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Abstract. The article presents the development of food retail in Poland in comparison with glob-
al trends, characterised by the tendency to replace small traditional food stores with large-format 
stores, such as supermarkets and hypermarkets. This tendency has led to the emergence of retail and 
food deserts in numerous countries. This is a major problem from the perspective of both practition-
ers and researchers. In Poland, like in many other countries in the world, similar processes in retail 
development occur, therefore, researchers should pay attention to the emergence of retail deserts, 
the so-called ‘supermarket deserts,’ as well as some limitations in terms of access to supermarkets. 
Many territorial units in Poland, especially in eastern Poland, have no large-format stores. These 
areas constitute retail deserts and require further micro-scale research.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The growth of food retail, especially in developing countries, is characterised by 
the tendency to replace small traditional food stores with larger stores, such as 
supermarkets1 and/or hypermarkets,2 which is described in literature as the mod-
ernisation of food retail. On this basis, researchers began to identify food deserts 
and retail deserts. This research issue concerning commercially excluded areas 
is interdisciplinary in nature, as indicated by the interest in the topic not only 
among geographers, but also sociologists, economists, doctors, politicians, etc. 
This article focuses primarily on research regarding retail deserts in relation to 
supermarketisation and hypermarketisation, or phenomena that shape the modern 
retail landscape of Western European and Central European countries, including 
Poland. The name ‘food deserts’ is more suited to areas with no access or limited 
access to food, while ‘retail deserts’ describe areas which lack certain categories 
of retail facilities, e.g., supermarkets or hypermarkets. Obviously, in some cases, 
the lack of these forms of food stores does not have to cause a limited access to 
foodstuffs of appropriate quality and price.

An uneven expansion of food retail chains in a country can influence the emer-
gence  of  retail  deserts  and  food  deserts, which may  cause  difficulties,  such  as 
a limited access to some shopping facilities. An uneven development of such in-
dividual facilities may lead to the emergence of retail or food exclusion for some 
social groups. According to M. C. Guy (1998, 2007), major issues include acces-
sibility to shopping facilities and unjust treatment of marginalised social groups, 
for instance the elderly, the disabled, the unemployed, households with single 
parents, households with low income, or carless households. 

The purpose of the article is to present the development of large-format food 
retail  in  Poland  (hypermarkets  and  supermarkets)  in  comparison  with  global 
trends, especially those in Europe. The identification of analogical directions of 
changes makes it possible to predict further stages of development in this area of 
the Polish economy. In addition to numerical changes, the article also presents the 
spatial variation of the phenomenon in question in Poland.

The research on retail also includes studies on food deserts, which are quite ex-
tensive in English-speaking countries (USA, Canada, and the UK) but occasional 
and selective in some European countries (Germany, Sweden, and Slovakia). So 
far, Polish academic research has not raised the issue of food deserts which cre-

1 A store with a retail selling area of 400‒2499 sq. m, conducting sales mostly in the self-service 
mode,  offering  a  wide  assortment  of  frequently  purchased  food  and  non-food  items  (Central 
Statistical Office of Poland).
2 A store with a retail selling area exceeding 2500 sq. m, conducting sales mostly in the self-service 
mode, offering a wide assortment of frequently purchased food and non-food items; usually equipped 
with a car park (Statistics Poland).
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ates a peculiar research gap. Therefore, the additional purpose of this article is to 
raise awareness of the problem. The article focuses on presenting the trends in the 
development of large-format food retail in Poland and identifying areas where 
‘trading deserts’ could potentially occur. The issue of such deserts is vital from 
both the practical and academic perspectives.  

An in-depth analysis of the academic literature on retail deserts has been con-
ducted mainly on the basis of English literature and statistical data from Statistics 
Poland (the data of Statistics Poland refers  to  the number of hypermarkets and 
supermarkets). The work utilises indices of phenomenon intensity (e.g., the num-
ber of people per one market in both supermarkets and hypermarkets), and indices 
of dynamics (e.g., the changes in the number of hypermarkets and supermarkets 
in Poland in 2008‒2020; the increase in the number of supermarkets in Poland in 
2008‒2018 per powiats3).

2. WHAT ARE FOOD DESERTS?

The notion of a  ‘food desert’  is a  relatively broad one and has been defined  in 
different ways. The  term was coined  in Scotland  in  the early 1990s  (Cummins 
and Macintyre, 2002: 2115, 2002a: 436). Since then, researchers have been us-
ing the term in various ways. For instance, in their research, Hendrickson et al. 
(2006: 372) defined food deserts as “urban areas with 10 or fewer grocery stores 
and no stores with more than 20 employees.” Cummins and Macintyre (2002a: 
436) have defined them as “poor urban areas where residents cannot buy afforda-
ble, healthy food.” The latter definition focuses on the type and quality of food 
instead of the number, type or size of food stores available to residents (Walker 
et al., 2010, p. 876). Guszak et al. (2016) reviewed the literature which defined 
and characterised a food desert. The term was used to describe areas with no 
food stores (Cummins and Macintyre 1999; Morton et al., 2005), areas with food 
stores located at a major distance from each other (Coveney and O’Dwyer, 2009; 
Donkin et al., 1999; Wrigley et al., 2004), areas with a poor selection of  fresh 
and healthy products  (Clarke, et al.,  2002; Coveney and O’Dwyer,  2009; Gal-
lagher, 2008; Wrigley et al., 2002), as well as areas whose residents have low 
incomes and therefore face difficulties in accessing suburban supermarkets, due 
to the lack of cars or non-existent or too expensive public transportation (Coveney 
and O’Dwyer, 2009; Laurence, 1997; Short et al., 2007). Food deserts are areas 
(urban or rural) with relatively disadvantageous social and economic conditions, 
where the problem of the lack of the means of transport increases and residents 

3 A powiat is the second level of local government administration.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1353829210000584?casa_token=HUH3bb-c3ZIAAAAA:D0oHNeg124CwYJcyoBwluHicQ0JHT6MHvXNauuiTARygCDelIXlzZc46iFMKP6LTz1JOt7PjbHY#!
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are unable to access stores located further away from home and find better retail 
food sources (e.g., supermarkets) (Apparicio et al., 2007; McEntee and Agyeman, 
2010; Walker et al., 2010).

Studies on  the occurrence of  food deserts are  reflected  in practice. For  in-
stance, during the Australian census of 2001, residential housing was classified 
as being badly located in terms of access to healthy food, or as food deserts if 
the census district it was located in had a high percentage of carless households 
or the distance between the household and the closest supermarket exceeded 
2.5 km (Coveney and O’Dwyer, 2009). In the USA, for an area to be classified 
as a food desert with poor access to foodstuffs, at least 500 people and/or 33% of 
people in the census must live further than a mile (approx. 1.6 km) from a super-
market or a large food store (in the case of the census in rural areas, the distance 
exceeded 10 miles, approx. 16 km) (Khalil and Mendelson, 2017; USDA, 2015; 
Ver Ploeg et al., 2011). 

One theory on the emergence of food deserts in the USA was associated with 
both  the development  and  closing of  stores  (Curtis  and McClellan,  1995; Guy 
et al., 2004). It is believed that the development of a supermarket network influ-
ences the consumers’ access to food of better quality, higher diversity, and lower 
prices. The expansion of these large food stores located outside cities (or on their 
edges)  resulted  in  the  closures of  smaller  (independent)  food  stores. The  areas 
where affordable diverse food is accessible only to people with cars or those will-
ing to pay for public transport emerged.

This phenomenon may lead and does actually lead to the emergence of areas 
with limited access to diverse ‘healthy’ food. Generally, supermarkets have this 
type of food on offer at an affordable price. For this reason, some studies asso-
ciate access to healthy food with access to a supermarket or a large food store. 
Because of such deliberations food deserts were defined as areas with limited 
access to healthy and affordable food (Apparicio et al., 2007; Jiao et al., 2012; 
Križan et al., 2015). Moreover, supermarkets have longer working hours, have 
better  parking  facilities,  and  are  attractive  to  customers  (Alwitt  and Donley, 
1997; Guy et al., 2004). Another approach assumes that the high competitive-
ness of supermarkets selling general products leads to defining a food desert as 
an area which creates a retail emptiness (Furey et al., 2001; Walker et al., 2010). 
This is due to the closure of small local stores which lose against supermarkets 
and hypermarkets.

Guy and David  (2004, p. 223) have  identified five characteristics of  a  food 
desert:

1. The residents are physically disadvantaged in terms of mobility and acces-
sibility,

2. They are economically disadvantaged, generally low-income earners, 
3. As a result, they have poor nutrition/diet as they generally eat cheaper, more 

filling foodstuffs than traditional meat/fruit/vegetables, 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1353829210000584?casa_token=HUH3bb-c3ZIAAAAA:D0oHNeg124CwYJcyoBwluHicQ0JHT6MHvXNauuiTARygCDelIXlzZc46iFMKP6LTz1JOt7PjbHY#!
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4.  They are geographically disadvantaged because of the lack of choice of 
food stores in their area, and

5. Local stores only supply a limited selection of foods, at higher prices than 
larger superstores.

From the perspective of researchers, spatial access to large food stores and 
supermarkets is the precondition for buying and consuming healthy food (Far-
ber et al.,  2014).  Neighbourhoods with  poor  spatial  and  economic  access  to 
such stores are colloquially named ‘food deserts’ (Jiao et al., 2012; Larsen and 
Gilliland, 2008; USDA, 2014). According to, for instance, Short et al. (2007), 
food deserts are places which converge the transport constraints of carless resi-
dents and a lack of supermarkets forcing residents to pay inflated prices for in-
ferior and unhealthy food in small local markets and general food stores (Short 
et al., 2007, p. 352). There is also an uneven distribution of grocery shops and 
the presence of disadvantaged neighbourhoods with no access to supermarkets 
(Walker et al., 2010).

Since  the mid-1990s,  the  concept  of  an  urban  food  desert  has  been widely 
studied  in  the  poor  districts  of European  and North American  cities.  Food de-
serts are often characterised as areas with disadvantageous economic conditions, 
where access to healthy and affordable food is limited due to the lack of modern 
retail outlets (such as supermarkets) (Battersby and Crush, 2014, p. 143). Even 
households with cars may not always want to bear the associated fuel costs. In 
inner city neighbourhoods of developed countries such as the UK, USA, and Can-
ada, the number of supermarkets and large food stores has decreased with only 
a few independent stores, small supermarkets or discount stores remaining.4 These 
stores offer less diverse and cheaper selections of food (Larsen and Gilliand, 2008; 
Cummins and Macintyre, 2002; Wrigley, 2002). Access to such food is worse for 
certain groups and it is necessary for people to travel outside their neighbour-
hoods to purchase cheaper goods (Larsen and Gilliand, 2008). Such city centre 
neighbourhoods are defined as food deserts and they have become the subject of 
research on the identification of social exclusion and health-related inequalities in 
urban areas (Ozuduru, Guldman, 2013, pp. 5–6).

It should be remembered that high-quality food may be delivered by vari-
ous suppliers, such as large-format supermarkets, corner stores and mobile food 
trucks, large-format grocery stores, and supermarkets (Block and Kouba 2006). 
Since spatial access is the precondition for buying and consuming healthy food, 
these studies focus on the spatial access to large grocery stores and supermarkets 
(Farber et al., 2014).

4 Unfortunately, the article relied on data from the Statistics Poland, where shops are included in 
the category of supermarkets and hypermarkets because of their surface area. Some discount stores 
meeting this criterion are included in the supermarket category. The differences between them con-
sist, among other, in the way they are developed and the level of prices.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1353829210000584?casa_token=HUH3bb-c3ZIAAAAA:D0oHNeg124CwYJcyoBwluHicQ0JHT6MHvXNauuiTARygCDelIXlzZc46iFMKP6LTz1JOt7PjbHY#!
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3. TENDENCIES IN THE MARKETISATION OF COMMERCIAL SPACE

Particularly since the early 20th century, there have been some changes to the retail 
maps of individual countries. This was a result of the emergence of new formats 
of large-format commercial spaces such as supermarkets, hypermarkets, as well as 
shopping centres of various types and generations. The development of individual 
facilities was uneven and had different dynamics depending on the country. The 
term “supermarketisation”  is sometimes used  to describe  the observed  increase 
in the number and market percentage of the modern formats of food retail (e.g., 
Dries et al., 2004; Reardon et al., 2009).

As a result of the globalisation of the economy, the foreign expansion of trade 
tycoons has accelerated the process of the concentration of retail chains and re-
sulted in the growing dominance of the biggest retailers in many countries. This 
expansion mostly applies to emerging markets: Central and Eastern Europe, East 
Asia, South-East Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America (Kaczmarek, 2010). 

The development of modern retail began in the 1930s in USA and soon after in 
Western Europe. Since the 1990s, this type of retail has become a global phenom-
enon, spreading throughout all the developing regions. Recognised retail chains 
from USA and Western Europe have grown on a global scale. At the same time, 
their business models have been adopted by local companies, many of which have 
managed to build enormous retail chains and even develop on the international 
scale. The driving force behind the globalisation of retail was the growing com-
petitiveness between the retail chains from USA and Western Europe (Altenburg 
et al., 2016).

Reardon et al.  (2003)  have  distinguished  four  waves  of  supermarket  ex-
pansion,  encompassing different  regions  and countries  in  the world. The first 
wave  occurred  in  the  early  1990s mainly  in  the  countries  of  South America, 
parts of South-East Asia, Northern and Central Europe (Baltic states, Poland, 
and the Czech Republic), as well as Southern Africa. The second wave started in 
the mid-1990s and encompassed parts of South-East Asia, Latin America, South 
America,  as well  as Northern  and Eastern  Europe  (e.g.,  Bulgaria). The  third 
wave emerged in the mid-2000s – supermarkets spread to other parts of Central 
and South America, South-East Asia, China, India, Eastern Europe, and Russia. 
The fourth wave encompassed mostly the countries of Sub-Saharan Africa and 
South Asia.5

5 More in-depth information can be found in: Reardon, T., Timmer, C. P., Barret, C. B. and Berde-
gué, J. (2003), ‘The rise of supermarkets in Africa, Asia and Latin America’, American Journal of 
Agricultural Economics 85 (5), pp. 1140–1146. Making Retail Modernisation in Developing Coun-
tries Inclusive. A Development Policy Perspective, 2016, T. Altenburg, E. Kulke, A. Hampel-Mila-
grosa, L. Peterskovsky, C. Reeg, Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik, German Development 
Institute, nr 2.



291Supermarket deserts in the Polish retail landscape in comparison...

In the early and mid-1990s in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, the supermarket 
revolution began  (Reardon and Berdegué, 2006),  fuelled mostly by  foreign di-
rect investments (FDIs) from renowned American and West European food store 
v chains (Altenburg et al., 2016). At that time (the mid-1990s) various stages of 
commercial development could be distinguished in Western Europe (Kłosiewicz 
and Strużycki, 1997):

 – stage of traditional development (in Greece and Portugal),
 – stage of intermediate development (in Spain and Italy),
 – stage of dynamic development (in Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark and 

France),
 – stage of most dynamic development (in Germany and the United Kingdom).
During  the  times  of  the  communist  regime, Central  and East  European  con-

sumers bought the majority of food products in state-owned retail stores and co-
operatives, as well as fresh produce in private shops and at farmers’ markets (fruit 
and vegetable markets). During the transition stage in the 1990s, the retail sector 
was privatised and supermarket chains with foreign and domestic capital began to 
emerge. All countries of Central and Eastern Europe have undergone the same three 
phases of retail transformations, with major differences in the time it took to tran-
sition from one phase to another. The first phase, i.e., “the communism era,” was 
the period prior to reforms. The second phase, i.e., “the transition phase,” was the 
first stage of transformation, wherein serious reforms took place, including the pri-
vatisation and liberalisation of the market. In the third phase, i.e., the “globalisation 
era,” large investments of international enterprises occurred in the retail sector. All 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe began the transition phase in 1989–1991. 
The subsequent phases were much more diverse. For instance, countries such as the 
Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland were first wave countries in terms of retail 
transformation, with globalisation occurring circa 1996. Balkan states, such as Cro-
atia, Romania, and Bulgaria, were part of the second wave, with globalisation of 
retail beginning in the late 1990s. In the third wave countries, including Russia and 
Ukraine, the globalisation of retail began only in 2002 (Dries et al., 2004).

The structure of large-format stores in individual European countries is diverse 
as is the saturation of these retail facilities. On the one hand, there are countries 
with more than 450 large-format stores per million residents (Norway, Austria) 
and, on the other, countries with less than 150 such stores per million residents 
(Turkey, the United Kingdom, Slovakia, Hungary, Poland, and Portugal) (Fig. 1). 
The list provided by Nielsen (2014) shows that Poland was a market with poor 
saturation of large-format shopping facilities, which brought on their intense de-
velopment in the following years. 

The natural decrease in retail selling area has resulted in a greater concentration 
of shopping facilities; currently, it is common that only 3‒4 biggest chains control as 
much as 90% of a market in a country (Geomarketing, GfK, 2017). Despite the facts 
presented above, further decreases in retail area per person are expected. 
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Fig. 1. The number of supermarkets and hypermarkets per 1 million of residents in European countries
SSM ‒ supermarkets (400‒1000 sq. m); LSM ‒ large supermarkets (1000‒2500 sq. m); H ‒ 

hypermarkets (>2500 sq. m) (Nielsen, 2014) Nielsen, 2014. GROCERY UNIVERSE 2014, Results 
of the 52nd inventory of retail grocery in Belgium, drawn up by Nielsen

Eastern markets still have some potential to obtain new retail areas. Some of 
the western chains took advantage of that in order to further their development 
(e.g., Auchan, Carrefour, the Delhaize Group or the Agrokor Group). Another new 
tendency is to introduce new concepts which offer customers a better sales cul-
ture  and  customer  service,  as well  as more  convenient  shopping  (usually Lidl, 
partially also Kaufland) (Kunc and Križan, 2018). In 2016, the retail landscape in 
individual countries was still diverse. Economies with minor retail trade, with less 
than 0.8 sq. m per resident (Ukraine, Romania, Bulgaria, and Greece) functioned 
right next to countries with a large surface area of more than 1.6 sq. m per resident 
(Austria, Belgium, and Netherlands) (Table 1).

Table 1. Retail selling area per person in 2016 in selected European countries (in sq. m)

Country Retail area (sq. m) Country Retail area (sq. m)
Austria 1.67 Czech Republic 1.04
Belgium 1.64 Italy 1.03
Netherlands 1.61 Hungary 1.02
Switzerland 1.47 Slovakia 1.01
Germany 1.44 Poland 0.95
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Country Retail area (sq. m) Country Retail area (sq. m)

Sweden 1.27 Greece 0.74

France 1.23 Bulgaria 0.74

Spain 1.12 Romania 0.70

Croatia 1.10 Ukraine 0.44

Great Britain 1.09

Source: REGIODATA research  (2017): Regional economic data  for Europe  [online]. Available 
at: http://www.regiodata.eu/en/ [accessed on: 12.01.2022]; after: Kunc, J., Križan F., 2018, Changing 
European retail landscapes: New trends and challenges, Moravian Geographical Reports, 26 (3), p. 152.

One of the characteristic features of European retail trade is the possibility 
of distinguishing two types of its development, the so-called autonomous and 
colonised  markets.  Autonomous  markets  include:  German,  British,  French, 
and Scandinavian markets. They have a relatively low presence of foreign chains 
and their native retail is somewhat specific, for instance the native hypermarket 
chain Carrefour predominates in France, while the discount chain Aldi is most 
popular in Germany. An unusually strong position of consumers’ cooperatives is 
typical of Scandinavian countries. Southern European markets (Spain, Portugal, 
Italy,  and Greece)  as well  as Central  and Eastern European markets  fall  into 
the second category of countries with a predominance of foreign retail chains 
(Ciechomski, 2010).

4. INTERNATIONALISATION AND GLOBALISATION OF POLISH 
RETAIL

After  the  Second World War,  in  the  Polish  People’s Republic,  in  accordance 
with the law that considered state ownership the basis of the new political sys-
tem, the so-called battle for retail was initiated midway through 1947. It largely 
led to the nationalisation of retail trade. In the 1950s and 60s, the construction 
of large-format department stores became widespread in Poland as one of the 
instruments in the struggle for trade. The stores included cooperative and com-
mon department stores, where state-regulated prices prevailed, and which were 
to serve as competition for private stores. However, these large-format forms 
could not be compared to modern markets and shopping centres constructed in 
other countries at the same time (different architecture, organisation, principles 
of functioning, and smaller surface areas ‒ the largest had surface areas of ap-
prox. 5,000 sq. m). 

http://www.regiodata.eu/en/
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Polish retail trade began to undergo a dynamic transformations in the late 
1980s. Initially, these changes involved only a dynamic growth in numbers re-
sulting from establishing small private shops. As a consequence of these changes, 
Poland in the early 1990s saw a rapid increase in the number of stores opened 
by Polish entrepreneurs. Usually an owner established a single store, rarely – two 
or more. Traditional stores with small surface areas predominated. “Only between 
1989 and 1991 did the number of stores in Poland increase more than twofold 
(from approx. 152,000 to 311,000)” (Cyrson and Kopczyński, 2016). The num-
bers continued to increase until 2008, when Statistics Poland registered more than 
385,000 commercial facilities. Since then, the tendency has reversed, and a grad-
ual decrease in the number of stores has been taking place. In 2020, only approx. 
320,000 such shops were registered.

As a result of the growth in shop numbers, the Polish retail trade in the late 
20th and the early 21st century was still largely fragmented. In 2003, there were 
approx. 12 stores per 1,000 residents. In comparison, in the same year this value 
was 7.8 in France, 6.2 in Sweden, 5.8 in the United Kingdom, 5.6 in Finland, and 
only 5.0 in Austria. However, it should be mentioned that Poland was not the only 
country with such a high dispersion of retail trade. In some European countries 
it was even higher: Portugal had 13.3 stores per 1000 residents, Italy 15.6, and 
Greece 17.4 (Cyrson and Kopczyński, 2016).

The 1989 political upheaval caused transformations to all sectors of the 
national  economy,  including  significant  changes  to  retail  trade. Among  other 
things, the Polish market was opened to foreign capital, including one invest-
ing in large-format trade. A poor saturation with shopping facilities and a lack 
of modern retail forms resulted in the new and unfamiliar shopping facilities 
(supermarkets, hypermarkets, and shopping centres) quickly gaining numerous 
supporters in the form of Polish consumers, which influenced their development 
to spiral. In the 1990s, a gradual increase in the wealth of an average Polish 
consumer occurred, lifestyle was becoming more consumerist, and car own-
ership  increased  (which significantly  increased access  to  large-format stores). 
This encouraged foreign investors to establish new shopping facilities. Those 
and other factors also determined the development of modern forms of retail 
concentration, i.e., shopping centres.

In the first transformation years in Poland, there was no large national capital spe-
cialising in retail. The gap was filled by foreign capital in the form of direct invest-
ments. Foreign capital saw incentives to invest in large-format stores in the form of: 
favourable tax regulations, low prices of purchasing or leasing real estates, the avail-
ability of qualified workforce, as well as a large and absorptive market. Large-format 
stores developed rapidly also due to the experience of foreign retail companies with 
global reach, large capital, and modern management (Wrzesińska, 2008).

It has already been mentioned that in the early 1990s, foreign retail chains 
began to enter the Polish market with large-format stores, including facilities 
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with  fast-moving consumer goods  (FMCG):  supermarkets  (e.g., Billa, Cham-
pion, and Rema 1000), discount stores (e.g., Plus, and Biedronka), and hyper-
markets (e.g., Geant, Tesco, Carrefour, and E. Leclerc), but also specialist hy-
permarkets with non-food goods, such as IKEA, Nomi, and Obi. In 1990, the 
German company Billa (since 2001 known as Elea,  taken over by  the French 
Auchan) opened the first supermarket in Poland, while the Belgian chain Globi 
was  the precursor of discount stores with  its first shop established  in Warsaw 
(owned by the French Carrefour since 2000). The German HIT was the first hy-
permarket established in Poland (in 1994), with all 13 stores taken over by the 
British Tesco in 2002.

J. Dawson and J. Henley (1999), among others, explained why Poland was so 
attractive to large shopping chains. They enumerated the following factors which at-
tracted foreign retail investors: large internal market resulting from the demographic 
potential of the country, the increasing wealth of Poles, enthusiastic consumerist 
attitudes (similar to the habits of western post-industrial societies), stable macroeco-
nomic conditions, and a low competitiveness of native capital in the 1990s.

Yet another crucial change in retail in the early 1990s was privatisation ‒ the 
number of stores owned by the state was decreasing, while the number of those 
owned by private entities was rising. In only 4 years, between 1989 (25,000) and 
1993,  the  number  of  private  stores  tripled  (Cyrson  and Kopczyński,  2016).  In 
2003, there were as many as 456,000. In the following years the tendency reversed 
(394,000 in 2007). At the same time, the number of retail facilities owned by the 
public sector decreased drastically from 27,000 in 1989 to approx. 1,300 in 2007 
(Gazdecki, 2009). 

With the development of market economy, the nature of Polish retail has 
changed significantly. Aside from the already-mentioned changes associated with 
the radical increase in shopping facilities, privatisation of retail, and its interna-
tionalisation  (the  emergence  of  foreign  chains),  Szromnik  (2001)  has  also 
mentioned the development of street-market retail, the strengthening of newly 
made connections between trade and industry, the modernisation of trade tech-
niques and customer service procedures, and the implementation of merchandis-
ing experiences in retail.

Ciechomski formulated the model of selective development of retail trade in 
Poland as early as in 2010, predicting that within 10‒20 years the FMCG market 
would be dominated by the following forms of retail: large-format retail (mod-
ern shopping centres), delicatessen (supermarkets with premium grade goods), 
discount stores  (shops based on  the cost  leadership strategy), neighbourhood 
stores (convenience stores), and internet retail (online retail with home deliv-
ery of highly processed food, substances and household goods) (Ciechomski, 
2010).

Despite the existence of certain differences, especially the large percentage of 
small stores, in the early 21st century general European tendencies and trends were 
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observed in Poland. This is largely due to the internationalisation and globalisa-
tion of Polish trade, including (Drzazga, 2016): 

 – fast development of electronic retail,
 – numerous retail companies with base retail facilities also beginning to con-

duct business online,
 – the development of new types of retail units, e.g., convenience stores,
 – the emergence of hybrid retail facilities (e.g., supermarkets combined with 

delicatessen stores), 
 – the intense development and later the strengthening of the market position 

of known retail units, such as supermarkets, hypermarkets, and discount stores,
 – intense development of shopping centres, 
 – decreasing number of department stores and trade houses.6 

5. SUPERMARKETISATION OF POLISH SPACE

In Poland,  in  the first  decade  of  the  21st century the percentage of stores with 
large selling areas (over 400 sq. m) increased rapidly. This was caused by a fast 
development of the network of supermarkets, discount stores, hypermarkets, and 
shopping centres, which mostly belonged to foreign retail companies with large 
capital. The first and the beginning of the second decade of the 21st century also 
saw an intensification in the internationalisation and globalisation of Polish retail. 
Polish retail became an expansion area for the largest global trade companies: the 
English Tesco Plc, the French Carrefour SA, and the German Metro Gruppe (Real, 
Media Markt, Saturn, and Makro Cash&Carry). Aside from the above-mentioned 
companies, which have remained the largest global retail companies for many 
years now, a major role in the internationalisation of Polish retail was also played 
by  other  foreign  retail  companies with  large  shopping  chains,  such  as:  Jeroni-
mo Martins from Portugal, Groupe Auchan from France, and Rewe AG, Edeka 
Gruppe, Schwarz Gruppe, Aldi Gruppe, and Tengelmann Gruppe from Germany. 
The internationalisation and globalisation of Polish retail have significantly accel-
erated concentration in this economic area in the country (Drzazga, 2016).

Between 1992 and 2008, the number of retail facilities with a surface area of 
400 sq. m or higher increased from 1,973 to 8,634, so the absolute value of the 
increase amounted  to 6,661  (Fig. 2), or 437.6%. The dynamics was  the  lowest 
between 1992 and 1994 with 101.1%, but it increased in the following years with 
an average annual value of approx. 111.1%. 

6 The number of department stores in 2000‒2010 decreased from 137 to 67 and currently (2020) 
there are 75 department stores in total. The number of trade houses has decreased from 780 in 2000 
to 157 in 2020.
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Fig. 2. Changes in the number of stores with a surface area of 400 m2 in Poland in 1992‒2008
Source: M.Gazdecki, 2010, ‘Koncentracja handlu detalicznego w Polsce’, Journal of Agribusiness 
and Rural Development 2(16), Uniwersytetu Przyrodniczego, Poznań. Dane pozyskane w oparciu 

Rynek wewnętrzny z lat 1991–2008. 2008. GUS, Warszawa.

In  2004,  the method  of  classifying  shops  changed, with  the  largest  divided 
into four groups in accordance to their surface area: 400‒999 sq. m, 1,000‒1,999 
sq. m, 2,000‒2,499 sq. m, and with a surface area of ≥ 2500 sq. m. In terms of 
organisational forms, those are department stores,7 trade houses,8 supermarkets,9 
and hypermarkets.10

The first hypermarket  in Poland opened  in Warsaw in 1994.  It belonged  to  the 
German chain HIT (taken over by Tesco in 2002). In the following years, other chains 
appeared. After several years of the predominance of small traditional stores, the ex-
pansion of large-format stores, especially hypermarkets, began. The upward trend in 
the number of hypermarkets lasted until 2014, but after that the trend reversed and 
decreases have been observed and the number has begun to decrease (546 in 2020).11

As Mazurkiewicz (2020) indicated, hypermarkets have continued to take the 
market by storm from the 1990s onwards. Polish chains were convinced that large 

7 A multi-section store with a retail selling area of 2000 sq. m or more, selling a wide and universal 
assortment of non-food goods, but often also food; it can also conduct additional catering and ser-
vices (Statistics Poland).
8 A multi-section  (with at  least  two sections)  store with a  retail  selling area of 600‒1999 sq. m, 
selling goods of similar assortment to the one offered in department stores (Statistics Poland).
9 A store with a  retail selling area of 400‒2,499 sq. m, conducting sales mostly  in  the self-service 
mode, offering a wide assortment of frequently purchased food and non-food items (Statistics Poland).
10 A store with a retail selling area exceeding 2,500 sq. m, conducting sales mostly in the self-
service mode, offering a wide assortment of frequently purchased food and non-food items; usually 
equipped with a car park (Statistics Poland).
11 This is, among other things, the result of the British TESCO withdrawing from the Polish market.
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stores with enormous assortments of goods would dominate the market. In Po-
land, the retreat from large areas in favour of smaller and medium-sized shops, but 
closer to home, is noticeable (Mazurkiewicz, 2020).

The situation is different with supermarkets, whose market continues to grow 
dynamically. In 2008, there were nearly 4,000 supermarkets in Poland, with twice 
as many (more than 8,000) in 2020 (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3. Changes in the number of hypermarkets and supermarkets in Poland in 2008‒2020
Source: Own work on the basis of data provided by Statistics Poland

The spread of qualitatively new trading units has been uneven. The expansion 
of the biggest ones began in the largest cities and only later crossed into medium 
and smaller towns. Yet the location strategies of individual companies were di-
verse. Some focused on select regions of the country, others considered the sizes 
of settlement units and their consumerist or purchasing potential. Competitive-
ness also remained a major factor in the adopted location strategies. It should be 
remembered that the times when individual companies entered the Polish market 
differed, additionally there were changes in ownership that resulted in the process 
of rebranding and divestments12 in retail.

After saturating large urban centres, retail chains began to expand to ever 
smaller centres, especially main cities of powiats that offered better potential for 
good sales. This saturation is reflected in a denser network of facilities and de-

12 Divestments are “reductions  to  the range and scale of an organisation’s functioning which are 
voluntary, planned or forced by a crisis, and involve relinquishing some parts of the business or 
discarding the whole business, mostly through sale” (Osbert-Pociecha 1998, p. 11).
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creased distances between stores within a chain. Food discount stores are most 
often the driving force behind such investments, since they win the battle for their 
clients’ wallets. Those were initially facilities with a basic assortment and low 
prices, but due to the continuous development of their offers they became a pre-
dominant form of retail, similar to the concept of supermarkets (Nowakowska and 
Palicki, 2016). For several years now food retail has been saturated with hyper-
markets, but supermarket and discount stores still continue to expand (Cyrson and 
Kopczyński, 2016).

The development of supermarkets in the country (as seen in Fig. 4) is uneven. 
The greatest growth dynamics within the period of 10 years was observed in west-
ern Poland (even up to 4 stores per 10,000 people) in urban areas, in areas with the 
highest numbers of tourists, and in borderlands (the western border with Germany 
and partly also the southern border with the Czech Republic). The weakest devel-
opment occurred in the south-eastern part of the country with less than 1.3 stores 
per 10,000 people (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4. Increase in the number of supermarkets in Poland in accordance with powiats in 2008‒2018
Source: own work.
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The demand for goods and services offered in retail facilities is generated not 
only by local or domestic households, but also consumers from neighbouring 
countries. This is mostly visible in borderlands, where the residents of neigh-
bouring countries frequent retail facilities more often than the residents of the 
country (city or region). This phenomenon is common in areas where well-devel-
oped and weaker economies meet. In case of the latter, both goods and services 
are competitive in terms of price. The differences in currency exchange rates are 
also  favourable  to  shopping  tourism  (Foryś, 2014).  In  this  case, obviously,  the 
possibility of crossing the border is also a factor, due to such obstructions as, for 
instance, rivers. 

For several years now, the tendency to shop in smaller-surface stores has been 
observed. There are numerous causes of this phenomenon. Discount stores (with 
smaller surface areas) gain significance and their percentage in the food market 
continues  to grow. Poles perceive  them as offering products with a good qual-
ity-to-price ratio. More and more often consumers also appreciate the comfort 
of shopping, choosing stores located closer to home, with no need for additional 
travel (Cyrson and Kopczyński, 2016, pp. 20–21).

6. SUPERMARKET AND HYPERMARKET DESERTS

In studies on food deserts some researchers consider the accessibility to supermar-
kets as facilities with a diverse, rich assortment, providing healthy and affordable 
food (e.g., Gay et al., 2004; Apparicio et al., 2007; Jiao et al., 2012; Battersby and 
Crush, 2014; Križan et al., 2015; Guszak et al., 2016). 

The uneven expansion of food store chains in Poland (supermarkets and hyper-
markets) may influence the appearance of food deserts and lead to the phenom-
enon of retail or food exclusion. The lack of such stores in some territorial units 
may foreshadow the appearance of food deserts there. In such areas, residents may 
have limited access to a diverse offer of goods, due to, for instance, transportation 
limits  (no  car  or  underdeveloped public  transport),  economic  limits  (travel  ex-
penses or prices of goods), assortment limitations (lack of retail facilities or small 
stores without a diverse offer), and health limitations (immobility or difficulty in 
getting around).

Figure 5 shows the number of residents per one supermarket or hypermarket in 
2020 per administrative units. Many areas in Poland have no such forms of retail 
and are therefore categorised as potential food deserts. The highest number of 
units without these stores is in eastern Poland (the Lublin and Podlaskie Voivode-
ships), south-eastern Poland (the Subcarpathian Voivodeship) and north-eastern 
Poland (the Warmian-Masurian Voivodeship). In territorial units with supermar-
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kets and hypermarkets, their index is often relatively high, with more than 9.5000 
residents per one shopping facility. The situation is different in the western part 
of  the  country  (the Greater Poland and Lubuskie Voivodeships),  south-western 
Poland (the Lower Silesian Voivodeship), north-western Poland (the West Pomer-
anian Voivodeship) and in southern Poland (the Silesian and Opole Voivodeships). 
Those areas have few units without supermarkets or hypermarkets, and there is 
more of them in places where they do exist than in eastern parts of the country, 
which translates into a lower number of residents ‒ often less than 3.9000 ‒ per 
one supermarket or hypermarket (Fig. 5). 

Fig. 5. Number of people per one supermarket or hypermarket in Poland in 2020, per administrative 
units

Source: own work.

The unevenness of supermarketisation is the result of, among others, the var-
ied levels of social and economic development in individual regions. Eastern ar-
eas are largely agricultural, with a lesser density of settlements, and residents 
with  lower  income. According  to  Statistics  Poland,  the  average monthly  gross 
income in relation to the national average (Poland = 100) in 2020 was the lowest 
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in the Subcarpathian Voivodeship (85.2%) and the Warmian-Masurian Voivode-
ship (85.3%). The highest was recorded in the Masovian Voivodeship (119.2), al-
though it should be mentioned that it is the largest voivodeship in terms of surface 
area and contains the Warsaw Metropolitan Area, which boosts the index (which 
is lower in other parts of this administrative unit). The Lower Silesian Voivode-
ship (with its capital in Wrocław) also exceeds the value of 100, with 103.1. The 
differences in the level of social and economic development in Poland stem not 
only from the differences  in environmental conditions, but also historical ones. 
For more than a century individual areas of the country functioned within differ-
ent state organisms, during the Partitions of Poland. The eastern and central Po-
land was  incorporated  into  Tsarist  Russia  (Russian  Empire),  the  south-eastern 
Poland (the Subcarpathian Voivodeship) was incorporated into the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire, and the remaining northern, western and southern areas were in-
corporated into Prussia. This long period in Polish history to this day impacts the 
distribution of numerous social and economic phenomena, in many cases showing 
the preservation of the borders from the era of the Partitions.

The role of national borders was mentioned when describing the dynamics 
of the development of supermarkets and hypermarkets. Poland is part of the Eu-
ropean Union (EU), and therefore it is open in the south and west, allowing for 
the free crossing of borders. The difference in prices, mostly between Poland and 
Germany, results in increased shopping tourism in Poland, which contributes to 
the retail investors’ interest in these areas. That is why the number of units without 
supermarkets  is  low. The rivers Lusatian Neisse and  the Oder constitute Polish 
borders,  therefore,  they are a barrier hindering  the free crossing –  the gminas13 
(communities) with no border checkpoints develop more weakly in terms of retail. 
Eastern and northern Polish borders are simultaneously the borders of the EU with 
Ukraine,14 Belarus, and Russia which means there are regulations in place when it 
comes to crossing them. Additionally, the purchasing power there is weaker and 
the prices are lower. For these reasons, eastern areas are less attractive to investors 
in search of locations for future supermarkets and hypermarkets. 

When it comes to the retail landscape, urban areas are highly attractive to in-
vestors,  for  example  the Warsaw Metropolitan Area,  the Gdańsk Metropolitan 
Area,  the  Bydgoszcz–Toruń  Metropolitan Area,  areas  with  high  urbanisation, 
such as Upper Silesia or tourist locations (mainly mountain towns and the Masu-
rian Lake District).

The research on the locations of food deserts considering only supermarkets 
and hypermarkets is based on a significant simplification. Areas without such ob-
jects do not necessarily constitute a retail desert with limited access to grocery 
stores offering a non-diverse assortment of goods. 

13 Gminas are administrative districts. A powiat is usually subdivided into gminas.
14 The analysis is based on the data from 2020, from before the outbreak of the war in Ukraine in 2022.
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Subject literature seems to confirm such observations. For instance, Ver Ploeg 
(2011) has claimed that the lack of access to supermarkets does not necessarily 
mean the access to products is limited, since they can be purchased in other food 
stores, such as ethnic stores, specialist stores, and markets. Rose et al.  (2009) 
discovered  that  certain districts  (e.g. Village de L’Est, Treme  in New Orleans) 
identified in some studies as food deserts due to the lack of supermarkets could 
not be considered food deserts, since they had many smaller stores with basic food 
products. 

A state-wide research involving only access to supermarkets and hypermar-
kets identifies areas where residents have potentially limited access to numerous 
products. Such analyses should be continued on the microscale and they should 
consider other retail units to verify the presence of food deserts. 

7. CONCLUSIONS

On the global scale, supermarkets and hypermarkets are the predominant form of 
food retail, and in developed economies they have the highest percentage in total 
sales.  In USA, hypermarkets constitute  the basic  form, but  in Western Europe, 
where urban areas are more densely populated, the space is limited, more peo-
ple use public transport and there are greater physical limitations to constructing 
large-format  stores  (e.g.,  supermarkets, hypermarkets). Additionally, many  reg-
ulatory authorities  in Europe prohibit  the construction of  large stores  in central 
locations. 

In some countries, especially in Germany, the United Kingdom and USA, hy-
permarkets and supermarkets are put under pressure by discount stores which de-
velop rapidly and take over many customers of traditional supermarkets. Discount 
stores offer a cheap, limited and standardised assortment of articles, which lowers 
their costs (Acker, 2011; Jürgens, 2011). 

The emergence of new forms of retail on the Polish market has had an impact 
on its retail map. The changes have involved a major decrease in retail facilities, 
which may suggest that numerous stores did not meet the challenge of competing 
with new retail forms and/or failed to adapt to the new retail reality and meet 
consumers’ expectations. Retail in Poland has also been influenced by an increase 
in consumer mobility (higher level of car ownership). Some customers were no 
longer dependent on the location of stores or the availability of public transport. 
New types of retail facilities had car parks and favourable locations (near trans-
port  routes with high  traffic capacities),  thus becoming attractive  to customers. 
Their attractiveness was further increased through their assortment of goods and 
their competitive prices, reinforced by numerous special offers. 
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As it has already been indicated, the development of retail in Poland is similar 
to that in other parts of the world. In particular, supermarkets, and discount and 
convenience shops are gaining in importance. This trend in many places may, on 
the one hand, facilitate access to groceries, but, on the other, it leads to the closure 
of small local shops. The purpose of the article was not only to present the ten-
dencies in the development of large-format stores in the era of globalisation and 
internationalisation, but also to identify potential areas of retail exclusion. The 
research conducted has shown that areas less saturated with such shops are locat-
ed in the east and south-east of Poland. A more detailed identification of areas in 
Poland that are in danger of becoming trade deserts may become a valuable tip for 
investors in food retail, both foreign and – perhaps above all – domestic.
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