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POLAND CULTURE FIELD REPORT
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This report is designed to support and complement existing cultural information available through the UKTI posts in Poland (see www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk). It adds value in that it provides evidence and information from discussions and interviews with those ‘out in the field’ with regard to Polish business culture. Its primary purpose is to help better prepare UK businesses for approaching the Polish market for the first time. 
The information contained in this report is based on a number of sources, including the UKTI Poland culture workshops in Histon in Dec 2006 and in Bishops Stortford in Nov 2009, discussions with Polish business support agencies in Krakow, information from the UKTI Poland pod cast, and six visits by project staff to Poland between September 2005 and October 2007. Specific thanks go to Piotr Radew (MARR), Adam Oliver (Brown & Co, Poland), Lis Slawomir (consultant), discussions with several East of England businesses and Leszek Wysocki of UKTI Norfolk.
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The report focuses solely on Polish language and business culture, and has been written in an informal style to reflect the comments made by those we met. To provide a range of views and establish consistency, we have cross-referenced comments from a number of sources as identified above. As a first port of call we would recommend the UKTI post in Warsaw. Specific thanks got to our colleagues in Krakow, who acted as project partners in the European-funded project HARVEST, which provides language & culture business support to SMEs in the agrifood and drink sector in both Poland and the East of England.
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At a UKTI Poland business culture workshop held in Cambridge on 7 December 2006 delegates were asked what experience they had of trading with Poland, and responses tended to fall into 2 categories: (1) prior experience which needed updating and (2) initial recent experience which needed confirming. The presentation and discussions which followed aimed to build on and share these experiences as well as to present an overview of current business practice and etiquette in Poland. Some of the questions asked by delegates were related to standards, licensing, corruption, bureaucracy, business processes, reactions to female UK business visitors and whether the Polish businesses are generally more ‘difficult to deal with’. Following an introduction by each company present of their experience of the market, the main presentation at both workshops began with an overview of Polish macro business culture in order to ‘set the scene.’

The Polish Constitution of 3 May 1791 was the second in the world and the first written constitution  in Europe. Poland is one of the largest countries in the EU, with a surface area of 312.700 sq.km and a population of 38 million. Poland  is considered to the a dominant country but the importance of understanding the historical background of Poland is crucial. The urban population accounts for 62 % of the total population. English is the most popular foreign language. Poland has a moderate climate, with relatively cold winters and warm summers.

Poland was established as an independent nation in the middle of the 10th century, and experienced its political and military zenith during the 16th century. It subsequently experienced a loss of independence between 1772 and 1918, and was invaded by both German and Soviet troops in 1939 to 1945. After World War II Poland became  a Soviet satellite state, and was later the first country in the former Soviet block to become free from 45 years of Communist domination. The Solidarity Party took the power in 1990, and Poland joined NATO in 1999 and the European Union in May, 2004.
[image: image6.jpg]


Poland is considered the most devout Catholic country in Europe, with 95 per cent of the population declaring themselves to be believers,  and with 75% actively practicing. Roman Catholicism plays a central role in Polish identity and social solidarity. Polish people are very involved in the life of their country, and their strong sense of patriotism is a result of a very eventful history.

There is a strong national pride in an unbroken historical and cultural identity, and close personal relationships are a result of years of foreign occupation and a family-focused society. In the initial stages of market entry UK business visitors will need to earn the trust of their Polish partners, and only then can a closer acquaintance turn into a closer relationship.
Poland’s Macro Economic situation is +1.1 and is the ONLY country in the EU to have positive GDP economic growth in 2009. Foreign direct investment for 2008 was at an all time high of 10.97bn. Foreign direct investment is crucial and its importance can not be overstated in modernising and accelerating both the regional and country development of Poland.   
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Following this overview, the specifics of Polish business culture were discussed in more detail. It was commented that normal office working hours are flexible, beginning at 7-9 am and finishing 3-5 pm. There is no usual practice of having formal lunch breaks, with the exception of business lunches for clients or visitors. It is important to be on time for business meetings, as this will be a gauge of your reliability. Appointments should be confirmed a couple of days before a meeting is held, and it is not unusual for meetings lasts longer than planned. If telephone calls are to be made, it is advised to not make them after 4pm as the conversation will not be as productive as it could be as the working day is usually coming to an end in Poland.
The business culture in Poland dislikes ostentatious displays of wealth, and Polish counterparts will take notice whether clothing is clean, well pressed and in good condition. In big companies, conservative suits and ties in subdued colours are the norm, and vivid colours are considered inappropriate. Women should wear conservative suits or dresses. Informal wear such as is not usually acceptable, even at 30° Celsius!
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In Poland there is a preference for doing business face to face, and building relationships is the key to a successful cooperation. Other practical tips were offered, such as maintaining direct eye contact during a conversation. Polish people are very sensitive to body language, and are appreciative of visitors making the effort to smile. Do not appear over friendly as this can be perceived as a sign of weakness. Polish businesspeople love to conduct discussions on a wide range of topics including public life, family and careers. When in a group, it is best to avoid conducting small-group private conversations. Usually, after two or three meetings the use of first names is welcomed, and professional titles are not used when addressing Polish executives (as is the case, for instance, in Germany). Several face to face meetings to establish a good working relationship were considered appropriate, more than was considered the norm in the UK. Do visit in person – flights relatively inexpensive and the effect on your counterparty will be significant.
According to Polish business etiquette, gifts are given at the beginning of a relationship, especially when contact is made for the first time (the best gifts are always items which are typical of UK culture). It is good practice to be the first to hand over your card, and there is a decreasing need to have business cards translated. Polish negotiators tend to be reserved, and periods of silence during negotiations are not unusual.
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It is advisable to be aware that there are differences when it comes to issues of legal / accountancy matters when doing business with Poland. it is not uncommon for a UK company to be asked for something that simply doesn’t exist in the UK for example an KRS extract or NIP number. In Poland documents and contracts are extremely important. It is advisable that you clarify your VAT position as early as possible and confirm it as early as possible in any correspondence. Polish companies are required to complete monthly reconciled Profit and Loss accounts which means if you make a correction to an invoice after the event it is a real annoyance. 
If possible employ people on a “self employed” basis, this removes many obligations in terms of employment legislation and try to always employ staff on a three month trial basis to begin with. You will need admin / accountancy support in making social security submissions on a monthly basis if you employ anyone.  All salary figures quoted are per month and usually gross to the person employed.  To this you need to add 20-30 % company employment costs. 

Information on doing business in Poland can be found on UKTI’s website. Simply go to the country page where you will find information on:

· Economic background and geography

· Customs & regulations

· Selling & communications

· Contacts & setting up

· Visiting and social hints and tips
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Given Poland’s gradual transition from command-led to market-led economy, and companies’ varying degrees of ability to adapt to change, it is advisable to try to analyse the environment          of the company which you are going to negotiate with. If possible, the group was advised during initial negotiations to represent one’s company by a couple of negotiators, one of whom should be ‘middle-aged.’ There followed some discussion on how this would work in reality as well as a precise definition of ‘middle aged’.
Decision-making in Poland is viewed as a top-to-down decision making process, with a strongly regulated business environment where these rules are adhered to rigidly. There is a strong respect for hierarchy and authority in Polish companies. Meetings start with some small talk, which allows to relax,  and make first judgments about potential or new partners. The decision-making process is slower than in the UK, and it may take several meetings before a business deal is finalised. 
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When engaging in social activities such as being invited for a meal, meeting in pubs is very popular, with beer as the most frequently ordered drink. A toast is usually performed, and it is important to maintain eye contact with your host. During the toast, as a visitor it would be advisable to comment on some aspect of the visit such as the warm reception of the host, the beauty of the city etc. The group was advised to learn some basic Polish words, as this would be considered as a friendly gesture. Equally, do not try to hide your emotions and feelings, as an open attitude towards others will be appreciated. The standard greeting is a firm handshake, and on many occasions men keep the door open until every woman has passed.
After a brief break the group were invited to both comment on what they had heard (with these responses embedded in the relevant sections above) and field their own specific queries or experiences.
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One item discussed was the barrier to trade caused in certain industry sectors by the example of seeming intransigence of one Polish public body to accept the designs for electrical equipment supplied by a UK qualified designer, as this designer, although qualified in the UK, was not ‘licensed’ in Poland. One probable reason for this, as put forward by another member of the group, was that in legal terms in Poland the designed signing the design is legally responsible for any negative outcomes following use of that design, particularly as regards health & safety. In the UK it would be the organisation (and the head of the organisation) employing the designer which would be legally responsible and not the individual designer him- or herself, as is the case in Poland.
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A second item discussed was that of ‘rubber-stamping’ and of the remnants of bureaucracy from former Communist times. Some members of the group had experienced such procedures based on the old systems, although the speaker felt this was changing for the better, but could be exacerbated by entry into the EU, which has its own system of imposed bureaucracy. Hence the unfortunate visitor could in fact stumble across elements of both systems. Polish businesses are considered thorough in their adherence to these rules, therefore the UK business should allow more time for these processes to be followed through.

The reactions to female business representatives was raised, and it was felt in general that this was not an issue for the Poles, and that women readily held senior positions in Polish organisations. The issue of seniority was again raised, and the impression that senior but young negotiators give. Requests were also aired as to support from UK organisations for establishing contact with Polish companies or other organisations, and three sources of assistance were proferred: (1) UKTI commercial staff based at the British Embassy in Warsaw (ewa.veenendaal-rawicz@fco.gov.uk) (2) the Bedfordshire Chamber of Commerce’s Poland team (www.brightarc.co.uk) and (3) the Malapolska Development Agency Malopolska Agencja Rozwoju Regionalnego (www.marr.pl). 
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The issue of corruption was raised, and was discussed outside the scope of the workshop for informal feedback. Given the public nature of this document, it is more appropriate to recommend to UK companies that the lobbying of influential parties as per in the UK is a valid practice.
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The level of English language competence was also discussed, and it was felt that although the younger generation of Poles possessed good English skills, many of the contacts UK businesses met were not always of this generation and did not always possess good levels of English, necessitating the use of an interpreter qualified in the field under discussion. Much mileage can be gained from acquiring some basic skills in the Polish language which, albeit difficult from a grammatical and pronunciation perspective at first sight, adds credibility to the UK visitor and shows commitment to the partner. 
Leading sectors in Poland are the automotive and aerospace industries. At the moment, Poland exports approximately 90% of its production in the automotive industry. In recent years the sale of automotive industry products has been growing faster than that of Polish products as a whole, despite a decrease in the number of vehicles sold on the domestic market. Major opportunities exist in the area of: technology transfer, re-manufacturing, designing, supply of spare parts for new and second hand cars and commercial vehicles. UKTI publishes international business opportunities  which can be found at www.uktradeandinvest.gov.uk/ukti/opportunities this information has been gathered by our network of British Embassies, High Commissions and Consulates worldwide. These opportunities appear in the Opportunities portal on the relevant sector and country pages on the UKTI website. By setting up a profile you can be alerted by email when relevant new opportunities are published.

Poland is famous for the production and maintenance of airplanes of all types. Manufacturing companies in Poland produce light sport, passenger, agricultural and training airplanes, as well as helicopters, gliders and aircraft parts and accessories. Approximately 55 companies operate on the Polish aviation market. The majority of aerospace companies are located in the south east of the country and are members of an active trade association, the Aviation Valley Association. Significant opportunities for the aviation sector include: development of design activities at engineering design centres, development of maintenance activities, development of the local supply chain to support the growth of the industry in SE Poland, provision of raw materials and processes to the standards specified by OEMs. The Polish Information and Foreign Investment Agency PAIZ publish short sector reports and also have a small team concentrating on the aerospace sector. For free download of the report please visit: www.paiz.gov.pl
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The workshops concluded with a review by David Owen of the resources and information available related to the business culture and language of Poland.  These could be found on several sections of UKTI East of England’s international communications website www.rln-east.com. The Beyond 2010 programme provides match funding for short-term language training, and is ring fenced for UKTI clients.
The Export Communications Review (ECR) is a heavily subsidised UKTI scheme which aims to assess your company’s international communications capability and generates and action plan. It covers areas such as communications planning, translation of literature, website localization, language and culture skills, and use of interpreters. Further details, including a sample ECR and link to the online application form, can be found on www.rln-east.com/ecr.

We also recommend that you undertake the (again subsidised) Online Market Introduction Service (OMIS) through which UKTI colleagues at the British Embassy in Poland can undertake informed market research and establish appropriate personal introductions to potential contacts in the market. As such, it is often the first port of call for selling into Poland.

David Owen

International Communications Manager

UKTI East of England

January 2010
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