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Abstract

International trade plays a key role in the economy. In the face of growing uncertainty in interna-
tional markets, companies need to create a security system that will enable them to maximise the 
value of their ventures and minimise risk-related costs.
This article aims to critically analyse the treatment of risk in selected economic theories, with 
particular attention paid to classical and contemporary trade theories, as well as the theory of 
internationalisation of enterprises.
The study is based on a theoretical analysis involving a systematic review of the literature covering 
traditional and new theories of international trade, the theory of internationalisation of enterprises, 
the theory of economic growth, and the new theory of international trade.
The results of the analysis indicate that classical trade theories give little consideration to risk, focus-
ing instead on production costs. Contemporary approaches, on the other hand, refer to a greater 
extent to the dynamic and unpredictable conditions of international exchange. A comparison of 
both approaches shows the evolution of theory: from static models based on stable assumptions 
to more complex and realistic approaches that attempt to take into account the complexity and 
unpredictability of contemporary international trade.
This article attempts to organise and classify selected theoretical approaches to the issue of risk 
in international trade, as well as identify and categorise factors affecting the activities of enterprises 
in foreign markets.
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Introduction

International trade is crucial for both economic growth and business development, with 
participants in international trade exposed to risks associated with this trade [Gawroński, 
Handschke, Łańcucki, Sangowski, 1994, p. 14]. Risk is an inherent part of life for people and 
businesses operating in a dynamically changing environment [Jastrzębska, Janowicz-Lomott, 
Łyskawa, 2014, p. 10].

Previous studies examined the impact of specific financial phenomena on exports, 
in particular exchange rate risk [Bates, Brock, Tiefenthaler, 1991; Cushman, 1983] and risks 
in securities markets [Grinols, 1985; Hitiris, Helpman, Razin, 1980]. The correlation between 
increased trade barriers and risk [Bates et al., 1991], as well as factors supporting and inhib-
iting trade development, was also studied, but at the level of a single industry [Gray, 1988]. 
However, there is a visible research gap in the theoretical analysis of risk in economic theories. 
Research in this area is also of practical importance, as it can provide a basis for developing 
guidelines for companies on strategic decision-making and risk management in conditions 
of increasing uncertainty.

This article aims to critically analyse the approach to risk in selected economic theories. 
It seeks to organise and classify various theoretical approaches to the issue of risk in exports, 
as well as identify and group the factors influencing the activity of enterprises on foreign 
markets, distinguishing between supporting, ambivalent and inhibiting factors. It also iden-
tifies areas that have been omitted or insufficiently developed in existing theories. Finally, the 
study provides a basis for further development of the conceptual framework by clarifying the 
terminology related to risk in the context of international trade.

The scope of this paper covers selected models from economic theory, in particular: tra-
ditional and new trade theory, economic growth theory, new trade theory, and the theory of 
internationalisation of enterprises.

This article is structured as follows: a description of the research method, an analysis of the 
evolution of the concept of risk in traditional and contemporary international trade theories, 
a classification of factors influencing firms’ international activities (supporting, ambivalent, 
or inhibiting), followed by a discussion and a conclusion.

Description of the study

This article adopts a qualitative research approach based on a systematic review of the 
theoretical literature on economic theory models. Particular emphasis is placed on identi-
fying and analysing factors influencing international trade, classified into three categories: 
supportive, ambivalent and inhibiting.
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The study is based on a comparative analysis of selected economic theories, with the 
research process including:
1)	 Selection and verification of sources and theoretical models – a selection models was 

made across four main theoretical approaches: traditional international trade theory 
(Ricardo, Heckscher–Ohlin), new international trade theory (economies of scale the-
ory, gravity model of trade, and market imbalance theory), economic growth theories 
(Harrod, Domar, Kaldor, Kalecki, Solow, Mankiw–Romer–Weil, Lucas, and Romer), 
new new international trade theory (Melitz, Melitz and Ottaviano, Chaney), the theory 
of internationalisation of enterprises (the sequential model, the network model, and the 
early internationalisation model).

2)	 Systematisation of knowledge and comparison – a qualitative content analysis was conducted, 
identifying recurring themes, relationships and differences between models in terms of 
factors influencing the international activity of enterprises.

3)	 Qualification of factors – based on the content of theoretical models and observed rela-
tionships, factors influencing exports were identified and then classified into one of three 
categories: supporting factors, ambivalent factors and inhibiting factors.

4)	 Synthesis of results – the results were summarised in a table showing the most frequently 
recurring factors in each category, allowing for cross-sectional conclusions.
The methodology used makes it possible to trace the evolution of international trade 

theory, identify gaps and inconsistencies in theoretical approaches, and analyse neglected or 
marginalised aspects, such as risk. This approach is appropriate for non-empirical research 
aimed at conceptual and interpretative analysis.

The concept of risk in selected economic theories

Research on international trade is a dynamically developing field, driven by the emergence 
of new phenomena affecting trade. Interest in aspects of international economic relations stems 
from the need to compare theoretical considerations with empirical observations [Mińska, 
2001, p. 9].

An integral part of any economy is the behaviour of its participants in conditions of risk, 
which is why the nature and causes of risk attract the attention of many scientific disciplines 
[Gawroński et al., 1994, p. 11]. One such field is international trade theory. Figure 1 classifies 
international trade theory into traditional and new trade theory, economic growth theory, 
new new trade theory, and theories of internationalisation of enterprises. The theories differ 
in their level of analysis, with some focusing on the macroeconomic perspective, taking into 
account the functioning of entire economies, and others taking a microeconomic approach, 
focusing on individual enterprises and taking into account their heterogeneity in the context 
of international trade.
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Figure 1.  Selected theoretical trends relating to exports
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Source: own material based on Mińska-Struzik [2014, p. 40].

Export risk, which is the main focus of this article, is interpreted theoretically in various 
research schools. One of the key areas directly related to the conditions of international trade, 
and therefore particularly relevant to the issue under analysis, is the theory of international 
trade. Selected economic models are discussed below in the context of the risks associated 
with trade.

Table 1.  The concept of risk in traditional and new theories of international trade

Traditional theory of international trade

Theoretical model Direct reference to risk in international 
trade?

Risk description

David Ricardo’s comparative cost 
model (1957) 

No This can be interpreted in the context of the risk of 
dependence on a single export sector and the lack 
of economic diversification

Heckscher–Ohlin model No This can be interpreted in the context of the risk 
of natural resource depletion and changes in the 
structure of global demand
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A new theory of international trade

The model of increasing 
economies of scale

No This can be interpreted in the context of the risk of 
excessive dependence on a single industry and the 
dominance of large companies in the market

Gravity model Yes Risks associated with distance, trade barriers, 
changes in trade policy, but without analysis of 
microeconomic risks

Source: own material.

Traditional theories of international trade, such as Ricardo’s comparative advantage model 
and the Heckscher–Ohlin model, focus primarily on the benefits of economic openness to 
international trade, specialisation and the resulting optimal allocation of resources [Krugman 
et al., 2018]. However, as Table 1 shows, issues related to risk are marginal in these theories, if 
addressed at all. Ricardo’s model [1957] assumes static trade conditions, ignoring the dynamic 
aspects of the economy, and does not account for the risks arising from economic openness 
and international trade [Krugman et al., 2018; Ricardo, 1957]. The Heckscher–Ohlin model 
assumes market stability and uniformity of production factors, ignoring the risks arising 
from quality differences or technological changes [Heckscher, 1949; Ohlin, 1933], and fails 
to address the issue of risk related to the availability or depletion of resources [Budnikowski, 
2021; Mińska-Struzik, 2014].

The new trade theory does not directly address risk in international trade, but its implica-
tions for risk can be inferred from the model. The theory of economies of scale [Krugman et al., 
2018] and the gravity model of trade refer in particular to the issue of achievable economies 
of scale, the impact of distance between trading partners on trade relations, and government 
strategies under conditions of imperfect competition. In the context of the risks associated 
with economies of scale and monopolistic competition, threats arise from excessive depend-
ence on a single industry and the dominance of large companies, which can displace smaller 
competitors [Budnikowski, 2021; Krugman et al., 2018, 2021]. The gravity model, on the other 
hand, indicates that the distance between trading partners can affect trade due to remoteness 
from major markets [Rynarzewski, 2003; Krugman et al., 2018; Budnikowski, 2021].

Table 2.  The concept of risk in strategic trade policy theory

Theoretical model Direct reference to risk 
in international trade? Risk description

Brander–Spencer model (1985) Yes Risk of government intervention, retaliatory measures, 
competition strategies, prices and supply

Source: own material.

Considerations regarding market imperfections gave rise to the theory of strategic trade 
policy. According to Wild [1997, p. 7], the difference between the new theory of interna-
tional trade and strategic trade policy boils down to the very strategy of the company and 
strategic behaviour. Strategic trade policy occurs in an imperfect market, creating space for 
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strategic behaviour by a few entities that make strategic decisions while recognising their 
mutual interdependence. Government interventions influence interactions between companies 
operating in a given market [Rynarzewski, 2003, pp. 360–361].

The theory of strategic trade policy is largely based on the concept developed by Brander 
and Spencer [1985] concerning the impact of government intervention on the level of welfare 
of countries participating in the international division of labour. The model suggests that the 
use of export subsidies can change the market structure, but at the same time create room for 
retaliatory measures by other countries [Sauernheimer, 1994; Brander, Spencer, 1985]. Strategic 
trade policy is a beggar-thy-neighbour approach, aimed at increasing domestic welfare at the 
expense of other economies. The use of such a policy creates the risk of triggering a trade war 
[Krugman et al., 2018, p. 457].

Table 3.  The concept of risk in economic growth theories

Theoretical model Direct reference to risk 
in international trade? Risk description

Keynesian models

Harrod model No This can be interpreted in the context of the risk of lack of 
investment and economic stagnation

Domar model No This can be interpreted in the context of the risk of lack of 
investment and economic stagnation

Kaldor model No This can be interpreted in the context of dependence on 
foreign investment

Kalecki model No This can be interpreted in the context of dependence on 
foreign investment

Neoclassical models

Solow model No Possible risk of dependence on foreign capital inflows

Romer model No This can be interpreted as a risk of technological dependence 
on innovative countries

Mankiw–Romer–Weil model No This can be interpreted as a risk of marginalisation for 
countries with low levels of human capital

Lucas model No This can be interpreted as a risk of marginalisation of 
countries with low human capital

Source: own material.

As in the previously described theories of international trade, the concept of risk in inter-
national trade is not directly addressed in the theory of economic growth. These theories make 
a valuable contribution by attempting to identify investment and technology as key factors 
in the process of economic growth. In the Harrod [1946] and Domar [1957] models, a lack 
of investment can lead to economic stagnation [Filipowicz, Tokarski, 2016], while in the 
Kaldor [1971], Kalecki [1956] and Solow [1956] models, openness to investment may result 
in excessive economic dependence [Piętak, 2016]. The Mankiw–Romer–Weil and Lucas model 
indicates that countries with low levels of human capital may not be competitive, potentially 
leading to their marginalisation in the global economy [Filipowicz, Tokarski, 2016; Mankiw, 
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Romer, Weil, 1992]. The Romer model further suggests that countries importing technology 
may become dependent on external technological development [Piętak, 2016; Romer, 1986]. 
As shown in Table 3, while the described economic growth models emphasise the benefits of 
investing in human capital and technology, they do not directly refer to the concept of risk 
in trade transactions.

Table 4.  The concept of risk in the new theory of international trade

Theoretical model Direct reference to risk 
in international trade? Risk description

Melitz model Yes Sunk costs associated with exports, risk of elimination of less efficient 
companies, risk of adjustments to changing market conditions

Melitz and Ottaviano model Yes Price pressure resulting from imports, risk of losing market share, and 
the necessity to restructure and eliminate less efficient companies

Chaney model Yes The impact of trade barriers on exports, short-term productivity spikes, 
company selection and a reduction in the number of exporters

Source: own material.

The new new theory of international trade (NNTT) focuses in particular on the heteroge-
neity of companies and their decisions to enter foreign markets. Unlike earlier theories, which 
analysed trade at the macroeconomic level, NNTT emphasises the individual characteristics 
of firms, as shown in Table 4. Melitz’s model highlights the importance of the costs incurred 
by a firm when entering export markets and the possibility that less efficient firms may be 
eliminated as a result of trade liberalisation and their inability to maintain a competitive 
position [Melitz, 2003; Serwach, 2011; Hagemejer, 2006; Bernard, Eaton, Bradford, Kortum, 
2003; Mińska-Struzik, 2014]. In the Melitz and Ottaviano model, risk in international trade 
may result from price pressure, the impact of imports on the elimination of less efficient 
companies, and the redistribution of resources to more productive firms [Melitz, Ottaviano, 
2008; Serwach, 2011; Mińska-Struzik, 2014]. Chaney’s model analyses how trade barriers 
affect international trade, emphasising the adverse effects of low barrier flexibility, which can 
seriously hamper business activity [Chaney, 2008; Serwach, 2011; Mińska-Struzik, 2014]. 
NNTT models place more emphasis on export risks than traditional models, particularly 
the effects of a company’s decision to enter foreign markets, trade barriers and competition 
resulting from trade liberalisation.

Table 5.  The concept of risk in the theory of business internationalisation

Theoretical model Direct reference to risk 
in international trade? Risk description

Sequential model 
(Uppsal) 

Yes Lack of market knowledge, entry costs, psychological distance, trade barriers

Network model Yes Risk of lack of relationships, dependence on partners, lack of central control

Born global model Yes Operational, strategic and technological risks related to lack of experience

Source: own material.
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A common feature of the selected models of enterprise internationalisation is a lack of 
knowledge, concerning both foreign markets that the enterprise is trying to enter and the 
structure of the network, as shown in Table 5. In the Uppsala model, lack of knowledge 
regarding foreign markets is treated as the main barrier to internationalisation [Johanson, 
Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Johanson, Vahlne, 1977; Gorynia, 2007]. The network model indi-
cates that entering a new market requires building relationships with other companies in the 
network. The risk of network unfamiliarity is minimised by sharing resources and knowledge, 
but at the same time, increased dependence on network partners may result in a decrease 
in resilience to disruptions both in the network and in the market [Knoke, Kukliński, 1991]. 
Uncertainty in the early internationalisation model stems from the simultaneous conduct of 
domestic and international activities. Born global companies take much greater risks in the 
hope of gaining first-mover advantages [Knight, Cavusgil, 2004]. In the Uppsala model, risk 
is recognised as a significant impact on the success of expansion, although it can be mitigated 
as experience and knowledge are gained. The authors indicate that psychological and geo-
graphical distance between partners affects the level of uncertainty and limits the willingness 
to commit resources abroad [Johanson, Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Johanson, Vahlne, 1977; 
Gorynia, 2007; Mińska-Struzik, 2014]. The network model does not directly address risk, but 
it can be concluded that due to the dynamic nature of networks, there may be a threats related 
to the destabilisation of existing links and a need for companies to continuously adapt [Knoke, 
Kukliński, 1991; Ratajczak-Mrozek, 2012; Gorynia, Jankowska, 2007; Håkansson, Johanson, 
1992]. Although the early internationalisation model does not explicitly discuss risk, it results 
from the characteristics of born global companies, which enter international markets quickly 
and intensively without prior experience. Basing a business strategy on international markets 
from the outset increases the potential consequences of strategic failure. In addition, the lack 
of a stable position on the domestic market as a point of reference may lead to a misjudge-
ment of conditions on the international market and the selection of an inappropriate target 
market [Knight, Cavusgil, 2004; Johanson, Vahlne, 2009; Luostarinen, Gabrielsson, 2002; 
Mińska-Struzik, 2014].

Factors influencing international business activity  
in the context of risk

The table below lists factors identified on the basis of selected economic theories that 
influence international business activity. These factors are divided into three categories: sup-
porting, ambivalent and inhibiting factors.
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Figure 2.  Factors influencing exports
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Based on the summary above, it can be concluded that some factors may be ambiguous, 
with their occurrence positively or negatively affecting a commercial entity depending on 
the context in which they are considered, the scale of the entity’s operations, and the level of 
development of the company or country concerned. These factors include psychological and 
geographical distance, investment, state involvement and economic policy. Factors such as 
human capital, knowledge, technological progress and innovation, economies of scale, trade 
liberalization, and state-led specialisation are generally identified as supportive of companies’ 
international success. On the other hand, the volatility of the trading environment, barriers 
to market entry and exit and/or trade barriers, monopolistic competition, and sunk costs 
associated with export activities recur across trade theories as inhibiting factors, regardless 
of the theoretical model considered.

Discussion

The results of the analysis indicate that despite the diversity of theoretical approaches 
to international trade, a number of risk factors recur within the main trends described: tra-
ditional trade theory, new trade theory, economic growth theory, new new trade theory, and 
the theory of internationalisation of enterprises.

Human capital has been identified as a supporting factor, which, according to both clas-
sical theory and economic growth theory, is a key factor in growth. In the Heckscher–Ohlin 
model, specialisation occurs in goods that are produced using a factor of production that is 
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relatively abundant in a given country. The Mankiw–Romer–Weil model suggests that coun-
tries with higher levels of human capital are able to achieve higher levels of income, thereby 
helping to explain the differences between economies more accurately, while additionally 
indicating that economies can grow at different rates depending on investments in human 
capital [Filipowicz, Tokarski, 2016, pp. 291–294]. Another supporting factor is knowledge, 
as emphasised by theories of internationalisation. In the sequential model, companies gain 
knowledge about markets and trading partners as they progress through subsequent stages 
of internationalisation. A lack of knowledge about foreign markets is considered the main 
obstacle to the internationalisation of enterprises [Mińska-Struzik, 2014, p. 60]. The network 
model likewise highlights knowledge as a key element of network functioning, stressing that 
relationships between actors – both individuals and firms – are built on the exchange and 
accumulation of knowledge [Gorynia, 2007, p. 77]. Technological progress and innovation 
are identified among the factors supporting exports. Classical trade theory points to their 
importance, arguing that a country’s specialisation in the production of highly technologically 
advanced goods can be a source of competitive advantage in international trade. Economic 
growth models emphasise the role of investment and technology as key drivers of this process 
[Horrod, 1939; Domar, 1947; Kalecki, 1956; Kaldor 1971; Solow, 1956]. Economies of scale 
resulting from specialisation are identified as supporting factors in classical theories of inter-
national trade [Ricardo, 1957; Heckscher, 1949; Ohlin, 1933], while trade liberalisation is 
a supporting factor in almost all of the international trade theories discussed. In particular, 
NNTT indicates that trade liberalisation increases both the number of exporting companies 
and their productivity [Hagemejer, 2006, p. 32].

In the category of ambivalent factors, psychological distance and geographical distance 
between partners, as identified in the theories of business internationalisation and the new 
theory of international trade, were highlighted as factors that may increase uncertainty and 
reduce the propensity to engage when dealing with geographically distant countries, or act 
as a supporting factor if trade is conducted between neighbours [Mińska-Struzik, 2014; 
Gorynia, 2007]. According to the authors of the theories described, state involvement and 
economic policy can be seen as ambivalent factors, as the use of export subsidies in condi-
tions of imperfect competition has a positive effect on the welfare of the country intervening 
in trade policy [Mińska, 2001, p. 85], although only if the subsidy rate is not too high, since 
the benefits of rent outweigh the costs and negative consequences of strategic trade policy 
[Sauernheimer, 1994, p. 387]. State intervention may alter the market structure, while simul-
taneously creating the possibility of retaliatory measures by other countries, which in turn 
may lead to trade wars, price increases, higher production volumes, and, consequently, greater 
uncertainty regarding market stability [Brander, Spencer, 1985]. Investments are another 
recurring theme across most of the models discussed. In Kalecki’s model [1956], invest-
ments play a key role in the economic growth process, determining long-term growth. The 
Mankiw–Romer–Weil model explains that economies can grow at different rates depending 
on the level of investment in human capital [Filipowicz, Tokarski, 2016, pp. 291–294]. By 
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contrast, the models of Kaldor, Kalecki and Solow indicate that openness to investment can 
lead to excessive dependence on these economies.

The analysis also revealed the existence of factors that hinder trade activities and constrain 
their development. The gravity model of trade, imbalance theories and the network model of 
internationalization all emphasise the impact of environmental volatility, including unstable 
trade policies and instability within business networks [Budnikowski, 2021; Sauernheimer, 
1994; Gorynia, 2007]. Other factors limiting trade activities include barriers to market entry 
and exit, as well as trade barriers in general. Chaney’s model points to the risk of low barrier 
flexibility, which may pose a threat to enterprises [Budnikowski, 2021, p. 178]. The sequen-
tial model identifies transport costs and tariff and non-tariff barriers as major constraints on 
the development of internationalisation [Gorynia, 2007, p. 64]. In addition, according to the 
Brander – Spencer model, governments may also influence producers’ strategic behaviour 
through instruments of trade policy, such as export subsidies [Mińska, 2001, p. 88]. According 
to the new trade theory, the emergence of monopolistic competition on the market affects 
the activities of other market participants, leading to the dominance of large companies and, 
consequently, the elimination of weaker competitors [Budnikowski, 2021, p. 109]. In particu-
lar, the authors of the new theory of international trade draw attention to the costs associated 
with starting export activities. Entering foreign markets involves fixed costs, and companies 
decide to export only if the discounted expected value of exports is higher than serving the 
domestic market alone [Serwach, 2011, p. 50].

According to the literature, classical trade models focus on simplified production rela-
tionships, ignoring risk issues and institutional conditions. Contemporary approaches take 
into account the greater complexity of market structures and the diversity of participants 
in the economic process. This study highlights the advantages of a comparative-theoretical 
approach, which not only facilitates the identification of inconsistencies between individ-
ual models but also reveals significant theoretical gaps, especially in the context of the 
approach to risk and the adaptive capacity of enterprises. The analysis is limited by a lack 
of reference to empirical approaches and a lack of analysis of specific industry cases. How-
ever, it is worth noting that the analysis did not reveal fundamental discrepancies between 
the individual approaches. On the contrary, in many aspects, convergence was observed 
in the identification of inhibiting, ambivalent and supporting factors, despite the different 
theoretical starting points.

Summary

Theories simplify reality in order to facilitate the identification of cause-and-effect 
relationships among many complex elements. However, important variables should not be 
omitted merely to simplify the analysis and obtain precise results. Only largely irrelevant 
variables can justify being excluded from consideration [Gray, 1988, pp. 225–227]. Risk was 
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not analysed in classical theories of international trade, whereas certain risks have only begun 
to be addressed in contemporary theories.

The results of the analysis indicate that despite differences in models, common determi-
nants of export risk can be identified. The absence of significant hindrance of trade activities 
may result from the superiority of inhibiting factors over supporting and ambivalent ones. The 
study therefore highlights the need for further development of models that integrate structural 
and adaptive approaches, particularly in the context of rapidly changing global conditions.

One limitation of the study is the insufficient clarification of the meaning of risk as a con-
struct in selected economic theories. Therefore, future research could focus on developing 
inhibiting factors and classifying them in terms of insurance risk, in order to empirically 
confirm the proposed classification and justify the use of insurance instruments to mitigate 
risk in international trade.
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