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Does history matter? Developmental differentiations in Poland and their factors

RESEARCH ASSUMPTIONS

  The contemporary regularities of the socio-economic development tend to increase the 
divergence level. This highlights the low effectiveness of the current regional policy measures and 
confirms the existence of barriers for achieving socially acceptable disparities in the level of life and 
living conditions. Therefore, the challenge is to determine and to take actions, which have an 
effective impact on regional development factors. Nowadays, the set of most important factors 
consists of: human capital, social capital, material capital (natural capital & infrastructure), financial 
capital and innovations.

The aim of the analysis is to determine the level of regional and subregional development in 
Poland, and to identify the factors shaping the current state of spatial socio-economic disparities. It 
is assumed, these disparities are in some way linked to a relict boundaries referring to partitions of 
Poland in XVIII century. On the other hand, spatial differentiations can be dependent on paths of 
development established within central planned economy during communist period. And finally, the 
present socio-economic disparities in Poland are to a large extent a result of different trajectories of 
transition after 1989. All of the mentioned determinants of spatial disparities (relict boundaries, path 
dependence, trajectories of transition) can affect on level of socio-economic development in a 
various way in each of analyzed territories. It may be a singular impact of one of the determinants or 
a compilation of synergistic influence two or three determinants.

Timeframe of the research pertains to 2004-2016 while the spatial scope includes 16 Polish 
provinces and 2478 communes. Main research methods used within analysis involve: cluster 
analysis (k-means method), classification trees – random forests, frequency analysis – ranking, 
forward stepwise regression, backward stepwise regression.

This study is carried out as part of the FORSED research 
project (www.forsed.amu.edu.pl) funded by the National 
Science Center (No. 2015/19/B/HS5/00012): New 
challenges of regional policy in shaping socio-economic 
development factors of less developed regions.

• greater balance on the labour market

• poor adjustment of the education system to the local needs

• increased human capital mobility

• growing departure from familism

• social anomie resulting from economic pressure 

• significance of institutionalized and non-institutionalized forms of social self-organization 

• popularization of social participation, increase in civic engagement

• improvement in environmental conditions 

• diversified effectiveness of infrastructural investments

• quality and a growing number of social infrastructure facilities 

• capital injection to tangible assets of enterprises via FDI

• growing incomes and trade exchange due to the access to the global market

• capital increase under the intervention of community policies

• growing investment inflow causing an local economic conditions 

• negative interaction of global crises

• growing significance of innovations in a knowledge-based economy

• innovation development creates a new economic space 

• lower innovativeness may lead to falling into the trap of average growth
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The identified distribution of development differences in Poland indicates a major role of historical determinants shaping the socio-economic development level and changeability of its 

factors. Poland can be still divided into less developed regions of the former Russian partition, transitory regions of the former Austrian partition and better developed regions of the former 

German partition which is connected to the relic boundaries. The differences in question are more visible at the subregional level which emphasises its elementary importance for the current 

analysis of the condition of, changes in and factors behind differences in development processes in Poland.

Development differences in the Polish 

economic space result from the 

variable interactions of development 

factors. They are no identical at 

different spatial levels. It emphasises 

the e lementary impor tance of 

territorial capital in the present 

f o r m a t i o n  o f  r e g u l a r i t i e s  o f 

development processes in regions 

(the development of a region is the 

development product of its diversified 

terr i tor ies). Factors also differ 

according to the development level 

which is easily noticed in Poland's 

subregional pattern indicating specific 

regularities in development processes 

of particular classes/territories.

The transformation and modernization period (after 1989) led 
to the verification of the economic situation and increased the 
polarization of development processes in Poland clearly 
determined by the firmly rooted historical determinants 
affecting the level and development factors. Consequently, 
the strongest areas comprise agglomerations, resource areas 
and single subregional centres with large, successful 
economic entities, and the weakest areas consist of 
peripheries, first of all agricultural ones and those without the 
economic base, mainly in eastern and southern Poland. 

The establishment of historical 
determinants of development 
d i ff e r e n c e s  i n  t h e  P o l i s h 
economic space is based on the 
partitions of Poland (1772, 1793, 
1795) which led to the loss of 
independence in the years 1795-
1918 and long-term, huge 
differences in the factors behind 
socio-economic processes.

The development that occurred under the socialist system and 
centrally planned economy and within the new borders established 
at the conferences in Teheran, Yalta and Potsdam (1945-1989), in 
spite of taken measures, did not reduce development differences; 
quite the reverse, it contributed to the creation of new patterns 
widening them: the nationalization of agriculture in the recovered 
territories of western and northern Poland, new resource hubs, rapid 
industrialization of new regional capitals and single subregional 
centres (1975-1998), stagnation in peripheral areas especially in 
eastern and southern Poland.
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