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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered an economic crisis of a global nature, which – among its many 

consequences – had a significant impact on international economic activity carried out in various 

forms. Thus, the processes of globalisation, which on the one hand allow diversification of inter-

national activities of the enterprise, at the same time contribute to the transmission of economic 

shocks. The authors attempt to provide an initial answer to the research question of how Polish 

firms conducting export activities with various degrees of advancement perceive the impact of 

the pandemic crisis, as well as their reactions to this crisis. The article presents the results of 

quantitative research conducted in June 2022 among 120 Polish companies from the manufactur-

ing sector.
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Ewolucja globalizacji a  umiędzynarodowienie przedsiębiorstwa w  warunkach 
kryzysu – perspektywa polskich eksporterów na pandemię COVID-19 w latach 
2020–2021

Streszczenie

Pandemia COVID-19 zapoczątkowała kryzys gospodarczy o charakterze globalnym, który – wśród 

swoich rozmaitych konsekwencji – znacząco wpłynął na międzynarodową działalność gospodarczą 

prowadzoną w różnych formach. Tym samym procesy globalizacji, które z jednej strony pozwalają 

na dywersyfikację międzynarodowych działań przedsiębiorstwa, jednocześnie przyczyniają się do 

transmisji szoków gospodarczych. Autorzy podejmują próbę odpowiedzi na pytanie badawcze, 

w jaki sposób polscy przedsiębiorcy prowadzący działalność eksportową o różnym stopniu zaawan-

sowania postrzegają wpływ kryzysu pandemicznego, jak i swoje reakcje na ten kryzys. W artykule 

przedstawiono wyniki badań ilościowych przeprowadzonych w czerwcu 2022 pośród 120 polskich 

przedsiębiorstw z sektora przetwórstwa przemysłowego. 

Słowa kluczowe: eksporterzy, pandemia COVID-19, kryzys gospodarczy, umiędzynarodowienie 

przedsiębiorstw, odporność na kryzys

One of the streams within the discussion about the economic manifestations and 
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic pertains to the international activity of companies, 
which, paradoxically, can be also regarded as one of the key factors contributing to a significant 
level of global linkages in terms of economic, environmental or medical threats (Wolf 2020). 
Hence, it comes as no surprise that the academic debate sometimes compares the current 
crisis and its negative impact on international business to the financial crisis of 2008 (Walsh 
2020). The financial crisis of the end of the first decade of the 21st century has attracted the 
attention of economics and finance researchers trying to explain its long-term consequences 
(Claessens et al. 2010). The COVID-19 pandemic created a major global disruption affecting 
many areas of human activity worldwide, including international business (Seric et al. 2020; 
Walsh 2020). However, its effects on globalisation at large, and firm internationalisation in 
particular, are still uncertain (Gorynia 2021; Wolf 2020).

Since one of the key questions in research on firm internationalisation is whether 
the increase in internationalisation is beneficial for firm performance (Matysiak, Bausch 
2012). It is reasonable to consider the role of the external environment in this relationship, 
because the crisis has a tangible impact on firm performance (Antonioli et al. 2011; Berrill, 
Kearney 2011; Teece et al. 1997; Wu 2010).

The objective of this article is to explore the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
Polish exporters. In particular, the authors attempt to answer the research question of 
how the level of internationalisation affects both the affectedness and responses to the 
pandemic crisis. This article is structured as follows. In the first section, the effects of the 
COVID-19 crisis on globalisation are briefly reviewed. Subsequently, based on research 
in the fields of international business and economic crises, a number of expectations are 
formulated regarding the role of internationalisation in the context of the pandemic crisis. 
Next, the research methodology and empirical findings are presented. The article closes 
with a conclusion and some implications of the obtained results.
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Conceptual overview

Globalisation and the pandemic crisis

Globalisation has led to increased international trade and foreign direct investment 
(FDI) in recent decades, which coincided with such phenomena as reduction of global 
poverty (Walsh 2020). At the same time, however, far-reaching inequality, both between 
countries and within individual economies (Sandbu 2020), remained one of the major 
challenges for the global economy. As nations gradually became economically more 
interdependent, international political stability also increased at a global level.

Globalisation experienced stages of growth, contraction and mutation, in line with 
structural changes in the international economic and geopolitical landscape, with recent 
developments including the rise of emerging economies and firms, particularly those 
from Asia (Olivié, Gracia Santos 2020). The most recent COVID-19 related turbulence 
significantly affected international business operations, and simultaneously reinforced 
the phenomena shaping globalisation already before the pandemic. In fact, fragmented 
supply chains and limited mobility of people strengthen such factors as the reinforce-
ment of protectionism securing national supply of critical goods, or stricter immigration 
control (Legrain 2020). Accordingly, an incremental path of globalisation cannot be taken 
for granted. While some scholars argue that globality is irreversible in the sense that 
no country or group can isolate itself from others due to the multitude of economic, 
cultural or political ties (see e.g. Beck 2009), temporary or permanent contractions of 
international economic activity have long co-existed with the aforesaid interconnected-
ness (Benito, Welch 1997).

Therefore, the question arises as to what impact of the pandemic crisis on the 
phenomenon of globalisation can be expected, and what this effect is contingent upon. 
According to the World Health Organization, globalisation can be defined as increased 
interconnectedness and interdependence of peoples and countries (WHO 2020). Glo-
balisation has been discussed from the perspective of its potential to boost economic 
growth and contribute to poverty reduction, particularly in the developing world (Bhag-
wati, Srinivasen 2002; Catão, Obstfelt 2019; Dollar 2001; Stiglitz 2006). Even if the related 
empirical literature is mixed, there is sound evidence that trade openness and economic 
integration are contributing positively to growth (see e.g., Candelon et al. 2018), while 
growth and improvement in living standards lead in turn to poverty reduction, particularly 
in emerging economies (Bhagwati 2007).

However, regarding the trajectories of globalisation in the context of the pandemic, 
Gorynia et al. (2022) discuss several scenarios. Firstly, what they refer to as disrupted 
globalisation assumes that there will be a return to pre-pandemic configurations given 
the extensive financial and non-financial public support for the affected sectors. In the 
second scenario of de-globalisation, overall decreases in trade and FDI can be expected, 
with significant divestments and a reinforced focus on home operations of companies, 
shortening of value chains and protection of domestic sectors by governments. Finally, 
the most nuanced scenario of a rebalanced globalisation suggests that the diversifica-
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tion of international supply sources would continue, with the firms’ efforts to increase 
resilience being supported by more interventionist government policies and selective 
sectoral measures.

Firm internationalisation and crisis symptoms

As the previous section indicates, the effects of the pandemic on globalisation are 
ambiguous and far from obvious. Therefore, a vital question arises as to how the pandemic 
impact interacts with various levels of micro-level internationalisation. In other words, it 
is crucial to establish whether firm-level internationalisation is beneficial in terms of firm 
affectedness and the ability to react to the crisis, or not, and in what specific aspects.

While there are numerous empirical premises regarding the negative impact of the 
crisis on the competitive position of an enterprise, on the other hand, there are enterprises 
that are able to improve their competitiveness, even in the most unfavourable external 
conditions (Tushman, Anderson 1986). The level of vulnerability to the crisis and the 
ultimate impact of the crisis situation on the performance of the enterprise may depend, 
among others, on the country of origin (Berrill, Kearney 2011), the age of the enterprise 
(Burlita et al. 2011; Latham 2009; Shama 1993), the industry sector (Zelek, Maniak 2011), the 
implemented competitive strategy (Latham, Braun 2010), the size of the enterprise (Burlita 
et al. 2011), the resources owned (Teece et al. 1997; Türel et al. 2012; Wu 2010), and above 
all, the degree of internationalisation (Antonioli et al. 2011). This article concentrates on the 
latter aspect.

Under crisis conditions, a  wide network of international operations may enable 
companies to react faster to the changes in the external environment, for example by 
taking advantage of the differences in the intensity of crisis occurrence between different 
markets, in which a given company is present (Kogut, Kulatilaka 1994; Roberts, Tybout 
1997). This may be an advantage as compared to local companies, especially small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which are struggling with economic crises, espe-
cially in such aspects as a decline in orders and sales, delayed or canceled payments 
(Orłowski et al. 2010), a decline in goodwill and an increase in costs (Brojak-Trzaskowska, 
Porada-Rochoń 2012; Nečadová, Breňová 2010; Grądzki, Zakrzewska-Bielawska 2009) or 
deterioration of financial performance (Michoń 2011; Scholleova 2012). On the other hand, 
the conducted export activity may help to minimise the negative effects of the crisis and 
increase the ability to survive (Wołodkiewicz-Donimirski 2010).

Therefore, it can be expected that the level of internationalisation, both in terms of its 
depth (i.e. intensity of servicing foreign markets) and breadth (i.e. the number of foreign 
markets served), will play a moderating role in relation to the effects of the pandemic 
crisis for companies. Thanks to a stronger international engagement, these firms will be 
able to compensate external shocks to a larger extent by recurring to different sources of 
demand. On the other hand, the companies may benefit from a more diversified sourc-
ing and production base. Therefore, it can be expected that with greater involvement of 
the companies in international activities, the intensity of pandemic phenomena, which 
reflects the degree of impact from the crisis on them, will be lower in the case of more 
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internationalised companies. Therefore, it can be assumed that the depth and breadth 
of internationalisation will have a negative impact on the company’s susceptibility to the 
impact of the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Firm internationalisation and reactions to crisis

For companies with a proactive orientation, the period of crisis may provide an op-
portunity for expansion (Sauvant et al. 2010). Zelek and Maniak (2011) indicate that local 
SMEs most often show a tendency to defensive rather than offensive reactions to the 
crisis. Moreover, in the context of Polish SMEs as a post-transformation economy, there 
is evidence of a relatively low perceived effectiveness of expansion into new markets 
in times of crisis (Burlita et al. 2011). Symptoms of the crisis, such as fluctuations in 
exchange rates, sometimes even induce companies to limit their export activities 
(Kowalczyk 2012).

However, the situation may be different for the companies with better resources 
(Pantzalis 2001; Mishra, Gobeli 1998; Kotabe et al. 2002). Basing on the resource theory, 
researchers generally agree that having more developed skills by firms, such as R&D 
intensity or marketing intensity, can further enhance the positive impact of internation-
alisation on firm performance (Kotabe et al. 2002; Mishra, Gobeli 1998). Indeed, there 
are some indications that the propensity to export under crisis conditions may positively 
interact with having higher capacities compared to competitors (Lee et al. 2009). In addi-
tion, researchers found that companies facing economic crises can improve their ability 
to cope with uncertainty and perform better if they invest in knowledge development 
(Jansson et al. 2010).

Therefore, it can be expected that involvement in internationalisation will be associ-
ated with the desire not to limit proactive actions in times of economic crisis and to use 
this situation as a  foundation for international growth in a post-pandemic perspective. 
Therefore, it can be argued that the depth and breadth of internationalisation will be 
positively related to proactive rather than reactive actions taken by companies in re-
sponse to COVID-19.

Materials and Methods

Data collection and sample

The sampling for the study was based on data on Polish exporters from the BISNODE 
database and embraced firms meeting, inter alia, the following criteria:

▪▪ majority-owned by Polish shareholders;
▪▪ active in manufacturing sectors;
▪▪ exporting to at least 2 countries and showing at least 10% of foreign sales to total 

sales (FSTS);
▪▪ employing at least 10 people.

Based on the criteria, 358 randomly selected firms with an equal split of small, me-
dium and large enterprises and low, mid and high-tech manufacturing were contacted by 
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a professional market research agency. Primary data were gathered from the computer 
assisted telephone interviews (CATI) with the owners, top managers or sales or export-
related managers of 120 firms, conducted between June and July 2022. This resulted in 
a response rate of 34%.

The study follows up on an earlier survey from 2020 by Gorynia and Trąpczyński 
(2022), who explored some first descriptive statistics pertaining to the affectedness and 
responses to crisis by Polish exporters with diverse levels of internationalisation. The 
current sample characteristics are presented in Table 1. The respondents answered 
a  number of questions on export strategy, business models and internationalisation 
performance, as well as a block of questions devoted to the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
is the focus of the present article.

Data measurement

As for how to measure the symptoms of the crisis, according to the selected previous 
studies on the effects of the economic crisis (e.g. Burlita et al. 2011; Zelek, Maniak 2011) the 
authors asked the respondents about the susceptibility of their company to the limitation 
or suspension of sales due to the changes in regulations, supply disruptions, decrease or 
increase in demand, limiting the possibility of meetings with business partners, limiting 
the possibility of meetings with suppliers, delays in payments by customers or business 
partners, increased employee concerns, difficulties in accessing financing, difficulties in 
transporting goods, costs and difficulties in adapting the workplace to the applicable 
sanitary requirements, difficulties with the coordination and control of employees 
working remotely, increased unused production capacity, distorted sales and production 
planning, and an excessive increase in inventories. The respondents were hereby asked 
to rate the related statements on a 7-point Likert scale, where: 1 – does not apply to our 
company; 7 – largely concerns our company.

As for the responses to the crisis, solutions adopted in previous studies were used 
(Zelek, Maniak 2011; Kowalczyk 2012) and the questionnaire was expanded to include 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic observed in economic practice and the reactions 
of companies, taking into account such activities as the use of remote work, digitisation 
of internal/external communication and sales or service provision, the scope of hygiene 
procedures, the price level of products offered by the company, amount of remuneration, 
obtaining state aid funds, investments in new technologies or processes, production 
volume, employment, average working time, national and international employee mobility, 
number of new products / services introduced to the offer, number of new applications 
of existing products, intensity research and development activities. Respondents were 
asked to rate related statements on a 7-point Likert scale, where 1 – significant decrease, 
4 – no changes, 7 – significant increase compared to the corresponding period before 
the pandemic.

Finally, internationalisation depth was measured by using foreign sales to total sales – 
FSTS (e.g. Velez-Calle et al. 2018), while internationalisation breadth was operationalised as 
the number of markets served by the firm (e.g. Casillas, Acedo 2013).
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Table 1: Sample characteristics (N=120)

Employment (as of 2021) # firms Manufacturing sectors # firms

10-49 employees 41 Low-tech 40

50-249 employees 39 Mid-tech 40

50-249 employees 40 High-tech 40

# export markets FSTS # firms

1-10 89 10-19% 44

11-20 25 20-30% 51

>21 6 >30% 25
 
Source: authors’ own elaboration.

Results and Discussion

Differences in the impact of the COVID-19 crisis  
depending on internationalisation level

In the first step of the analysis, the distribution of variables related to the impact of 
the crisis was verified with the Kolmogorov-Smirnov. The calculations showed that the 
distributions of these variables are far from the normal distribution (p > 0.05 in the case 
of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test). Moreover, the values of skewness and kurtosis in many 
cases exceed the absolute value of 2, and in some cases the absolute value of 1. Addition-
ally, outliers exceeding the third standard deviation were noted in many variables. For this 
reason, the analyses for these variables were based on non-parametric tests.

In order to check whether the depth and breadth of companies internationalisation 
differentiate the variables related to the impact of the crisis, a  series of Kruskal-Wallis 
tests were performed. In the case of statistically significant results, post hoc tests with the 
Bonferroni correction were additionally performed. For the sake of clarity, all ensuing tables 
only display statistically significant results.

The analysis shows that the depth of internationalisation differentiates the impact of the 
crisis on the limitation or suspension of sales by legal regulations, supply disruptions, delays in 
payments by customers or trade partners, difficulties in accessing external financing, difficulties 
in transporting goods (moderate effects) and increasing employee anxiety (weak effect).

The firms with a shallow internationalisation depth experienced a greater degree of 
supply disruption than the firms with a greater internationalisation depth. As for remain-
ing challenges with statistically significant effects, differences were noted only between 
the companies with low and high depth of internationalisation. The companies with a low 
depth of internationalisation experienced the above-mentioned challenges to a greater 
extent than the companies with a high depth of internationalisation. Other comparisons 
turned out to be statistically insignificant.
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Table 2: Differences in crisis impact depending on depth of internationalisation

Annotation: The mean ranks with different letter indices differ at the level of p <0.05 with the Bonferroni 
correction. Source: the authors’ own elaboration.

The second part of these analyses examined how the breadth of internationalisation 
differentiates the aspects related to the impact of the crisis on the activities of enterprises. 
The test results are presented in Table 3.

Table 3: Differences in crisis impact depending on the breadth of internationalisation 

 Annotation: The mean ranks with different letter indices differ at the level of p <0.05 with the Bonfer-
roni correction. Source: the authors’ own elaboration.
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The results of the tests indicate statistically significant effects for the following chal-
lenges: limitation or suspension of sales by legal regulations, supply disruptions, delays 
in payments by customers or business partners (strong effects) and increased employee 
anxiety, difficulties in accessing external financing, increase in delivery costs (moderate 
effects). Significant differences were also observed regarding the increase in the costs of 
servicing, however, the effect of external financing is weak.

The pairwise comparisons showed that companies with low internationalisation 
breadth differ from the companies with medium internationalisation in terms of the in-
crease in borrowing costs. Moreover, the companies with low internationalisation breadth 
experienced the challenges of the crisis more strongly than the companies with medium 
and high internationalisation breadth in terms of all the remaining challenges mentioned 
as significant. In every aspect, companies with low internationalisation have experienced 
difficulties with greater intensity than the other companies.

Differences in the reactions to the COVID-19 crisis  
depending on internationalisation level

In the next part of the analyses, the distributions of variables related to the response 
to the crisis were checked. The conclusions from the analyses are similar as before: the 
results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests are statistically significant, which indicates 
a distribution distant from the Gaussian curve. Skews and kurtoses, exceeding the ab-
solute value of 2 or in some cases 1, indicate significant asymmetry of the distribution 
and outliers. For this reason, non-parametric tests were used again to verify whether 
the responses to the crisis related to the COVID-19 pandemic were dependent on the 
internationalisation level of the surveyed companies.

This was further tested in crisis responses depending on the depth of internationali-
sation of the company. The results of the performed tests are presented in Table 4.

The analysis showed statistically significant differences depending on the depth of 
internationalisation for the scope of digitalisation of communication within the company 
and with external entities, the volume of sales and purchases via the Internet, the scope 
of digitalisation of the provision of services, obtaining governmental aid, average work-
ing time and the level of general enterprise costs. Almost every effect was of moderate 
strength - with the exception of obtaining governmental aid and the average working 
time (weak effects).

Successive post hoc tests showed that a greater degree of activities within the scope 
of digitalisation of communication, both within the company and with external entities, 
the volume of sales and purchases via the Internet, as well as the scope of digitalisation 
of the provision of services, were undertaken by the companies with a low internationali-
sation depth in relation to the companies with a large depth of internationalisation. On the 
other hand, the companies with a large depth of internationalisation put significantly less 
emphasis on obtaining governmental aid as compared to the companies with an average 
depth of internationalisation. At the same time, the companies with a large depth of inter-
nationalisation operated to a greater extent in the area of general enterprise costs than 
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the companies with an average depth of internationalisation and in the area of average 
working time in relation to the companies with a low depth of internationalisation. Other 
comparisons do not indicate statistically significant differences.

Table 4: Differences in crisis responses depending on the depth of internationalisation

Annotation: The mean ranks with different letter indices differ at the level of p <0.05 with the Bon-
ferroni correction. 
Source: the authors’ own elaboration.

Analogical analyses were performed in response to the crisis depending on the 
breadth of internationalisation (see: Table 5).

The conducted tests show that the breadth of internationalisation differentiates the 
degree of activity in the area of digitalisation of communication within the company, the 
volume of sales via the Internet, the scope of application of hygiene procedures, prices of 
products offered by the company, average working time, intensity of activities in the area 
of research and development and the level of operating costs. Only the differences in the 
intensity of activities in the area of research and development show a moderate effect, 
the rest of the observed effects is weak.

Subsequently, post-hoc tests showed that companies with a  small breadth of 
internationalisation put more emphasis than the companies with a  large breadth of 
internationalisation on activities in the area of digitalisation of communication within 
the company, as well as on the volume of sales via the Internet. The opposite was 
true in the case of the scope of application of hygiene procedures, the prices of 
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products offered by the company and the level of costs of general company activities. 
In this case, there were the companies with a large breadth of internationalisation that 
focused more on these aspects as a response to the crisis than the companies with 
a  small breadth of internationalisation. On the other hand, despite the statistically 
significant effect of the average working time, pairwise comparisons did not show 
any significant differences between the compared groups. In addition, the companies 
with a  medium breadth of internationalisation reacted to a  lesser extent than the 
companies with a  large breadth of internationalisation in the area of research and 
development. There were no other statistically significant differences between the 
groups in response to the crisis.

Table 5: Differences in crisis responses depending on the breadth of internationalisation

Annotation: The mean ranks with different letter indices differ at the level of p <0.05 with the Bon-
ferroni correction.  
Source: the authors’ own elaboration.

Conclusions

The crisis triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded at a  time, when some 
scholars had been questioning the successes of globalisation in the last decade, and 
national identities had come to the forefront more clearly than ever before. Importantly, 
the pandemic revealed weaknesses in global value chains and, therefore, the limits of 
globalisation itself (Legrain 2020). Paradoxically, however, a limitation of global economic 
ties would also diminish the global economy’s ability to counteract global challenges, 
including the pandemic itself (Walsh 2020).
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At the microeconomic level this exploratory study presents a  series of statistical 
analyses in various subgroups related to the depth and breadth of internationalisation 
in order to shed light on the relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
internationalisation at the company level. Initial support – requiring further research – 
was found to support the statement that the companies with greater depth and breadth 
of internationalisation tend to be more resistant to the effects of the pandemic crisis. 
Likewise, it has been tentatively stated that more internationalised companies are 
more cautious in their COVID-19 responsiveness. However, this effect depends on the 
specific areas of the measures taken amidst the crisis. For instance, for areas related to 
digitalisation, less internationalised firms turned out to be more active, while research and 
development related measures were more predominant among highly internationalised 
companies.

Moreover, it is worth noting that the provided empirical premises relate to the 
companies from a  post-transition economy and, therefore, may exhibit different 
characteristics and behaviour patterns than typical companies from the emerging 
markets or, even more, from the developed economies. Due to the limited scale of 
operations, limited experience of operating in international markets, as well as a low level 
of conventional intangible assets, typical of their counterparts from the more developed 
countries, these companies provide a promising context for studying the relationships 
discussed here.

Due to the obvious limitations of this early study, there are numerous opportunities 
for the further research in the context of the pandemic. Regarding the determinants of 
commitment to internationalisation, further important variables need to be considered by 
resorting to more advanced quantitative methods, including the nature of the underlying 
business models and the use of the specific online tools. These features of enterprises 
may affect both the course of internationalisation and condition actions while facing 
crisis situations.

Regarding the proactive and reactive nature of the crisis response, this research 
shows, surprisingly, that the most internationalised companies are less proactive in their 
actions, especially with regard to new product launches or R&D. A more in-depth exami-
nation of these relationships, while taking into account the sectoral breakdown and the 
related knowledge intensity, could shed more light on these interesting results.
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