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II.2. A structural picture of Greek 
exports: insights from disaggregated 
data 

In August, a joint mission by the European 
Commission, the ECB and the IMF concluded 
that the Greek government's economic adjustment 
program had made a strong start led by vigorous 
implementation of the fiscal programme and 
impressive structural reforms. (27) However, 
important challenges remain, in particular 
regarding the country's external imbalances. 
Greece has indeed been running sizeable deficits 
in its external position since 2000, with the 
current account and the balance of trade in goods 
and services reaching lows of -14.6 % and -11.1 % 
of GDP in 2007. (28)  

To curb its external deficit, Greece will have to 
boost its export sector. This will require 
protracted efforts both to reverse some of the 
losses in price competitiveness incurred since the 
beginning of the 2000s and to boost non-price 
competitiveness. However, the firm-level analysis 
presented in this section suggests that the Greek 
export sector displays some structural features 
that could facilitate this process.  

To better understand the structural features and 
the export potential of the Greek manufacturing 
and service industries, this section presents a 
series of stylised facts emerging from detailed 
industry-level data and firm-level balance sheet 
data. (29) Export structure and dynamics depend 
on the decisions and on the characteristics of 
individual firms. (30) Thus, firm-level analysis 
may be useful because it enables the contribution 
of the extensive margin (how many firms are 
engaged in export activities) to be disentangled 
from that of the intensive margin (which share of 
sales is exported by each firm). The distinction is 
important from a policy perspective because it is 
easier to boost exports by firms already engaged 

                                                        
(27) European Commission, 'The economic adjustment 

programme for Greece. First review – summer 2010', 
European Economy, Occasional Papers, No. 68 (August). 

(28) For an extensive discussion of Greece's external imbalances, 
see Moschovis, G. and M. Capo Servera (2009), ‘External 
imbalances of the Greek economy: the role of fiscal and 
structural policies’, ECFIN Country Focus, Vol. VI, Issue 6. 

(29) Firm-level balance sheet data come from the Bureau Van 
Dijk ORBIS database. 

(30) The recent trade literature has emphasised the marked 
heterogeneity in productivity, size and other economic 
characteristics observed at the level of firms, even within 
narrowly-defined industries. Within an industry, only few 
firms export. Exporters are larger, more productive, and pay 
higher wages than other firms within the same industry. See 
Redding, S. (2010), ‘Theories of heterogeneous firms and 
trade’, CEPR Discussion Paper, No 7961. 

in export activities than by firms that have no 
export experience.  

Low-skill intensive production dominates both 
the manufacturing and the service sectors 

To place the firm-level evidence in the right 
context, the analysis first outlines a series of 
stylised facts of interest that emerge from 
industry-level data for Greece. Industry-level data 
show that the share of manufacturing industries in 
total value added is small especially if compared 
to the share of low-skill intensive services and 
public administration (Graph II.2.1). (31)  

Graph II.2.1: Industry-level distribution of value 
added, Greece  
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(31) The industry-level data come from the OECD STAN 

Database for Structural Analysis and the OECD STAN 
Bilateral Trade Database. The data used refer to 2008 
because this is the most recent year for which complete firm-
level balance sheet data are also available.   
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Manufacturing industry contributes only 11 % to 
total value added and almost 19 % to total output. 
Graph II.2.1 shows that the manufacturing 
industries that contribute the most to total value 
added, Food and beverage products (Nace 15) and 
Refined petroleum (Nace 23), together account for 
less than 5 % of value added and less than 8.5 % 
of total output. The rest of the manufacturing 
industries, and notably technology-intensive ones, 
are very small and contribute only marginally to 
total value added. Services sector production 
(70 % of total output and 74 % of value added) is 
more diversified than manufacturing (less skewed 
distribution) but, even in this case, production is 
biased towards low-skill intensive sectors (such as 
Wholesale and Retail trade, Nace 51 and 52, and 
Hotels and restaurants, Nace 55). 

Domestic absorption exceeds domestic 
production for every manufacturing product 

Greece exports in all manufacturing industries. 
But the export distribution in manufacturing does 
not mirror the value added distribution: bigger 
industries contribute less to total manufacturing 
exports than smaller industries. (32) Hence, the 

                                                        
(32) In general, given a country’s specialisation, the industries that 

contribute most to total output (and value added) are also the 
industries where exports are more concentrated (for example 
Italy, with Machinery and Chemicals). This is, however, not 
always true and specialisation in exports and production (or 
value added) may differ due to a range of factors including 

export specialisation of Greece does not fully 
reflect the specialisation in production. 
Table II.2.1 shows that the industries with the 
highest share of manufacturing output (Food 
products and Refined petroleum) only account for 
30 % of manufacturing exports while industries 
such as Textiles and apparel, Basic metals, 
Chemicals and rubber products, Machinery and 
equipment, that together produce only 4.5 % of 
domestic output and 3 % of value added, account 
for almost 50 % of total manufacturing exports. 
Table II.2.1 also shows that all manufacturing 
industries, even the most export-oriented, are net 
importers. The negative Greek trade balance in 
manufacturing is the combination of individual 
industries’ negative balances: domestic absorption 
exceeds domestic production for every 
manufacturing product. 

Firm-level insights: within industries, few big 
firms produce most of the industry output 

Firm-level data show that, within industries, the 
distribution of firm size can be very skewed in 
Greece, with few big firms producing most of the 
industry output. (33) Graph II.2.2 shows the ratios 

                                                                                  
the international fragmentation of production in some 
industries or differences in trade openness across industries. 

(33) Firm-level balance sheet data are collected from the ORBIS 
database and refer to 2008, the latest available year. ORBIS 
is a commercial database compiled by Bureau Van Dijk, 
Netherlands that covers manufacturing and service firms with 
more than € 10 million turnover (operating revenue) 

 

Table II.2.1: Trade in manufacturing, Greece (2008, in %) 
Exports as a share of total 

manufacturing exports
Exports as a share of 
industry production

Domestic production as a 
share of absorption (1)

15 Food products and beverages 14.42 12.10 86.74
16 Tobacco products 1.06 28.19 91.01
17 Textiles 4.80 67.68 61.79
18 Wearing apparel, dressing and dyeing of fur 5.78 51.01 61.93
19 Leather, leather products and footwear 0.61 21.98 34.48
20 Wood and products of wood and cork 0.45 7.37 66.66
21 Pulp, paper and paper products 0.84 11.25 53.53
22 Printing and publishing 0.84 5.17 91.96
23 Coke, refined petroleum products and nucl.fuel 12.59 14.75 93.35
24 Chemicals and chemical products 13.93 49.24 40.63
25 Rubber and plastics products 3.77 30.42 73.96
26 Other non-metallic mineral products 2.87 11.74 89.00
27 Basic metals 15.76 43.95 82.47
28 Fabr. metal products, except machinery and equip. 3.26 10.81 86.56
29 Machinery and equipment, n.e.c. 5.12 39.22 35.41
30 Office, accounting and computing machinery 0.78 1451.10 0.78
31 Electrical machinery and apparatus, n.e.c. 3.67 25.19 73.30
32 Radio, television and communication equipment 2.17 56.35 25.38
33 Medical, precision and optical instruments 1.17 51.68 19.52
34 Motor vehicles, trailers and semi-trailers 1.35 55.37 7.78
35 Other transport equipment 3.45 31.37 37.28
(1) Absorption = Domestic Production + Imports – Exports. 
Source: OECD STAN Bilateral Trade Databases, Commission services. 
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between each industry’s median and mean. Some 
industries have a relatively even distribution of 
employment as the size of the median firm is 
relatively close to the average industry size. Other 
industries, such as Food and beverages or Radio, 
TV and communication equipment, are 
characterised by few big firms and a majority of 
small firms since the size of the median firm is 
much lower than the average firm size of the 
industry. Similar patterns emerge for the service 
industries, where Water transport has a less 
skewed distribution than Retail trade or 
Construction. (34) 

Graph II.2.2: Firm's size distribution, Greece  
(2008, manufacturing industries) (1) 
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(1) Ratio median number of employees over mean number of 
employees, smaller values of the ratio indicate a more skewed 
(concentrated) distribution towards bigger firms; results for 
Leather and footwear (Nace 19), Recycling (Nace 37) and 
Tobacco (Nace 16) are not shown because data for 2008 include 
only a very small number of firms (respectively 5, 3 and 4). 
Source: ORBIS database, Commission services. 

Although most firms in the sample are 
exporters … 

Despite the skewed size distribution, the majority 
of the Greek firms in the sample, and not only the 
biggest, sell at least part of their production 
abroad. Graph II.2.3 shows the share of exporting 
firms for each industry. Particularly for 

                                                                                  
according to the latest balance sheet information available. 
This dataset includes information on firm size, export 
turnover and foreign ownership status for 2 934 firms. 
Overall, these firms represent 63% of total manufacturing 
employment. The selection of companies according to 
turnover makes results more representative for industries 
where small firms are less prevalent. This is the case, for 
instance, of Food processing and Basic metals (where the 
firms in the sample represent more than 90% of the industry's 
employment) but less so of Chemicals or Rubber products 
(where the share falls to 60%) and Textiles and Apparel 
(where the share is 28% and 22% respectively). 

(34) Data not reported here but available upon request. 

manufacturing the evidence contrasts with what 
previous firm-level studies have generally found 
for other countries, where the majority of firms 
are only serving the domestic market and exports 
in each industry are generally accounted for by a 
small group of firms. (35) 

Graph II.2.3: Share of exporting firms, Greece 
(in %, 2008) 
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(1) Manufacturing sector; year: 2008. Results for Leather and 
footwear (NACE 19), Recycling (NACE 37) and Tobacco 
(NACE 16) are not shown because data for 2008 include only a 
very small number of firms (respectively 5, 3 and 4). 
Source: ORBIS database, Commission services. 

… they sell abroad only a small fraction of 
their output 

In most sectors, Greek exporters sell abroad only 
a small fraction of their output (Graph II.2.4). 
This is especially true for industries such as Food 
products and beverages where, on average, each 
firm only exports 30 % of its production. Also big 
firms (size above the average firm size of the 
industry) appear to have low export shares in most 
sectors. Particularly in manufacturing, bigger 
firms do not contribute substantially to the 
industry’s total output exported (Graph II.2.5).  

Hence, contrary to many other countries, 
aggregate exports do not seem to be driven by a 
small number of top exporters. For the entire 
manufacturing sector, the top 5 % exporters 
account for only 53 % of total exports in Greece 
while they contribute 68 % in Italy and about 70 % 
in Spain, Germany and Belgium. (36) (37) 

                                                        
(35) Mayer T. and G. Ottaviano (2007), ‘The happy few: new 

facts on the internationalisation of European firms’, Bruegel-
CEPR Bruegel Blueprint Series, Vol. III. 

(36) Firms occupying the top 5 % positions in terms of export 
turnover. 

(37) Evidence reported in Table 1 of International Study Group on 
Exports and Productivity (2008), ‘Understanding cross-
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However, the pattern is different for services 
where, contrary to manufacturing, the top 5 % 
exporters account for 78 % of total exports. These 
top exporters are often big and foreign-owned. (38) 

Graph II.2.4: Average share of exports in 
production, Greece  

(in%, exporting firms only, 2008) (1) 
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caution because, in the sample, for 2008, there are only 5, 3 and 4 
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Source: ORBIS database, Commission services. 

 

Graph II.2.5: Share of total exports of big firms 
by industry (in %) (1) 
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(1) Manufacturing sector; year: 2008; (1) firms above the average 
firm-size of the industry. Results for Leather and footwear 
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not shown because data for 2008 include only a very small 
number of firms (respectively 5, 3 and 4). 
Source: ORBIS database, Commission services. 

This substantial presence of marginal exporters, 
especially in manufacturing in Greece, can partly 

                                                                                  
country differences in exporter premia: Comparable evidence 
for 14 countries’ Review of World Economics, 144(4), pp. 
598-635, and in Mayer and Ottaviano (2007); see note 7. 

(38) Data not reported here but available upon request. 

explain the poor past export performance. At the 
same time it suggests potential for future export 
development and growth. Indeed, facing reduced 
domestic demand, firms that have already 
established a commercial presence can expand 
foreign sales through existing distribution 
networks (intensive margin) without having 
necessarily to incur the fixed set-up costs of an 
expansion of sales in new foreign markets 
(extensive margin). Hence, necessary 
improvements in competitiveness, when they take 
place, could boost exports relatively rapidly in 
Greece.   

Conclusions 

The analysis of industry and firm-level data 
highlights some weakness of the Greek productive 
and export system, notably the prevalence of low-
skill intensive industries. However, it also shows 
potential avenues for future export growth. The 
prevalence of marginal exporters explains part of 
the disappointing export performance in 
manufacturing in recent years. However, the fact 
that most firms in the available sample already 
have a commercial presence abroad can be an 
advantage at times when a substantial part of 
domestic output needs to be redirected from 
domestic demand to the export sector: firms with 
a commercial presence can contribute more easily 
and more rapidly to an expansion of exports than 
firms that have never exported. Increasing the 
quantity sold through an already established 
foreign distribution network is much less costly 
than entering new markets because the fixed costs 
in terms of information or distribution networks 
have already been overcome.  

Overall, these results suggest that efforts to 
improve competitiveness or upgrade workers’ 
skills could pay off relatively rapidly in terms of 
boosting Greece’s export performance. In this 
context, it is worth recalling that the medium-term 
objective of the Greece's economic adjustment 
programme is to improve competitiveness and 
alter the economy's structure towards a more 
investment- and export-led growth model. For that 
purpose, the programme includes a wide range of 
ambitious reforms of wage setting mechanisms, 
labour markets and product markets. These 
structural reforms should help to curb undue wage 
pressures and to improve the business  
environment. Important steps forward have 
already been made with the structural reform 
agenda, whereby efforts are expected to intensify 
in the medium term. 


