in 2017 it covered only 
78% of the expenses for food imports. In 
Slovakia the faster growth of imports over 
exports brought about a decrease in the 
TC indicator from 0.73 to 0.64 and a down-
ward shift in the ranking by seven positions 
(from 13th to 20th). In Austria, Croatia and 
Great Britain, the indicator of import-ex-
port coverage decreased by 0.71% -1.94% 
resulting in a slide in the rankings by two 
or three spots.

Table 3. Level and changes of P indicator in the food industry of EU member countries 2005-2017 

Specifica-
tion

P (%) change in P  
in the years (%)

position  
in the years

change in position  
in the years

2005 2011 2016 2005-
2011

2005-
2016

2005-
2016 2005 2011 2016 2005-

2011
2005-
2016

2005-
2016

Ireland 16.94 19.29 24.29 2.35 5.00 7.35 1 1 1 - - -
United 
Kingdom 13.36 13.21 14.01 -0.15 0.80 0.65 2 2 2 - - -

Cyprus 9.12 6.53 9.30 -2.59 2.76 0.17 7 20 3 -13 +17 +4

Bulgaria 7.94 8.22 9.28 0.28 1.06 1.34 13 9 4 +4 +5 +9

Poland 9.66 9.15 8.99 -0.51 -0.16 -0.68 6 5 5 +1 - +1

Latvia 11.15 6.91 8.67 -4.24 1.77 -2.48 4 17 6 -13 +11 -2

Austria 9.77 8.73 8.52 -1.04 -0.21 -1.25 5 6 7 -1 -1 -2
Czech 
Republic 6.27 7.05 8.51 0.78 1.46 2.24 23 14 8 +9 +6 +15

Slovenia 3.94 7.01 8.48 3.07 1.48 4.54 27 15 9 +12 +6 +18

Lithuania 7.90 7.46 8.40 -0.44 0.93 0.50 14 12 10 +2 +2 +4

Italy 9.04 7.59 8.31 -1.45 0.71 -0.74 8 11 11 -3 - -3

Hungary 7.21 7.05 8.21 -0.16 1.15 0.99 19 13 12 +6 +1 +7

Croatia 8.61 8.29 8.05 -0.32 -0.24 -0.56 9 8 13 +1 -5 -4

Netherlands 7.52 6.68 7.25 -0.84 0.56 -0.27 17 18 14 -1 +4 +3

Estonia 5.05 6.17 7.17 1.11 1.00 2.11 26 21 15 +5 +6 +11

Luxembourg 8.37 6.98 7.08 -1.39 0.10 -1.29 12 16 16 -4 - -4

Germany 6.64 5.58 7.05 -1.07 1.47 0.40 21 24 17 -3 +7 +4

Greece 12.81 12.58 6.83 -0.24 -5.75 -5.99 3 3 18 - -15 -15

Belgium 7.47 5.48 6.83 -1.99 1.34 -0.65 18 25 19 -7 +6 -1

Spain 8.47 8.18 6.73 -0.29 -1.45 -1.73 11 10 20 +1 -1 -9
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Portugal 8.57 5.99 6.69 -2.58 0.69 -1.88 10 22 21 -12 +1 -11

Finland 7.82 6.57 6.23 -1.25 -0.34 -1.60 16 19 22 -3 -3 -6

Sweden 6.45 5.43 5.76 -1.02 0.33 -0.68 22 27 23 -5 +4 -1

Denmark 6.74 5.83 5.71 -0.91 -0.12 -1.03 20 23 24 -3 -1 -4

France 5.40 5.44 5.60 0.05 0.15 0.20 25 26 25 -1 +1 -

Slovakia 5.90 9.51 4.82 3.61 -4.69 -1.08 24 4 26 2- -22 -2

Romania 7.86 8.59 1.57 0.72 -7.01 -6.29 15 7 27 +8 -2- -12

Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat.

Another category describing the com-
petitive position of the food industry was 
profitability (table 3). During the period ana-
lysed, there was an unfavourable tendency 
towards the deterioration of the profitability 
of the food industry in most countries (av-
erage range from 8.37% to 8.09%). In 2016, 
when compared to 2005, the profitability 
indicator decreased in 16 countries. It does 
not concern, however, the countries with 
the highest levels of profitability, namely 
Ireland, Great Britain, Cyprus and Bulgaria. 
Ireland and Great Britain occupied the high-
est positions in the profitability ranking for 
the entire period analysed. An increase in 
the operating surplus share on the market 
in Cyprus and Bulgaria caused these coun-
tries to rise in the classification by four and 
nine positions accordingly. A significant im-
provement in competitiveness was noted in 
the countries of the “new” EU such as the 
Czech Republic, Slovenia and Estonia. The 
profitability indicator in the Czech Republic 
increased from 6.27% to 8.51% (from 23rd 
to eighth place in the rankings), in Slovenia 
from 3.94% to 8.48% (from 27th to ninth), 
and in Estonia from 5.05% to 7.17% (from 
26th to 15th). 

An insignificant improvement in profit-
ability was also noted in Lithuania, Hun-
gary, Germany and France. The profitabil-
ity indicator grew by between 0.20% and 
0.99% in these countries. Other countries 
experienced a decrease of operational 
surplus share in the value of the turnover 
of the food industry. In spite of the Nether-
lands and Poland experiencing a decrease 
in terms of the profitability indicator (by 
0.27% and 0.68% respectively), the im-
provement of their respective competitive 
positions in this range occurred (by three 
and one place in the rankings respectively). 
As previously mentioned, competitiveness 
is a relative category and requires com-
parison with other competitors. In Lithua-
nia, Austria, Italy, Croatia, Luxembourg, 
Greece, Belgium, Spain, Portugal, Finland, 
Sweden, Denmark, Slovakia and Romania, 
there was a decrease in the operational 
surplus share in the value of food industry 
turnover, and an associated decline in the 
ranking. The most unfavourable changes 
concerned Romania (where the indicator 
decreased by 6.29%, meaning a fall by 12 
positions).

Table 4. Level and changes of CP indicator in the food industry of EU member countries 2005-2017

Specification
CP in the years change in CP  

in the years (%)  
position  

in the years 
change in position  

in the years 

2005 2011 2017 2005-
2011

2005-
2017

2005-
2017 2005 2011 2017 2005-

2011
2005-
2017

2005-
2017

Ireland 0.54 0.53 0.53 -2.98 1.58 -1.47 1 1 1 - - -

Netherlands 0.50 0.42 0.42 -16.49 0.74 -18.86 2 3 2 -1 +1 -
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Spain 0.47 0.42 0.37 -10.32 -12.32 -27.18 3 2 3 +1 -1 -

Poland 0.38 0.34 0.37 -10.82 7.80 -4.02 5 4 4 +1 - +1

Belgium 0.42 0.29 0.33 -31.05 13.10 -28.23 4 7 5 -3 +2 -1

Germany 0.34 0.28 0.32 -17.47 13.88 -6.40 8 8 6 - +2 +2

United Kingdom 0.35 0.32 0.30 -8.39 -4.48 -14.29 6 5 7 +1 -2 -1

Italy 0.34 0.27 0.29 -22.29 10.63 -16.33 7 9 8 -2 +1 -1

Hungary 0.24 0.26 0.28 8.03 7.97 14.26 16 11 9 +5 +2 +7

Bulgaria 0.26 0.24 0.27 -6.64 9.58 2.25 13 14 10 -1 +4 +3

Denmark 0.34 0.26 0.24 -24.50 -7.66 -43.43 9 12 11 -3 +1 -2

France 0.30 0.26 0.23 -10.73 -11.72 -26.89 12 10 12 +2 -2 -

Lithuania 0.25 0.18 0.23 -25.70 27.53 -5.55 15 17 13 -2 +4 +2

Austria 0.30 0.25 0.23 -17.39 -7.88 -31.41 11 13 14 -2 -1 -3

Czech Republic 0.15 0.17 0.21 12.09 26.14 29.28 21 18 15 +3 +3 +6

Latvia 0.26 0.13 0.20 -48.31 52.40 -26.96 14 21 16 -7 +5 -2

Slovenia 0.02 0.14 0.19 632.47 35.67 89.94 27 19 17 +8 +2 +10

Greece 0.34 0.31 0.18 -7.98 -42.92 -90.39 10 6 18 +4 -12 -8

Sweden 0.15 0.12 0.16 -21.46 33.66 4.74 22 24 19 -2 +5 +3

Estonia 0.07 0.12 0.15 57.52 29.19 50.86 26 23 20 +3 +3 +6

Cyprus 0.16 0.06 0.15 -62.30 142.49 -9.39 20 27 21 -7 +6 -1

Croatia 0.18 0.14 0.14 -21.15 1.18 -25.36 18 20 22 -2 -2 -4

Luxembourg 0.18 0.12 0.14 -31.20 11.83 -29.97 17 22 23 -5 -1 -6

Portugal 0.17 0.09 0.13 -49.66 53.79 -29.18 19 25 24 -6 +1 -5

Slovakia 0.14 0.23 0.10 72.94 -57.79 -37.01 24 15 25 9 -10 -1

Finland 0.13 0.07 0.08 -48.82 10.92 -76.14 25 26 26 -1 - -1

Romania 0.14 0.19 -0.01 31.66 -104.76 1695.63 23 16 27 7 -11 -4

Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat.

Next, the synthetic indicator of competi-
tiveness was measured. This included the 
share in exports, the coverage of imports 
by exports and the profitability of the food 
industry at the same time (Table 4). The 
highest competitive position throughout 
the period in question was achieved by 
the food industry in Ireland, the Nether-
lands and Spain (Figure 1). Fourth place 
was occupied by Poland (rising from fifth), 
which surpassed Belgium in that range. 
Sixth place was occupied by Germany, 
which moved up two places in the rank-
ing, mainly due to growth in profitability 

and the coverage of imports by exports. 
Improvement in the competitive position 
was also noted in other countries of the 

“new” EU besides Poland. During the pe-
riod analysed, as the result of a systematic 
improvement of Hungary’s competitive re-
sults, that nation occupied ninth position 
in 2017, which was seven positions better 
than in 2005. Slovenia moved up in the 
ranking by 10 positions (from 27th to 17th) 
and the Czech Republic and Estonia by six 
positions (from 21st to 15th and from 26th 
to 20th accordingly). Favourable changes 
were also noted in Bulgaria and Lithuania, 
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which advanced two to three positions in 
the classification. An improvement in the 
competitive position was also noted in 
Sweden which occupied 19th position (an 
improvement of three places).

Other member countries of the EU ex-
perienced a negative change to their com-
petitive position (apart from France which 
held steady in 12th position). Here we refer 
mostly to the countries of the “old” EU. A 
particularly large drop in ranking came in 
the case of Greece which fell from 10th to 
18th position due to the decrease of their 

share in intra-union food exports and de-
creased profitability. Luxembourg and Por-
tugal moved down six and five positions 
in the ranking of competitiveness of the 
food industry respectively. Unfavourable 
changes were also noted in Great Britain, 
Italy, Denmark, Austria, Finland and Cy-
prus which moved down in ranking by one 
to three positions. Among the countries of 
the “new” EU, a decrease in competitive-
ness was noted in Latvia, Croatia, Slovakia 
and Romania.

Figure 1. Level of CP indicator in the food industry of EU member countries in 2005, 2011, and 2017

Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat.

4. Discussion
The interpretations of competitiveness 

often encompass the necessity of achiev-
ing relatively strong competitive results in 
comparison to competitors, which stand 
the test of time. In the period of 2005-2017 
there was no change in the leadership po-

sitions in the rankings of the competitive-
ness of food industry on the intra-union 
market. In the period analysed, the high-
est competitive positions as measured by 
the synthetic index were occupied by the 
same countries, namely Ireland, the Neth-
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erlands and Spain. These countries were 
also mentioned among the leaders in the 
competitiveness of the food industry in the 
EU in studies conducted by Wijnands et 
al. (2008). However, these studies cannot 
be directly compared because the authors 
used a different set of competitiveness in-
dicators, namely growth of total value add-
ed in the industry, growth of value added 
reflecting industrial dynamism, growth of 
the Balassa index, growth of the share of 
exports, and growth of labour productivity. 

The research also shows that the best 
results in terms of food exports were con-
sistently achieved in the Netherlands and 
Germany. Spain was among the countries 
with the best results in foreign trade; the 
relatively fast growth of exports and con-
sequently the advantage in food trade was 
noted. Similar conclusions were reported 
by Juchniewicz (2017). The best results in 
terms of the relative surplus of trade were 
achieved in the Netherlands, and in terms 
of the profitability of the food industry in 
Ireland and Great Britain. 

During the period under consideration, 
the general trend of the improving com-
petitive position was noted among many 
countries from the “new” EU. In the case of 
Poland, it was associated mainly with the 
doubling of the food export share; in Hun-
gary and Estonia the growth of profitability; 
in Slovenia the growth of export share and 
trade surplus; and in the Czech Republic 
the improvement of profitability and share 
in exports. At the same time, there was  
a certain decrease of the competitive posi-
tion of the food industry among countries 
in the “old” EU, especially Greece and 
Portugal. In these countries, it was mainly 
related to the reduction of the profitability 
of the food industry. In this period the proc-
ess of gradual convergence of the “new” 
and “old” EU countries took place, in terms 
of competitive results achieved on the intra-
union food market, yet the decisive leaders 

in this range are still the countries of the 
“old” European Union. The results obtained 
in this regard are similar to the trend ob-
served by Carraresi and Banterle (2015). 
The authors assessed the competitive re-
sults of the food industry 15 years after the 
expansion of the European Union. They 
noticed that the countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe, especially Poland, per-
formed competitively after accession to 
the EU. However, the authors emphasise 
that they still play rather marginal roles in 
the EU as a whole. 

Conclusions
Competitiveness under the conditions 

of intense competition among entities is 
an important research area in econom-
ics. Despite the popularity of this issue, 
no uniform definition and methodology for 
measuring the competitiveness of the in-
dustry has been created so far. The article 
presents the methodology for assessing 
competitive position according to the defi-
nition proposed by Wijnands et al. (2007). 
Creating a synthetic index enables the 
comprehensive assessment and ranking 
of selected countries. The methodology 
presented can be used to assess various 
industries and sectors. It can be used by 
individual enterprises and state authorities 
to build the competitiveness of the entire 
economy. The article filled the research 
gap in the field of creating a methodology 
for measuring the competitiveness of the 
industry and offers a comprehensive as-
sessment of the competitive position of the 
food industry in the EU member states.

Nevertheless, it is desirable to point out 
research limitations and certain aspects 
of the problem which may be examined in 
further research. Firstly, the assessment of 
the competitiveness of the industry of in-
dividual countries may be different using 
different definitions and other indicators 
of assessment. Secondly, the research 
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focuses on the evaluation of competition 
results, without pointing out the sources of 
competitiveness. It may prove worthwhile 
to extend the study to include an analysis 
of competitiveness factors. Thirdly, the 
study is limited to the EU member states. 
Further research may include an analy-
sis of the competitive position of member 
states of the European Union in compari-
son with third parties.
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