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Abstract
Theoretical background: Countries around the world use a variety of instruments to intervene in economic 
processes to promote regional development and attract foreign investment. One such tool is the creation 
of economic zones, which offer a range of incentives and concessions to companies operating within their 
boundaries. The theory of economic zones fits into the concept of selective interventionism, whereby the 
state provides special benefits in selected areas in order to, i.a., stimulate economic growth, employment 
or reduce unemployment.
Purpose of the article: The article presents a synthesis of previous research on the effectiveness of economic 
zones in terms of their impact on employment and unemployment reduction, analysing experiences from 
the USA, France and Poland. It aims to identify the factors that may account for the significant differences 
in research findings across these countries.
Research methods: This article is a theoretical review of the literature on the evaluation of the impact of 
economic zones in the USA, France and Poland. The analysis of the literature focuses on the methodology, 
results and conclusions of different studies, taking into account the diversity of research approaches, data 
analysis techniques, sampling criteria and socio-economic factors. The information gathered is synthesised 
to identify key trends, consistency and inconsistency of findings, and methodological challenges.
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Main findings: Differences in the efficiency of SEZs in the US, France and Poland are mainly due to dif-
ferences in tax policies applied at different administrative levels. In addition, the effectiveness of zones is 
strongly influenced by local socio-economic conditions and the heterogeneity of beneficiaries. Important 
methodological challenges include the identification of zone areas and the selection of appropriate control 
groups. Analysing the impact of employment in zones, taking into account local conditions and the heter-
ogeneity of enterprises, can significantly improve the effectiveness of these programmes.

Introduction 

The state intervenes in economic processes in many ways. The introduction of 
new instruments and solutions to economies involving, i.a., the creation of special 
mechanisms – tax geographic programmes – is one of them. The concept of creating 
economic zones, in which operating entities receive various types of privileges and 
support, has rapidly gained popularity. As an effective method of promoting eco-
nomic development, it has been used in developing countries and in many developed 
countries (Abdi et al., 2022; Aggarwal, 2023).

The long-standing evolution of tools to promote economic development, the dif-
ferent phases of economies’ development and the specific political and socio-econom-
ic conditions in different countries have resulted in the literature being replete with 
examples of a variety of approaches to the operation of privileged areas. A variety 
of terminologies and typologies are used to describe programmes very often with 
similar objectives (Aggarwal, 2022; Bost, 2019; Cicha-Nazarczuk, 2021). Therefore, 
the article uses the general term “economic zones” to describe the various areas that 
offer incentives to potential investors such as enterprise zones or corporate zones.

The theory of economic zones, as Jensen (2018) notes, is part of the concept of 
selective interventionism which, due to the variety of instruments, has not undergone 
significant development. The contemporary approach to the concept of economic zones 
is mainly based on endogenous growth theory, institutional economics and the legacy 
of the New Economic Geography (NEG). The implementation of such approaches and 
policies in different countries illustrates a territorial approach to stimulate growth and 
economic development in areas in need of support (Barca et al., 2012). Zones are an 
example of the so-called territorialisation of public intervention (Zaucha et al., 2015), 
supporting the development of specific areas, often within the framework of national 
regional aid programmes, as is the case in Poland, for example (Ambroziak, 2009).

Countries around the world have launched zone projects to pursue similar ob-
jectives. These are mainly to attract foreign capital (Davies et al., 2018; Pakdeenurit 
et al., 2017), to stimulate economic growth (Aggarwal et al., 2009; Aritenang & 
Chandramidi, 2020; Chaudhary & Potter, 2019; Moberg, 2015) and to promote 
regional development and entrepreneurship (Zheng et al., 2016). Foreign capital 
is also expected to contribute to the transfer of knowledge, modern technology, 
innovation (Bartlett et al., 2017; Dubinina, 2023; Kanungo, 2016), facilitate access 
to advanced marketing methods and management systems at a global level (Palit, 
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2009). In addition, zone programmes aim to strengthen links between local and 
national economies with global markets, supporting the development, promotion 
and diversification of exports (Davies & Mazhikeyev, 2019; Defever et al., 2019; 
Nazarczuk & Uminski, 2018, 2019).

Zones, as a tool of regional policy, are also widely considered to have a sig-
nificant impact on improving the socio-economic well-being of local communities 
(Capik, 2013). They act as “safety valves,” helping to solve labour market problems 
(Ambroziak, 2016; Farole, 2011).

The experiences, successes and failures of many countries with regard to econom-
ic zones provide a rich body of research seeking empirical evidence on the impact 
of the instrument on employment levels and unemployment reduction. Outside the 
Polish context, this issue is more extensively analysed in foreign literature. Privileged 
areas have a longer history there. Moreover, this type of objective was primarily pur-
sued by place-based policies in the USA, France and the UK (Dániel, 2022). Some 
of the most frequently analysed cases are the corporate zones in France or enterprise 
zones in the USA. They are examples of place-based policies aimed at addressing 
the lack of economic activity and thus the lack of jobs in so-called deprived areas. 
Although the idea of establishing enterprise zones in Poland was somewhat different, 
creating jobs in underdeveloped areas soon became their key challenge. 

The mechanism for the impact of zonal policies in the countries mentioned is 
therefore similar in nature, although the solutions used, incentives and principles of 
state intervention may differ. Analyses of their effectiveness often lead to contradic-
tory conclusions, even if they concern the same programmes. In addition, the stan-
dardisation of solutions in a given country does not always translate into unequivocal 
results. The varying nature of employment effects in zones in the literature is often 
explained by the different socio-economic context of the region, the specifics of the 
community studied and the method of analysis adopted. 

Therefore, when assessing the impact of this type of intervention on employ-
ment or unemployment levels, it is worth looking at international experience in this 
area. This article aims to identify factors that may be responsible for significant 
differences in research findings. Understanding these discrepancies can contribute to 
better economic policy-making and provide directions for future research that could 
produce more consistent findings and deepen our understanding of the effectiveness 
of economic zones.

This article is therefore a synthesis of previous academic research on the effective-
ness of economic zones in creating jobs or reducing unemployment on the example 
of the Polish, French and American experiences. In order to better understand the 
potential of SEZs as a tool to address labour market difficulties, there is a need for 
a coherent, integrated overview of relevant empirical approaches in this regard. Such 
an analysis is important for several reasons. First and foremost, it allows for a synthesis 
of existing knowledge and research on economic zones operating in different regions 
and socio-economic contexts. This allows for a better understanding of the diversity of 
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approaches and results that have been achieved in the scientific literature. The approach 
also allows the identification of trends and patterns in the functioning of economic 
zones worldwide. By juxtaposing the different strategies and methods used in different 
countries, it is possible to isolate the factors determining the success or failure of such 
initiatives. This, in turn, can be useful for the formulation and adaptation of economic 
policies, both at national and international levels. Providing a comprehensive overview 
of the available research can support the decision-making process, enabling a better 
understanding of the potential benefits and challenges of zonal operation. Finally, it is 
expected that such analyses can identify new lines of analysis and questions that require 
further exploration, inspiring future research into the effectiveness of zoning policies.

Literature review

Economic zones have become an integral part of the modern global economy. 
The popularity of the concept has led to countries at different levels of economic 
development turning to this solution. Empirical research to date evaluating their 
effectiveness in solving labour market problems has focused primarily on developed 
countries, mainly the United States and Europe. Only recently, due to the increasing 
availability of microdata, has there been an increased interest in such analyses in 
developing countries. Nevertheless, these issues remain poorly understood in these 
economies, where there are significant economic differences between regions and 
limited labour mobility (Chaurey, 2017).

This article aims to identify the factors responsible for the significant differences 
in the findings on economic zones in the US, France and Poland. Therefore, it is 
important to understand the origins and nature of the functioning of these instruments 
in the analysed economies. Knowing the context of the emergence and development 
of the zones allows for a more precise interpretation of the research results and an 
assessment of the effectiveness of different job creation strategies. Furthermore, 
a comparison of the historical and structural differences between the economic zones 
in the countries mentioned makes it possible to identify the specific factors affecting 
their effectiveness, both locally and internationally.

In contrast to zoning policies in Asian countries, which are responsible for the 
way in which the spatial (re)organisation of industry has been stimulated (Huang et 
al., 2017), the concept of economic zones has evolved in developed countries within 
the framework of so-called place-based policies, i.e., spatially-oriented policies. These 
were primarily aimed at economic development and the revitalisation of less developed 
areas. The United Kingdom, France or the United States introduced geographically 
targeted tax concessions to promote economic development, entrepreneurship, job 
creation and environmental improvement in so-called “at-risk areas” (Chaudhary & 
Potter, 2019; Mayer et al., 2013; Neumark & Simpson, 2015). In Poland, on the other 
hand, the zones were not just a geographically targeted tool to counteract social prob-
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lems. Their creation was a direct response to the negative and unpleasant effects of the 
transformation, which required intervention at the national level.

From the early 1980s, in response to deteriorating economic conditions in many 
areas of the US, some states began to implement economic revitalisation programmes 
known as enterprise zones (EZs) (Bondonio & Greenbaum, 2007; Chaudhary & 
Potter, 2019; Dániel, 2022). These initiatives introduced tax breaks aimed at at-
tracting investment and generating jobs in economically deprived areas (Billings, 
2009; O’Keefe, 2004). In addition, EZ programmes were designed to stimulate local 
economic activity and improve the availability of services, such as healthcare, which 
could encourage further economic development and attract further investors through 
the spillover effect (Givord et al., 2018).

The French Zones Franches Urbaines (ZFUs) were similar to US programmes in 
their conception. They were established in the 1990s in poor urban areas of French 
municipalities in response to high unemployment, poverty and other economic chal-
lenges. These programmes provided tax relief aimed at attracting investment to 
economically difficult neighbourhoods. Their main objective was to promote local 
economic development, improve employment and increase the overall prosperity of 
the selected locations (Gobillon et al., 2012; Mayer et al., 2013). 

In Poland, the creation of privileged areas in the 1990s was a direct response to 
the negative consequences of economic transformation. The systemic changes re-
sulted in clear differences in socio-economic development between different regions, 
as well as spatial concentration of the negative effects of the reforms in the form 
of recession, poverty and high structural unemployment in certain areas. Effective 
management of the freed labour resources required strong pro-investment incentives. 
Job creation in the zone and its close surroundings became the overarching goal that 
all established special economic zones (SEZs) indicated in their original development 
plans (Cicha-Nazarczuk, 2021; Dugiel et al., 2022). These programmes have long 
played a role in alleviating tensions on the Polish labour market. 

The original idea of establishing SEZs in Poland changed over time into a more 
market-based model of site selection for subsequent subzones. They became a form 
of state aid dedicated to specific investors, which initiated a debate on their continued 
rationality. In the context of the evolving needs of the Polish economy, increasing 
regional polarisation (Ambroziak, 2009) and the saturation effect associated with 
locating investments in economically well-developed areas (Trzciński et al., 2016), 
the instrument of zones has been completely transformed.

Research methods

This article is theoretical in nature and reviews the literature on the evaluation 
of the effects of economic zones in the USA, France and Poland. It is based on 
a systematic and critical approach to the selection and analysis of existing studies. 
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The literature review synthesises the state of knowledge on the effects of economic 
zones and identifies key challenges and research gaps in the field.

The analysis of the literature includes an assessment of the methodologies used 
in each study, their results and conclusions. Particular attention was paid to the va-
riety of research approaches, data analysis techniques, sampling criteria used and 
socio-economic factors considered. The information collected was then synthesised 
to identify key trends, consistency and inconsistency of results and methodological 
challenges.

Results

There have been many descriptive case studies and sophisticated economic and 
geospatial analyses around the world looking for evidence of the impact of economic 
zones in stimulating employment or reducing unemployment. So far, however, it has 
not been possible to establish conclusively whether they have achieved their intend-
ed objectives and why they have succeeded in some countries and failed in others. 

Despite a rich literature on the impact of zonal policies on the labour market in 
different countries, the empirical evidence regarding their effectiveness is mixed. 
The following tables summarise some of these by country, i.e. the US, France and 
Poland, method and level of analysis and research findings.

Enterprise Zone (EZ) programmes in the USA offered tax breaks to attract in-
vestment and create jobs in economically underdeveloped regions. The effectiveness 
of these programmes has been analysed in a number of states such as Ohio, Indiana, 
Kentucky, Illinois, New Jersey and California. Empirical evaluations of the effects 
of these measures, however, are mixed and heterogeneous in nature (Table 1).

The success and effectiveness of enterprise zones in the US is controversial and 
the empirical evidence is mixed. Indeed, a review of the literature suggests that there 
is no consensus on the actual impact of these interventions on the labour market. On 
the one hand, some studies suggest that Enterprise Zones can increase employment, 
as in the case of some federal initiatives (Busso et al., 2013; Freedman, 2013; Ham 
et al., 2011; Hanson, 2009) and reduce the unemployment rate (Ham et al., 2011; 
Papke, 1994; Sridhar, 2000, 2001). On the other hand, some researchers do not find 
clear evidence of a significant impact of the programme in solving labour market 
problems (Boarnet & Bogart, 1996; Bondonio & Engberg, 2000; Elvery, 2009; 
Greenbaum & Engberg, 1998; Neumark & Kolko, 2010). Furthermore, a study of 
the same programme, The Empowerment Zone, using the same propensity score 
matching method, yielded conflicting results (Busso & Kline, 2008; Oakley & Tsao, 
2006). In addition, a number of publications highlight the heterogeneity of effects 
across sectors and industries (Billings, 2009; Freedman, 2013; Lynch & Zax, 2011) 
or depending on the size and status of the company (new, existing, disappearing) 
(Billings, 2009; Lynch & Zax, 2011). Other studies, on the other hand, do not confirm 
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the differential effects of zones, given the heterogeneity of the programmes and the 
set of incentives they offer or the time horizon (Neumark & Young, 2021).

In France, the corporate zones programme (ZFU) has been launched at national 
level, but opinions on its effectiveness are also divided (Table 2). Analyses by Givord 
et al. (2013, 2018), conducted at the firm level, indicate a positive and significant 
impact of the programme on employment and business creation. In contrast, Briant 
et al. (2015) highlight the heterogeneity of these effects across municipalities. They 
explain the differences in programme effects by geographical heterogeneity.

Despite the increase in the number of Polish SEZs in recent years, there are rela-
tively few empirical studies analysing their actual impact on regional and local labour 
markets. Most of the available studies are limited to simple statistical descriptions 
and basic analysis of the zones’ impact on direct employment and unemployment 
levels. The conclusions of such studies are unequivocal. The effectiveness of this 
type of labour market intervention is also confirmed by more advanced research 
methods (Table 3).

Empirical evaluation of the effectiveness of economic zones in Poland in terms 
of their impact on the labour market has been conducted at three levels of analysis: 
counties, municipalities and firms.

Using difference-in-difference techniques and panel data modelling, Ciżkowicz 
et al. (2014, 2016) showed a positive impact of zones on employment at the county 
level. They also found that there is a spillover effect of a positive impact on employ-
ment in counties neighbouring the zones. The results of their analysis indicate that 
an increase in employment in a zone translates into a similar increase in the county 
as a whole and twice as much growth in neighbouring areas. Another study, by 
Nazarczuk and Cicha-Nazarczuk (2016), also confirms the positive impact of zonal 
investments on employment levels, as well as on the reduction of the unemployment 
rate, regardless of the model used or the size of the studied group of counties. Ambro-
ziak and Hartwell (2017), on the other hand, found that zoning policies contributed 
to a reduction in the unemployment rate primarily in the poorest and least developed 
counties. Their research shows the relevance of local economic conditions, the level 
of development of a region and the intensity of support, in the context of assessing 
the effectiveness of economic zones.

Evaluating the effectiveness of economic zones at the municipal level provides 
mixed results. The work by Jensen and Winiarczyk (2014), based on advanced 
econometric models, indicates a moderate but statistically significant positive effect 
of zones on employment levels in municipalities. In addition, Jensen (2018) identifies 
a negative spillover effect on neighbouring municipalities, which may be a result of 
the rapid spread of zones. On the other hand, an analysis by Trzcinski’s team (2016) 
found that zone investments did not contribute to reducing unemployment levels 
in municipalities. The authors explain this fact by, i.a., the selection of the location 
of the zones, which were often created in municipalities with a rapidly growing 
economy and the preference of economically strong companies operating in the 
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zones. The researchers also noted that municipalities with SEZs experienced higher 
employment growth compared to control municipalities, suggesting a reduction in 
circular migration and the emergence of a substitution effect.

Previous analyses on the employment effects of SEZs in Poland have mainly 
focused on the regional aspect, covering counties and municipalities. The lack of 
availability of micro-data and the high cost of obtaining them have limited attempts 
to identify these effects at the firm level to a few items (Cicha-Nazarczuk, 2021; 
Dugiel et al., 2022; Nazarczuk & Cicha-Nazarczuk, 2024).

Cicha-Nazarczuk (2021) stresses the need to take into account the heterogeneity 
of the areas covered by support and the diversity of enterprises that are the recipients 
of state aid. The author emphasises that these differences can significantly affect 
the effectiveness of SEZ investments in the context of the local labour market and 
employment in firms. Her research indicates the existence of positive and statisti-
cally significant effects of zones on the labour market, with the scale of these effects 
depending on the specific contextual conditions. In contrast, an analysis by Dugiel et 
al. (2022) shows that public support provided to SEZs is not significantly associated 
with the creation of additional jobs. Similar conclusions are reached by Nazarczuk 
and Cicha-Nazarczuk (2024) analysing the impact of public support granted in the 
Polish Investment Zone on employment in enterprises. As the authors point out, the 
lack of a statistically significant impact of the programme on employment in firms 
can be interpreted as a failure of the programme to address labour market problems. 
However, as the situation on the Polish labour market improves, the quantitative 
aspects of job creation seem to lose importance in favour of the quality of jobs, em-
ployment stability or support for employees in acquiring education and professional 
qualifications. By focusing on these aspects, the programme can support sustainable 
employment and contribute to the long-term sustainability of lagging regions.

The differences between the research results presented reflect the complexity of 
the issue of evaluating the effectiveness of economic zones. Determining whether 
this type of intervention can actually stimulate employment growth and reduce un-
employment, a key issue, is not an easy task. To date, no unanimous consensus has 
been reached in this regard. Identifying the factors responsible for the significant 
differences in survey results therefore appears to be important from the point of 
view of shaping economic policies and setting directions for future research. Such 
an approach may lead to more consistent conclusions and a deeper understanding 
of the effectiveness of economic zones.

Discussion and Conclusions

The assessment of the effects of economic zones in the USA, France and Poland 
is complicated and depends on many factors. One of the main sources of inconsis-
tent results, discussed in the literature, are the differences in the nature of policy 
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solutions and the level of tax relief applied in individual areas. The socio-economic 
context in which these zones operate is also an important aspect. The methods and 
techniques used to analyse the data also affect the results, as the estimated effect 
size is sensitive to them.

From the point of view of the research methodology, the process of identifying the 
geographical areas of the zones is particularly questionable, as the boundaries of the 
zones do not always correspond to administrative boundaries. Incorrect classification 
of these areas can lead to erroneous results. The American and French experience in 
identifying enterprise zones has evolved over the years. At first, zones were defined 
on the basis of tax jurisdictions (Papke, 1994) or postal codes (Bondonio & Engberg, 
2000; Bondonio & Greenbaum, 2005, 2007; Gobillon et al., 2012; Greenbaum & 
Engberg, 1998). Some researchers have analysed areas at the municipal level (Boarnet 
& Bogart, 1996) or used census data (Busso & Kline, 2008; O’Keefe, 2004; Sridhar, 
2000, 2001). In subsequent years, more sophisticated geolocation techniques were 
implemented to precisely define their boundaries (Givord et al., 2013, 2018; Neu-
mark & Kolko, 2010).

Another challenge associated with evaluation using counterfactual methods 
is the appropriate selection of a control sample for the intervention group and the 
identification of factors affecting the accuracy of the matches (observable as well as 
unobservable). The quality of these matches is crucial for the quality of the estimated 
intervention effect (Denkowska, 2015). The studies used a variety of approaches to 
selecting control groups. Some studies adopted an overly broad scope for defining 
the control group, e.g., including all regions of Colorado that were not zoned (Lynch 
& Zax, 2011). Other researchers opted for border effects to account for unobservable 
factors, e.g., limiting the control group to firms in the near vicinity of the zones (ap-
prox. 300 m) (Givord et al., 2013; Neumark & Kolko, 2010). In subsequent studies, 
the control group was selected from areas that were eligible but eventually rejected, 
i.e., so-called rejected applicants (Boarnet & Bogart, 1996; Busso & Kline, 2008; 
Busso et al., 2013).

The selection of an appropriate control sample is crucial when empirically assess-
ing the effectiveness of zones. First and foremost, most of these programmes target 
regions with lower economic levels. The precise selection of the control group for 
comparisons with unsupported areas is driven by the need to minimise the impact 
of potential differences between the groups, which may be due to natural conditions 
rather than the actual effects of the intervention.

Another important issue relates to the aforementioned socio-economic context in 
which the privileged areas (states, regions, counties, municipalities) operate and the 
diversity of economic actors that are targeted for support. Previous studies have either 
not taken these factors into account at all or have done so insufficiently. For this reason, 
the diversity of approaches and local economic contexts can be considered as potential 
differentiating factors for the results obtained. Firstly, the use of different statistical 
methods by researchers often does not sufficiently take into account the local context 
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in which zonal enterprises operate (regardless of the level of data aggregation). This 
includes both factors related to the local economy, the heterogeneity of the programmes 
themselves (e.g., in the US) and differences in approaches to selecting firms for the 
control group. Secondly, it may lead to an underestimation of the heterogeneity of 
employment effects in regions with different degrees of economic development and 
structural characteristics. Of relevance here are potential differences in the impact of 
programmes that may go unnoticed in analyses at the national level if local specificities 
are not taken into account. This problem was addressed to some extent by Briant et 
al. (2015), Ambroziak and Hartwell (2017) or Cicha-Nazarczuk (2021). Neumark and 
Young (2021), on the other hand, emphasised the importance of an analysis that takes 
into account the diversity of programmes both in the short and long term. 

On the other hand, the heterogeneity of zones’ employment effects may be the 
result of differences in industry specificity, the source of capital of zone firms, which 
often adopt different business strategies or depending on the size and status of the 
firm. This problem has been highlighted by studies by Billings (2009), Lynch and 
Zax (2011), Givord et al. (2013) or Cicha-Nazarczuk (2021). In addition, the ef-
fectiveness of the programme may be conditioned by the institutional efficiency of 
the entities managing such areas and the availability and quality of investment land 
offered by them.

An analysis of the impact of employment in the zones, taking into account the 
diversity of firms benefiting from the support and the local economic conditions of the 
regions covered by the intervention, may help to better understand the mechanisms of 
operation of such programmes. This will allow them to be implemented and adapted 
more effectively, e.g., through more precise criteria for selecting companies for the 
zones or by taking into account the specific characteristics of the regions where the 
zones can be most successful.

In summary, the differences in the performance results of SEZs in the US, France 
and Poland can be attributed to the different policies and levels of tax relief ap-
plied in each state, municipality and region. Each of these countries has a unique 
approach to the creation and management of the zones, which directly affects the 
performance of the zones. The effectiveness of zones is also strongly influenced by 
local socio-economic conditions, such as the economy, demographic structure and 
industry specifics of the companies receiving support.

The results of the study may vary depending on the methods and data analysis 
techniques used. Methodological challenges mainly include the identification of zone 
areas and the selection of control groups. Errors in these processes can lead to less 
reliable results. Evolving analysis techniques, including advanced geolocalisation 
technologies and more accurate counterfactual methods, allow for more precise 
assessments of zone effects.

The diversity of employment effects may be due to the level of regional economic 
development, the industry specificity of firms and their business strategies, local 
economic conditions and infrastructure availability. For a more effective implemen-
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tation and adaptation of economic zones, it is important to take into account local 
specificities and more precise criteria for the selection of companies. An analysis of 
the impact of employment in the zones, taking into account local conditions and the 
heterogeneity of firms, can improve the effectiveness of these programmes.

Future research on economic zones should focus on comparative analysis of tax 
policies and reliefs, regarding a variety of local socio-economic conditions. Methods 
for identifying geographical areas of zones and selecting control groups should be 
developed and improved, minimising methodological errors. It is also important to 
study the impact of advanced data analysis techniques on the precision of zone effect 
assessments. Research on the diversity of employment effects and the long-term ef-
fects of economic zones can contribute to the development of more effective support 
programmes. In addition, it is worth analysing the impact of institutional efficiency 
and the quality of investment infrastructure on the effectiveness of economic zones.
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