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“In 1996, when Poland became a member of the OECD, the membership was considered a ticket to a group 
of countries which, at that time, embodied development standards to which our country aspired. 20 years 
since the acquisition of the OECD membership, Poland has substantially narrowed the development distance 
toward the remaining OECD members, and has built signifi cant domestic assets. Today, Poland is ready to 
play an even more active role in the OECD in view of taking a fuller advantage of the OECD’s policy ideas, 
implementation mechanisms and governance standards. (…)  Poland is also increasingly ready to support the 
OECD in generating new and productive policy ideas. Therefore, we need to make Poland’s contribution to the 
OECD-led debate more visible by focusing on these policy areas where our country has good achievements 
and results that have made us stand out. We need to let our policy experts and strong academic centres have 
their voice heard on the OECD forum”.

HE Prof. Aleksander Surdej 
Ambassador, Permanent Representative of Poland to the OECD (p. 14 in this volume)

“Although the OECD was established more than half a century ago, it maintains its ability to respond to a va-
riety of new challenges of today and a valid perspective on socio-economic developments in the world. The 
OECD’s approach to contemporary socio-economic phenomena and processes remains professional, unbiased 
and interdisciplinary. (…) As an OECD member, Poland is welcomed to draw from these policy recommenda-
tions and the entire pool of knowledge and expertise that the OECD has accumulated since its establishment. 
Economic diagnoses and sectoral reviews serve as excellent benchmarks to identify the economic status quo. 
Professionalism and integrity render the OECD a truly trustworthy partner”.

Mr. Maciej Fałkowski 
Deputy Director, Department of Economic Cooperation 
Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, Republic of Poland (p. 230 in this volume)

“Membership in the OECD signifi es a status of a developed and rich country. At the time of Poland joining the 
OECD in 1996 that status was even more pronounced than it is today, (…) Poland’s membership in the OECD 
(since 22nd November 1996) prepared Poland to join the [EU] internal market, including the free movement 
of goods, services, capital, and labour/people. As a result, following the acquisition of the EU membership, 
Poland did not need transitional periods with regard to regulations concerning capital fl ows…” 

Prof. Katarzyna Żukrowska 
Director of the Institute of International Aff airs, Head of the International Security 
Department, Warsaw School of Economics (p. 231 in this volume)
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Antoine Goujard1

The making of the OECD  
Economic Survey of Poland 2016

Abstract: The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) is a forum in which governments can work together to share experi-
ences and seek solutions to common problems. Over the 20 years of Poland’s 
membership in the OECD, twelve OECD Economic Surveys and their associ-
ated peer-review processes were conducted. Surveys provided Poland with 
regular recommendations on labour market and competition policies, inno-
vation, human capital and skills, financial markets, sustainable and inclusive 
growth, social security, taxation, health care and public spending. The article 
presents the specificity and centrality of the OECD peer-review mechanisms 
that support these recommendations. First, it explains the process of the mak-
ing of the 2016 Economic Survey of Poland and the work of the Economic and 
Development Review Committee (EDRC) that is made up of representatives 
of all OECD governments and the European Commission. It describes the 
making of the Economic Survey from the fact-finding mission and meetings 
with government officials, academics, social partners and other experts, to 
the initial drafts, the examination by the EDRC Committee and the publica-
tion. Second, it builds on the 2016 Economic Survey of Poland to illustrate 
some key elements of the OECD assessments, in particular the underlying 
data collection efforts and policy analyses.
Keywords: OECD, OECD peer-review mechanism, Poland, methodology, eco-
nomic survey

Introduction
Over the 20 years of Poland’s membership in the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), twelve OECD 
Economic Surveys assessing the state of the Polish economy were 
conducted. The mission of the OECD is to promote policies that have 
the potential to improve the economic and social well-being of people 
around the world. It provides a forum in which governments can work 
together to share experiences and seek solutions to common problems 
(OECD, 2016a). Economic Surveys are now published every two years 
for each of the 35 OECD member countries. The Surveys aim at pro-
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moting a better understanding of a country’s economic situation and 
its key economic challenges, and at pointing towards ways of improving 
that country’s overall economic performance (OECD, 2016a, 2016b).

The OECD Economic Surveys are central to the peer review pro-
cess that provides policy recommendations to each examined coun-
try. One of the key elements of the peer review process is to examine 
a country’s performance in the light of the experiences and lessons 
learnt in other countries. The peer review takes place in the Econom-
ic and Development Review Committee (EDRC) that groups repre-
sentatives of all the OECD member countries. It is based on an initial 
report worked out by a wide range of participants from the OECD 
country experts in the Economics Department as well as by OECD 
staff specialized in issues such as education or local governance. The 
analysis thus builds on the experience of a large number of national 
experts of the countries being evaluated and the other member coun-
tries. The final report also reflects discussions of the draft discussed 
in the EDRC. This long-standing process, which lasts around a year, 
ensures that the final Survey reflects the up-to-date economic situa-
tion and reforms, and the OECD countries’ joint conclusions, being 
published under the responsibility of the whole committee.

Each Economic Survey assesses the macroeconomic and structur-
al policy stance of the examined countries and progress compared to 
previous assessments. They consist of three main chapters. The first 
general chapter synthesizes the main assessments and recommenda-
tions on macroeconomic, financial and structural policies, while two 
special chapters investigate further specific structural policy issues. 
These chapters vary from Survey to Survey. The chapters are based 
on the identification of the main challenges for growth and equity in 
the short and medium term, and the analysis of the current policies. 
They thus cover a wide range of policy areas. This includes, for exam-
ple, labour markets, competition, innovation, human capital, financial 
markets, sustainable development, social security, taxation, health care 
and public spending. The 2016 Survey of Poland discussed in-depth 
skills and migration issues and infrastructure investment, while the 
2014 Economic Survey reviewed labour market policies and the general 
competition framework (OECD, 2014, 2016c). This article describes the 
process of the Economic Review of Poland. The first part outlines the 
Economic Survey peer-review mechanism and draws on OECD data 
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(2016a, 2016b). The second part presents the content of the Survey. It 
builds on the most recent Economic Survey of Poland (OECD, 2016c) 
to explain the process leading to some of the key recommendations.

1. The OECD peer-review examination

1.1. Fact finding and initial drafting by the OECD Secretariat
The Economic Surveys and their associated peer-review processes take 
place every two years according to a fixed calendar (OECD, 2016d). 
The draft Economic Survey is prepared by the OECD secretariat. The 
Committee uses the draft survey as the basis for their examination. 
The work of the OECD secretariat is carried out by a team consisting 
of two economists in charge of the follow-up of two countries, France 
and Poland, sometimes in co-operation with additional specialists, and 
supervised by a head of division. In the OECD Economic Department, 
the same team is responsible for preparing the semi-annual Economic 
Outlook for the countries they follow (OECD, 2016e). The team also 
contributes to regular review policies to promote long-term growth, 
and to their implementations – the “Going for Growth” reports (OECD, 
2015a), and intervenes with local officials through additional initia-
tives, for example the OECD Global Productivity Forum launched in 
2016 (Mann and Wyckoff, 2016).

The work of the OECD secretariat starts about one year before the 
final Survey is published (Table 1). At an early stage, the team inter-
acts with experts from other Directorates in the OECD, e.g. experts 
on education, migration, or environmental policies, and approach-
es specialists of cross-country studies in the OECD Economics De-
partment. This ensures that the Economic Surveys take into account 
up-to-date OECD data and analyses. In order to build on specific 
country knowledge, the team then prepares a first visit in the exam-
ined country. During five days, it meets with a wide range of govern-
ment officials, academics, social partners and other experts to collect 
information. Approximately five to six months later, the same team, 
headed by a director of the OECD Economics Department, goes back 
to the examined country to discuss the secretariat’s tentative conclu-
sions with top policy makers. These include, Secretaries and Under-
secretaries of State, political advisors, the central bank, members of 
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the National Bank’s Monetary Policy Council, the Presidents of the 
main institutions concerned in the in-depth chapters, and labour un-
ions and business confederations.

Table 1. Key dates of the Poland 2016 Economic Survey

November 2014: Initial discussion of the topics. 

November-May 2015: OECD internal discussion process.

Mid-June 2015: One-week fact-finding mission to Poland.

June-November 2015: OECD internal drafting of the initial version of the Survey’s chapters.

Early December 2015: Two-day mission to Poland presenting early versions of the main 
chapter and key recommendations.

Early February 2016: Economic and Development Review Committee (EDRC) meeting.

Early February 2016: Redrafting to take into account the EDRC conclusions.

Mid-February 2016: Final approval of the Survey by the EDRC members.

End March 2016: Launch of the Economic Survey in Poland.

Source: Author’s elaboration based on OECD internal documents.

1.2. The Committee review and the Survey publication
Once the draft Economic Survey is prepared by the OECD secretar-
iat, the peer review is carried out by the EDRC committee. Member 
countries’ permanent delegates to the OECD, assisted by experts from 
their governments, participate in the review. In 2016, the committee 
for the review of Poland had one member from each of the 34 OECD 
countries plus the European Commission, as Latvia was not an OECD 
member at the time of the preparation. To make the process manage-
able and efficient, the committee designates two of its members as lead 
examiners for each review. In the case of Poland in 2016, the Nether-
lands and Turkey led the examination. Poland, as other countries un-
der review, was represented by a delegation of high-level government 
officials from across government departments. The discussions dur-
ing the examination aim at creating common ownership for the policy 
recommendations. The value and integrity of Economic Surveys rests 
on their assessment of the examined country’s economic challenges 
and recommendations how to address them, which often introduce 
new perspectives to the national policy debates (OECD, 2016a, 2016b).

The committee’s conclusions are summarized by the chairman at 
the end of the one-day EDRC meeting. After this meeting, the OECD 
Secretariat revises the draft survey in consultation with the country 
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under review, to take into account comments and recommendations 
made by the Committee. The Committee then approves a final version 
for publication under its responsibility. A key element in this process 
is that all 34 members agree on the final report. It is not solely the re-
sponsibility of the Secretariat, although obviously its initial draft is an 
important input, and it accommodates the views of the country un-
der review only to the extent that there is consensus about this in the 
Committee. This process means there is a government ‘buy-in’ to the 
economic policy advice offered and hence a common ownership of the 
product (OECD, 2016b). The final version of the 2016 Survey of Poland 
was approved for publication by the EDRC members in February 2016.

The 2016 Economic Survey of Poland was launched in March 
2016. The OECD’s Chief Economist Catherine Mann visited Warsaw, 
Poland, on March 22, 2016 to present the Survey. She met with Deputy 
Prime Minister and Minister for Development Mateusz Morawiecki. 
Together with him she presented the Survey to the press. The OECD 
team stayed in Poland until March 24 to present the Survey to a wide 
variety of audiences. The key findings of the report were presented 
in a panel discussion with high-level policy makers and economists; 
the Institute of Structural Research and the Institute of Education Re-
search. In addition, on March 23, 2016, the OECD Economic Survey 
of Poland was presented during an expert seminar examining the 20th 
anniversary of Poland’s membership in the OECD. That seminar, or-
ganized by the Institute of East-Central Europe (IEŚW), was held at 
the John Paul II Catholic University of Lublin.

2. The 2016 Economic Survey of Poland

2.1. The Structure of the Survey
The 2016 Survey of Poland had three main messages (OECD, 2016c): 
(1) the economy has been resilient, with robust growth, falling un-
employment and a stable financial sector; (2) investment in low-
emissions infrastructure and skills is essential to sustain a continued 
improvement in living standards, environmental quality and well-be-
ing; (3) employment rates need to increase further to head off extreme 
demographic pressures, and making Poland more attractive for work-
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ers would be beneficial. Table 2 provides more details about the main 
recommendations of the Survey.

To continue catching up with living standards in other OECD coun-
tries, Poland needs to invest in higher skills and improve its infra-
structure, the Survey argues. Remarkably resilient to the 2009 world 
economic and financial crisis, Poland has continued to grow strongly 
(Figure 1, Panel A) and catch up with other OECD countries in terms 
of GDP per capita (Panel B). Productivity has risen quickly, and this 
needs to continue to sustain convergence with other OECD econo-
mies, since its level is still relatively low as is the technology content 
of Poland’s exports (Panel C and D). Moreover, Poland faces severe 
demographic pressures owing to low fertility and negative net migra-
tion, which will weigh on GDP growth and on Poland’s ability to fi-
nance adequate pension and health-care spending in the longer term. 
Based on past trends, migration is not expected to mitigate the sharp 
decline in the working-age population over the coming decades, un-
like in many other OECD countries, although recently immigration 
has been rising.

The three main chapters of the 2016 Economic Survey analyze each 
of these identified challenges and provide the ground that justifies the 
recommendations. The first chapter, the assessment and recommen-
dations, contains the main conclusions of the Survey and examines 
macroeconomic, financial and structural policies. The two more de-
tailed analytical chapters review skills and migration issues and infra-
structure investment. They build on cross-country studies carried out 
in the Economics Department and in the specialized directorates at 
the OECD that cover a wide range of topics, e.g. education, environ-
ment, transport or governance and regional issues.
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Table 2. Main recommendations of the 2016 Survey of Poland

TOP PRIORITIES

MAIN FINDINGS KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

The new government’s reform plans require 
greater tax revenues, as do age-related spend-
ing and investment needs.

Raise revenues by broadening the VAT base, eliminating reduced 
rates and exemptions, and by increasing property and environ-
mental taxes. To improve tax compliance set up strong central 
management for the tax authority, improve coordination, invest 
in ICTs and focus more resources on auditing large taxpayers.

Poor basic skills are widespread, particularly 
among students of basic vocational schools.

Continue to expand access to early childhood education and care, 
particularly for poorer families. Continue to strengthen individ-
ual support for weak students in elementary and lower second-
ary education, and attract the best teachers to basic vocational 
schools, e.g. by improving their pay and career opportunities.

Greenhouse gas emissions from power plants 
and air pollution are high, while electricity gen-
eration capacity is in need of renewal.

Ensure that climate change policies are clear and aligned with 
European and international objectives. Invest in interconnections 
with neighbouring countries in the electricity and the gas sectors.

OTHER PRIORITIES

MAIN FINDINGS KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

Boosting employment 

Irregular work relationships are undermining pro-
ductivity and well-being.

Strengthen labour law enforcement, and further align contribu-
tions on civil and labour law contracts.

Employment rates among women are low. In addition to childcare facilities, develop long-term care facili-
ties and move towards individual taxation only.

Employment among seniors, in particular wom-
en, is low, and so are pension replacement rates.

Increase the statutory pension age, as previously planned. If early 
retirement is to be allowed, it should be at the same age for men 
and women and at actuarially neutral discounts. 

Improving the investment framework

Local governments are responsible for most of 
the infrastructure but lack capacity to manage 
projects. 

Bolster local capacity by providing central-government technical 
assistance and integrated e-procurement processes.

The regulatory burden is holding back growth 
and investment.

Streamline business registration procedures, and monitor the 
impact of the recent reform of insolvency law.

Enhancing skills

Immigrants often work in professions that do not 
match their qualifications, and they find it diffi-
cult to transfer skills acquired abroad.

Implement easier foreign credentials recognition and validation 
of experience and skills acquired abroad.

The earlier tertiary education boom has led to 
quality problems in some areas.

Link university teachers’ pay and career prospects to their per-
formance, and continue strengthening links with business and 
foreign universities.

Source: OECD (2016) OECD Economic Surveys: Poland 2016. Paris: OECD Publishing.
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Figure 1. GDP growth has been robust,  
but productivity and exports’ technological content have remained weak

1 Includes exports of goods with low and medium-low technological content.

Source: OECD, Economic Outlook 98 (and updates), National Accounts and Productivity Databases; and OECD 
calculations based on UN Comtrade data.

The assessment of reforms and the follow-up on recommendations 
is another key part of the OECD Survey. Beyond the main chapters, it 
takes stock of the past OECD recommendations and it assesses if the 
authorities have made progress in implementing the recommended 
reforms. In particular, the 2016 Survey of Poland assessed progress 
in four main areas: product and financial market competition, fiscal 
policy and the budgetary framework, labour markets, and health care. 
A similar cross-country exercise is conducted in the OECD Going for 
Growth reports (OECD, 2015a). In this exercise, a reform responsive-
ness indicator is computed. It measures the extent to which countries 
have followed recommendations for structural reforms.
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2.2. Building international evidence
The two special chapters build on OECD evidence and examples of 
policies that ground the main recommendations in Table 2. The first 
chapter on skills and migration uses notably the OECD Survey of Adult 
Skills (Brandt, 2016; OECD, 2013, 2016f, and Box 1). Average test scores 
in numeracy and literacy of Polish adults are relatively low, according 
to this Survey of Adult Skills and the share of adults with basic skills 
deficiencies is correspondingly higher than the OECD average (Fig-
ure 2). Despite important improvements in schooling outcomes and 
tertiary attainment rates, average skills of adults in Poland are well 
below typical OECD levels. Basic vocational education has failed to 
provide many students with solid basic skills and is not always aligned 
with labour market needs. The earlier tertiary education boom led to 
low quality in some areas.

Figure 2. Skill test scores of adults, 20121

1 The data are based solely on Flanders for Belgium and England and Northern Ireland for the United Kingdom. 
2 Share of adults scoring at or below level 1 of the PIAAC scale of numeracy proficiency.

Source: OECD (2013) OECD Skills Outlook 2013 Database.
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Box 1. Two examples of international data collection efforts used in the 2016 Survey

The OECD Survey of Adult Skills
The Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) devel-
ops and conducts the Survey of Adult Skills. The survey measures adults’ proficiency in key 
information-processing skills – literacy, numeracy and problem solving in technology-rich 
environments – and gathers information and data on how adults use their skills at home, at 
work and in the wider community. The data include proficiency test scores of adults (aged 
16-65) in literacy, numeracy and – as an additional option in some countries – problem solv-
ing in technology-rich environments.

The OECD Product Market Regulation (PMR) indicators
To measure a country’s regulatory stance and track reform progress over time the OECD 
developed an economy-wide indicator of product market regulation (PMR) in 1998, which 
was then updated in 2003 and 2013. The information on regulatory structures and policies is 
collected through a questionnaire sent to governments in OECD and non-OECD countries. 
The 2013 questionnaire contains around 1 400 questions on economy-wide or industry-spe-
cific regulatory provisions. A bit more than 700 of the questions are used to compute the 
economy-wide PMR indicator and the indicators on sector regulation.

Based on: OECD (2013) OECD Skills Outlook 2013: First Results from the Survey of Adult Skills. Paris: OECD 
Publishing; Koske, I. et al. (2015) ‘The 2013 Update of the OECD Product Market Regulation Indicators: 
Policy Insights for OECD and non-OECD Countries’. OECD Economics Department Working Papers, No. 
1200. Paris: OECD Publishing.

The second chapter on energy and transport infrastructure builds 
on similar cross-country analyses. Transport, energy and ICT infra-
structure have made rapid progress. However, some infrastructure 
bottlenecks are holding back the economy. Indeed, a lack of integrated 
planning and weak project management capacity at the local level has 
hampered infrastructure investment. Ageing electricity generation ca-
pacity and household heat production rely mainly on solid fuels. This 
and the use of poor quality coal by households, together with low en-
ergy efficiency in the residential sector produces substantial urban air 
pollution, posing health hazards, and heavy carbon emissions, which 
contribute to climate change. For example, the chapter assesses the 
constraints for investment using sectoral regulations using the OECD 
Product Market Regulation (PMR) indicators (Box 1). In addition, spe-
cific parts build on the work of the OECD Environment Directorate 
and the 2015 Environmental Performance Review of Poland (OECD, 
2015b). It also mobilises OECD cross-country evidence in order to 
get possible estimates of the effects of the allocation of the funds of 
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the European Union to improve Poland’s transport network connec-
tivity with its neighbours (OECD, 2016a; Goujard, 2016). Indeed, the 
ratio of road distance to the shortest distance between two cities (the 
great-circle distance) for national connections within Poland is much 
smaller than the one for international connections. OECD evidence 
shows that Polish exports could rise by about 18% if the ratio of road 
distance to great-circle distance for international connections was 
similar to its national counterpart. Such estimates are based on the 
work of the Policy branch of the OECD Economics Department: Bra-
conier and Pisu (2013) analysed road distances and travelling times 
for 48 180 European city pairs to assess the negative effect of interna-
tional borders on goods trade.

ENDNOTES
1 The Author would like to thank Nicola Brandt and the editor, Anna Visvizi, for their valuable com-

ments and suggestions on early drafts of this article.
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