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Competitiveness of Polish SME enterprises
on the African market - Senegal case study

Konkurencyjnosé polskich przedsigbiorstw MSP
na rynku afrykanskim - studium przypadku Senegalu

ABSTRACT

The success of small and medium-sized enterprises in inter-
nationalizing to foreign markets, particularly in challenging
markets, is a topic that is still being researched and practiced.
The rapidly changing environment necessitates the search for
more and more effective methodologies for managing the de-
velopment of SMEs in response to the uncertainty of environ-
mental changes, both in domestic and foreign markets.
However, selecting them is not easy; it is a multifaceted chal-
lenge for each organization due to the peculiarities of SMEs
and constraints arising from foreign market specifics. The ar-
ticle aimed to assess Polish SMEs' competitiveness in the
African market. The authors attempted to solve the problem of
defining the factors of competitiveness of SME enterprises in
developing markets as a method of gaining an advantage. The
authors carried out a qualitative study that was validated. As a
result, the proposed solutions are both appropriate and effec-
tive. This fills a gap in the literature and adds to scientific de-
bates on the subject.

Keywords: SMEs, African market, competitiveness, competi-
tiveness factors, business management.

INTRODUCTION

Small and medium-sized enterprises play a significant role in
the functioning of economies worldwide. Adaptability and
market dynamics challenge these companies to maintain their
competitive position and are the basis for their future opera-
tions. MSEs that choose to expand in international markets
must adapt to the business dynamics and cultural specifics of
a particular market; this is a critical foundation for success.
The increase in global competition has created new opportu-

STRESZCZENIE

Sukces matych i §rednich przedsiebiorstw w internacjonaliza-
cjinarynki zagraniczne, szczegélnie na rynkach trudnych, jest
tematem wcigz badanym i praktykowanym. Szybko zmienia-
jace sie otoczenie wymusza poszukiwanie coraz skute-
czniejszych metodologii zarzadzania rozwojem MSP w
odpowiedzi na niepewno$¢ zmian otoczenia, zaréwno na
rynku krajowym, jak i zagranicznym. Ich wybdr nie jest jednak
zadaniem tatwym; stanowi wieloaspektowe wyzwanie dla
kazdej organizacji ze wzgledu na specyfike MSP oraz kon-
strukcje wynikajace ze specyfiki rynku zagranicznego. Celem
artykutu byta ocena konkurencyjnosci polskich MSP na rynku
afrykanskim. Autorzy podjeli prébe rozwigzania problemu
definiowania czynnikéw konkurencyjnoéci przedsiebiorstw MSP
na rynkach rozwijajacych sig¢ jako metody uzyskania przewagi.
Autorzy przeprowadzili badanie jakoSciowe, ktére zostato pod-
dane walidacji. W rezultacie zaproponowane rozwigzania sa
zaréwno wiasciwe, jak i skuteczne. Wypetnia to luke w liter-
aturze i wnosi wktad do debaty naukowej na ten temat.

Stowa kluczowe: MSP, rynek afrykanski, konkurencyjno$é,
czynniki konkurencyjno$ci, zarzadzanie przedsiebiorstwem.

nities for Polish MSEs to grow and expand. Increasing global-
ization and opportunities generated by European Union
projects (such as Horizon) provide opportunities to reach dis-
tant markets, such as Africa. Polish companies in the European
market must look for opportunities, as it is often difficult to
compete with bigger competitors due to high transportation
costs. The African continent offers entrepreneurs hitherto un-
tapped growth opportunities, and the ability of companies to
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achieve a highly competitive position in this market is still
significant. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has high-
lighted the importance of diversifying markets for businesses,
and Polish SMEs are no exception. However, the African mar-
ket presents unique challenges due to cultural and geographic
distance. Despite these challenges, some SMEs embrace the
African market to sustain their growth. The practical purpose
of the article is an attempt to assess the competitiveness of
Polish SMEs in the African market. The authors tried to solve
the problem of defining the competitiveness factors of an SME
enterprise in underdeveloped markets as a method of building
their advantage.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

Competitiveness can be defined differently (Sieradzka & Luft,
2015). Different aspects are emphasized from an organiza-
tion's advantage in global markets to its ability to compete
with other entities, including company or product character-
istics (Sipa et al., 2015) to per capita GDP growth (Schwab,
2019). Despite these differences, competitiveness relies on
maintaining more outstanding production and delivery effi-
ciency than competitors, delivering value to stakeholders, and
maintaining a dominant position in the market (Buckley et al.,
1988; Hult, 2012; Sieradzka & Luft, 2015). The competitiveness
of companies is influenced by internal and external factors
(Komarkova et al., 2014). External factors include economic
conditions, changes in demand and supply, and technological
advances beyond the company's control (Altayyar & Beau-
mont-Kerridge, 2016; Fernandez-Olmos & Ramirez-Aleson,
2017; Fitz et al., 2022; Shi & Wu, 2017; Yoo et al., 2015). Inter-
nal factors, on the other hand, such as the quality of goods,
supply conditions, flexibility, production and labor costs,
financial resources, brand, employee qualifications, and
management characteristics, can be managed by a company to
improve its competitiveness (Calantone et al., 2006; Camison
& Forés, 2015; Erramilli, 1992; Navarro-Garcia et al., 2015;
Pyper et al.,, 2022; Salman & Al-Omari, 2021). Maintaining an
SME enterprise's competitiveness requires using various
mechanisms and tools to create a competitive advantage not
only in the domestic market but also to enter the global mar-
ket. In this context, the African market, as a challenging mar-
ket, is a receptive alternative for building a competitive
position. Africa's uniqueness creates new challenges for inno-
vation and competitiveness, especially for SMEs (Charlier &
Dobruszkes, 2020; Joshua et al., 2020; Rynarzewski et al.,
2017). It is especially true in the case of the electricity market,
where African countries have permanent shortages. This cre-
ates opportunities for Polish SME companies in the field of
usage of renewable sources. Overall, the African market
presents both challenges and opportunities for Polish SMEs,
so it is essential for these companies to carefully assess the
risks and benefits of expanding into this market. Small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are often more flexible and
responsive to the needs of the local African market than more
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giant multinational corporations, allowing them to adapt
quickly to changing economic conditions and cultural prefer-
ences.

In addition, SMEs can provide much-needed employ-
ment opportunities in a region where job creation is a pressing
issue. However, many African SMEs face significant chal-
lenges, including limited access to financing, inadequate in-
frastructure, and a lack of technical expertise.

2. CASE STUDY — DEFINING FACTORS OF COMPETI-
TIVENESS OF AN SME ENTERPRISE IN UNDERDE -
VELOPED MARKETS ON THE EXAMPLE OF SENEGAL
The information in the research section will relate to the actual
business. However, due to the vulnerability of these data, its
presentation will be restricted to protect the company’s inter-
ests, particularly regarding the financial data presented.
Company X is a Polish company that provides services in re-
newable energy area. It is promoting technologically and eco-
nomically solar power. As a technical consultant and general
contractor, it offers individual services related to the design,
construction, utilization, and distribution of solar power sta-
tions, from designing the project to consultations and coordi-
nating the project. The company provides comprehensive
design and construction services in renewable energy, such as
photovoltaic installations and heat pumps. It also specializes
in electrical installations and recuperation. The firm offers
services related to energy saving and audit and consulting ser-
vices. Company X has built numerous photovoltaic installa-
tions in Germany and Poland in the design-build delivery
system over the last few years. To characterize the markets on
which the research subject operates in terms of attractiveness
for business, the Global Competitiveness Report was used.

Table 1. Global Competitiveness Index — GCI markets on which it operates

—_ B =
© o > |- =i ) =) o
TIE| 2SS S| B| R |E
£ = 5 |2 X 5 o | 38
Competitiveness
Irdes (Poiats) 49.69| 81.8 [62.14| 81.2 |60.94|54.54|75.28|68.86
ICompetitiveness
ranking 17 | 7 61 9 70 | 93 | 23 | 37
Ease of Doing
Business 178 | 22 | 33 8 75 | 114 | 30 | 40
ICorruption Per-
ceptions Index 45 | 80 | 40 | 77 | 49 | 33 | 62 | 56
(Points)
ICorruption
Ranking 12 | 9 86 | 11 | 60 | 117 | 32 | 45

Source: own elaboration based on (Trading Economics, 2021)

Looking at the diversity of the markets in which the re-
search entity operates, it was discovered that the company
works in a variety of markets with a very high competition in-
dex, such as Germany and the United Kingdom, where the
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company has approximately 68 percent of its revenue, Turkey,
Jordan, and Poland have roughly 20 percent of the company’s
business, Egypt has about 2 percent of the company’s busi-
ness, and Senegal has approximately 10 percent. According to
the data in Table 1, Senegal is the most challenging market to
do business in, as shown by the corruption and competitive-
ness rankings. As a result, establishing a presence in this mar-
ket and learning the market's rules will provide a source of
potential revenues, contributing to the company's success and
growth and the prospect of expansion into Africa's neighbor-
ing markets. The primary barrier to entering this market is its
specificity and cultural and linguistic uniqueness. Therefore,
few Polish companies have decided to take such a step. Sene-
gal faces challenges with 38.5% of its population living in ex-
treme poverty, a 6.6% unemployment rate, and
overwhelming dependence on diesel and gas for power gener-
ation, with the installation of new coal and diesel generation
and exploitation of newly discovered offshore gas reserves
expected to meet the increasing power demand (Rynarzewski
etal., 2017). According to the World Bank, Senegal is one of the
countries with lower-than-average income per capita (Ry-
narzewski et al., 2017). Senegal also needs development in ed-
ucation and skills to advance economic growth. While
expanding efforts to develop the basic skills of the workforce is
a stepping stone, focusing on the skills relevant to the work-
force of the future can lead to faster and more inclusive growth.

To highlight the effectiveness of the operations in the
Senegalese market and to lend credibility to the position, data
will be presented with regard to one of the investments carried
out in the Bossinkan area protected by UNESCO. In these re-
mote areas, renewable hybrid systems with a higher share of
renewable technologies are more cost-effective, partly due to
the high cost of transporting diesel. The National Rural Elec-
trification Agency (Agence Sénégalaise d’Electrification Ru-
rale, ASER) has therefore assessed the economic viability of
different options and included the development of mini-grids
for the electrification of villages in its concessions under the
Local Initiatives for Rural Electrification project (Electrifica-
tion Rurale par des Initiatives Locales, ERILS). Structuring the
rural electrification concessions with private sector participa-
tion has helped raise the rural electrification rate from 8% in
2000 to 26% in 2012. Limitations connected with the region
made it necessary to develop an innovative approach to
achieving the goal. The socio-economic and natural condi-
tions of Senegal and its ecosystems represent enormous po-
tential and challenges for implementing interdisciplinary
investment solutions aimed at the growth and development of
the country. The implementation of this project is a response
to the need for increasing sense of security and prosperity in
the local community, improving the quality of life in the vil-
lage, equal opportunities in access to education for women
and men, stopping economic migration, and reducing poverty
while preserving and protecting the biodiversity of the envi-
ronment. The analysis of the financial data confirms the

European Journal of Management and Social Science

Artykut oryginalny / Original article

effectiveness of the investment carried out in this location in
Senegal. According to the assumptions, the planned solution
will ensure uninterrupted electricity access (even at night) for
many years. Simultanously, it will be adapted to the region's
specificity, minimizing the maintenance costs and giving end
users a chance for continuous access to electricity. At the same
time, adapting to complicated processes results from the re-
gion’s specificity.

The analysis of Company X allows identifying the critical
areas in creating competitive advantage by the company
(through identification and analysis of competitiveness fac-
tors), which enables an attempt to assess the company’s com-
petitive position in the African market. The title and evaluation
of critical success factors can be carried out through the anal-
ysis of the company’s potential, which is defined by the op-
portunities contained in the resources owned by the company
and through the ability to use them (for purposes set by the
company). This potential is crucial for positioning the com-
pany in the competitive market and assessing its development
possibilities.

3. RESEARCH METHOD

The competitiveness analysis method is based on the litera-
ture. The tables, presenting the analysis of the critical compo-
nents of the organization’s success, were constructed based on
Gorzelany-Dziadkowiec (2014)and then adapted to the
specifics of the service enterprise (RES). The analysis began by
identifying the company's primary resource and functional
spheres and then determining the success factors belonging to
and characteristic of each of the mentioned spheres. After
identifying the success factors and assigning them to the ap-
propriate spheres, the following worksheets were created: an
evaluation sheet of the components of competitive potential
and an evaluation sheet of competitive instruments. The next
step undertaken in the process of competitiveness analysis
was an interview with the company representatives. In the in-
terview, an assessment of individual factors and the degree of
their influence on the company’s competitiveness was made.
Next, the factors most significantly affecting Company X’s
competitiveness were selected and assigned weights. The de-
gree to which they are controlled, and finally, the aggregate
scores were summed up, and the result is an assessment of the
Company's competitive position. For the evaluation, a 5-point
Likert scale was adopted, in which: 1 — the competitive instru-
ment has no impact on the Company’s competitiveness, 2 —
has a little significant impact; 3 — has a medium impact (neu-
tral); 4 — has a significant impact; 5 — has a very significant
impact.

The company puts the most significant emphasis on
quality, innovation, and non-standard of the offered services.
The company is constantly developing, looking for new solu-
tions and partners, new technologies, and participating in
trade fairs to broaden its know-how. The innovative nature of
the firm manifests itself in two aspects.
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Table 2 Competitive Potential Components Assessment Worksheet
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Table 3. Competitive Instruments Evaluation Sheet

Source: own elaboration.

The first aspect, i.e., know-how was recognizable at the
stage of building a photovoltaic farm for a selected village,
whilst adapting the implementation of all related tasks to the
environmental requirements resulting from the invest-
ment site.

20 > vol. 3 No. 2 (2022)

i Degree of impact on competi- Degree of impact on competi-
Componelr)lgiec;féglm petitive tiveness Competitive Instruments tiveness
1 [ 2 [ 3] 4]5 1 [ 2 [ 3 45
Service Technology Zone Competing on service quality
Use of innovative photovoltaic pan- Quality of materials X
els — glass panels adapted to high X Differentiation of services and ad- X
temperatures aptation to market needs
Building experience in cultural con- High specialization X
ditions diffe‘rent f.rom European X Speed of action X
ones, e.g., Afr}ca, Asia Warranty period X
P!.’OYEI.l suppliers X Competing on price
I%/?algl’lligccggxledge X — Price quality ratio X
Payment terms X
Knowledge and skills of employees X Priyce discounts X
i _ _ Quality of Service Zone Provision of after-sales services X
High-quality international recom- % Competing through service
X‘;lﬁfatl?ng : - Strong communication skills X
'1 lkly 0 execute mega Iarms x Qualified staff X
%‘“C ly 3 T <kl of Ensuring convenient conditions for %
mr'le?q‘{cvaz dggrr?;)lloyi o § of manage- X the execution of services
- - - - Timeliness of order completion X
g;);iil;anon in the international @ Flexibility of service =
Knowledge of the global sourcing L - - 2
market X ‘ ‘ Communication and information
Access to sources of supply X PUbélC rﬁlatlons X
Knowledge and skills of logistics Tradeishows S
staff X Industry conferences X
High flexibility X Quick response to customer sigqals X
Sales Zone Use of the Internet (owned websites) X
Mastering the specifics of different < Useof media 2.
markets Charitable activities of the company X
Adapting to the specifics of the mar- <
kets Source: own elaboration
Up-to-date knowledge and ability
to anticipate changes in the markets X
served The second aspect included developing an innovative so-
Knowled, d i f staff . . . . . . .
L;(;‘ﬁizti%eazﬁme e);p()e; flr;flzg erSn:m i lution to provide the inhabitants of the Bossinnka village with
Finance Zone access to the generated electricity. The innovative IT solution
ﬁciéislsef,‘;f;’;‘i}; Working Capial - X is based on knowledge: a high level of access to the mobile
High creditworthiness X network and the Internet in Senegal, the migration of people to
E?Vlell g’félxed ?05t§ - X urban areas, and economic emigration to more developed
1 udget planning skills X . . . . . . .
Acfess to%regit & % countries. The company also participates in social innovation,
. _ Human Resources Zone i.e. an action aimed at improving the quality of life of a com-
E;?;z;f;f‘loggﬁgi PR - munity (social innovation) and the innovation of opening a
Salary level X new market (on which the branch of national industry in
Family atmosphere 2.5 question had not previously existed — regardless of whether
Loyalty to the company and the . R
owner X the market existed previously or not).
?iPOngdgetOf competitors' compet - % Potential components and evaluation sheets of competi-
1{lve advantages . . . . . .
Leadership sl%ills of managers X tive instruments were created in accordance with multi-crite-
Clarity of the organizational struc- o ria analysis. In conclusion, Company X’s successful
ture s o . . .
Delegation of authority competitive position in the African market can be attributed to
Interpersonal relationships that de- < its expertise in navigating the intricacies of the market, strong
A TR0 ChmateBusiness el Tene relationships with local authorities and communities, and its
Flexibility X ability to create job opportunities and enhance the reputation
gepu“ﬁmot?‘ T X of the locations where they operate. This has enabled the com-
rganizational structure X . .
Green management % pany to secure concessions and long-term contracts in Sene-
Sustainability X gal while demonstrating its financial potential and knowledge

of the market. Its effective public relations strategy, estab-
lished reputation, and experience in Senegal have also con-
tributed to its overall regional competitiveness. As Company X
continues to expand and invest in closed communities in re-
mote areas of Senegal, their success in the market is expected
to continue.
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4. FINDINGS

A case study of a Polish company attempting to enter the
African market highlights some barriers and factors that im-
pact competitive advantage in this market. Cultural differ-
ences, language barriers, and a lack of understanding of the
local business environment are significant challenges that
Polish SMEs may face. However, the case study also reveals
that establishing solid relationships with local partners and
adapting business models to fit local market conditions can be
critical factors in achieving success in Africa. Small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) operating in underdevel-
oped markets face unique competitive challenges that require
innovative solutions to remain profitable and grow.

This study investigated the competitive factors that en-
able SMEs to gain a competitive advantage in these markets.
The results revealed that flexibility of service, experience with
other cultures, and a strong reputation, particularly in word-
of-mouth marketing, were the most critical factors in estab-
lishing a competitive edge. Moreover, broad cultural aware-
ness and a focus on sustainable and green solutions were
identified as additional qualities contributing to SME success
in underdeveloped markets. These findings suggest that SMEs
must adapt to the cultural and economic context of the market
they are operating in and leverage their strengths to create a
distinctive value proposition that meets local demand. Fur-
thermore, a business focus on sustainable and green solutions
can provide a competitive edge by demonstrating a commit-
ment to environmental stewardship, which is increasingly
valued by consumers and governments alike. This study high-
lights the importance of a strategic approach to SME compet-
itiveness in underdeveloped markets, focusing on flexibility,
cultural awareness, reputation, and sustainable business
practices.
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