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Abstract. Family businesses are identified in many instances as small-scale entities. However, among family businesse, there are many 
huge corporations, and many of the world’s best-known brands are classified as being family orientated. They generate large revenues, 
which play a very important role in the global economy. In Poland, several examples of well-known brands belonging to families can 
be found, such as Mokate, Comarch and Farmacol. The aim of the article is to present selected large Polish family businesses against 
the background of some of the largest family businesses globally and to determine the difference between them. The research followed 
an empirical approach and is based on the analysis of secondary data sources, such as Ernst & Young Family Business Yearbook report 
series from 2015-2017, the Global Family Business Index ranking, and studies on Polish family businesses. The analyses confirmed 
that many of the global largest enterprises are indeed family businesses. The importance of family businesses in the economy is evident 
by the fact that in 2015, enterprises from the Global Family Business Index generated revenues higher than the GDP of most countries 
in the world. None of the large Polish family businesses have yet found their place in the analysed ranking, but also, in Poland, family 
businesses play a significant role, and some of them generate revenues of several billion dollars. Familism does not prevent enterprises 
from achieving a significant position in the market the largest family businesses in the world play such a strong role that their success or 
failure may affect the condition of the entire economy. Polish family businesses are not yet included in this group, but they are constantly 
growing. It can, therefore, be anticipated that in a few years, Polish family businesses will have a good representation in the Global 
Family Business Index and will help to ensure sustainable development of the Polish economy.

Keywords: sustainable development; family business characteristics, family business, family company, global family business, sustain-
able development, Poland

Reference to this paper should be made as follows: Skačkauskienė, I.; Ślusarczyk, B.; Baryń, M.; Kot, S.; Navickas, V. 2019. Assess-
ment of sustainable economic development facets: peculiarities of family businesses size in selected economies, Journal of Security and 
Sustainability Issues 9(1): 51-62. http://doi.org/10.9770/jssi.2019.9.1(5)

JEL Classification: H12, H56, K14, K32

1. Introduction 

Sustainable economic development of any country depends on viability and overall performance of business 
companies (e.g. Kuzmin et al., 2019; Havierniková, Kordoš, 2019; Kowo et al., 2019; Suvittawat, A. 2019, 
etc,). Despite the fact that the number of family businesses and their share in the overall structure of enterprises 
is still the subject of many debates, the significance of these entities in the economy has already not raised 
doubts for some time. Their share in the creation of GDP and employment is widely emphasized (Patel et. al., 
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2012; Abdellatif et. al., 2010) and researchers increasingly pay attention to different aspects of the operation 
of family businesses which, on the one hand, have a lot of characteristics in common and, on the other, are 
characterized by great diversity. Most family businesses are entities belonging to the SME sector; however, in 
the modern economy, there are examples of large family businesses employing thousands of workers, whose 
revenues amount to billions of dollars. Although a family business is still quite often associated with a small 
entity, in fact, many of the most well-known global brands belong to families. The best example is the Wal-Mart 
company which has been in the top three of the Fortune Global 500 ranking, presenting the largest companies 
in the world, since 2000.

Moreover, it has occupied the first position in 13 editions of this ranking (Fortune, 2018b). Family businesses 
amount to about 1/3 of the companies of this ranking (Javetski et al., 2014) and, in its latest edition (of 2018), 
in the top ten, there were three family businesses: Wal-Mart (1st position), Volkswagen (7th position) and 
Berkshire Hathaway (10th position) (Fortune, 2018a). Also, in the Fortune 500 ranking, presenting the largest 
companies in the USA, family businesses play a significant role – 35% of all the entities are estimated to be in 
the hands of families (GrantThornton, 2018). 

Also, in Poland, many of the largest companies belong to families. Admittedly, one will not find the leaders of 
the 200 Largest Polish Companies ranking by the “Wprost” (polish weekly magazine) among them, however, 
this due to the fact that the top twenty of the ranking was dominated by state actors. However, in further posi-
tions, there are well-known family business representatives (Wprost, 2018).  

Undoubtedly, the presence of many family businesses on the lists of the Fortune Global 500 and Fortune 500 
proves that family businesses can operate as large entities. Therefore, they may strongly affect the economy. 
Also, in Poland, there are large, widely recognized family businesses, although, undoubtedly, they still operate 
on a smaller scale than the world giants. The objective of this paper is to present selected large Polish family 
businesses against the background of the world’s largest family businesses and to make an attempt to determine 
the distance between them. The subsequent part of the paper is organized as follows: the literature review, re-
search methodology, research results, and final conclusions.

2. The literature review

Family business is the oldest form of entrepreneurship. It has been the focus of interests of the world scientific 
communities more less since the 1970s and, in the last two decades, the number of publications devoted to 
this topic has significantly increased (Sageder et al., 2018; Chrisman et al., 2016). Despite several decades 
of research, scientists have failed to develop a single approach to the issues related to family businesses and 
to create a universal, worldwide accepted definition. As pointed out by Mandl (2008), in Europe itself, there 
are about 90 different definitions; therefore, their standardization would not be an easy task. One of the most 
widely accepted and quoted definitions of this issue is a classic American definition, according to which the 
family business has “any legal form, the capital of the company is located in whole or in part in the hands of 
the family, and at least one family member exercises decisive influence on the management or holds a mana-
gerial position themselves with the intention to maintain the venture in the hands of the family” (Frishkoff, 
1995). In the stream of the market research, the most popular is the definition by PricewaterhouseCoopers 
(PwC), saying that the family business is the entity in which the family has at least a 51% share, family mem-
bers are the majority of board members and owners are involved in the daily management in the company 
(Surdej & Wach, 2010). However, in the case of the companies listed in the stock exchange, family businesses 
are often considered as the ones in which the family has more than a 20% share (Liu et al., 2015; Leung et al., 
2014). The diversity of definitions brings about that it becomes necessary to order and group them to some 
extent. One of the ways is to highlight the factors which are emphasized in individual definitions. Cano-Rubio 
et.al. (2017) distinguish definitions based on one factor (self-perception; ownership; family involvement in 
business), two (self-perception and ownership; self-perception and management; self-perception and control; 
self-perception and family involvement; ownership and continuity; ownership and management; ownership 
and involvement), three (self-perception, ownership and management; ownership, continuity and manage-
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ment) or more (self-perception, ownership, management and continuity; ownership, management, involve-
ment and continuity) factors. 

Despite different definitional approaches, there is general agreement that what distinguishes the family busi-
ness is the interdependence and cooperation of three main components: family, business, and ownership (Ta-
giuri & Davis, 1996). This, in turn, equips these entities with specific characteristics affecting their operation 
(Bednarz et al., 2017). The most frequently mentioned characteristics of family businesses include: striving for 
sovereignty and independence; striving to maintain the continuity of ownership and to carry out a generational 
change; a specific system of property relations; close connection between management and the owners’ fam-
ily; shaping the image of a family business through the family ownership system; the need to consider specific 
ownership and family goals; the impact of family conflicts on the functioning and development of the company; 
tendency to ossification of organizational structures, especially in the case of long-term management of the 
company by the owner (Safin, 2007).

The extensive catalogue of characteristics of family businesses is also presented in the studies by Maloni et 
al. (2017), Del Giudice (2017), Cucculelli & Bettinelli (2016), Sousa Paiva et al. (2016), Fernández-Olmos et 
al. (2016) or Jeżak et. al. (2004). Unfortunately, due to the frequent identification of family businesses with 
micro- and small enterprises, family businesses are often characterized in terms of these two groups of entities 
and, in many cases, they do not correspond with large family businesses. However, there is a large group of 
characteristics which describe well the operation of both small and large entities. These, among others, are the 
propensity to “re-invest in themselves”, resistance to the temptation to obtain short-term benefits, relatively 
high resistance to the recession, strong strategic orientation and constant concern for the quality of products and 
services resulting from the relationship between the company and the family name (Jeżak, 2014).

3. Research methodology

The research is based on secondary sources. The first one is the Global Family Business Index ranking, which 
provides the data on 500 largest family businesses in the world. The ranking was created by the specialists from 
the Centre for Family Business operating at the University of St. Gallen in Switzerland and from EY’s Global 
Family Business Centre of Excellence. The ranking was based on the data for 2015. However, the enterprises 
for which there were no reliable data, were not included in it. Family businesses were found private entities in 
which the family has more than 50% of votes and public companies listed on the stock exchange in which the 
family has at least 32% of votes.

On the other hand, the research concerning the significance of family businesses for the economy was based 
on the data from the reports by EY Family Business Yearbook for years 2015-2017. Each of the reports pre-
sents the information related to the period two years before; therefore, the analyses will refer to the period of 
2013-2015. 

Yet, the information concerning Polish family businesses come from the ranking made by the portal - money. 
Pl and the websites of the largest family enterprises (i.e., Grupa AB, Neuca, Farmacol, Unimot, Komputronik, 
and so on – see table 4). The data collected in this way relate to the year of establishment, the owner’s family, 
presence on the stock exchange and revenues and allowed to compare Polish family businesses with selected 
companies from the Global Family Business Index ranking.
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4. Results and discussion

4.1. Family businesses in the global, regional and national economies

Many family businesses are listed on the stock exchange. About 1/3 of the American S&P 500 Index companies 
is family businesses (Ali et al., 2007), the situation is similar in China (Nikodemska-Wołowik et al., 2017). The 
report developed by Credit Suisse indicates that half of more than 3500 listed companies from the 10 largest 
Asian economies are controlled by families (Ghosh, 2018). In the countries of Western Europe, nearly 45% of 
the listed companies are family businesses (Surdej & Wach, 2010). In Germany, among the companies listed 
on the Frankfurt Stock Exchange, half of them are family businesses, in France; their percentage is even higher 
and amounts to about 57% (Marjański, 2013). On the Warsaw Stock Exchange, at the end of 2016, there were 
listed 176 family businesses, which amounted to nearly 20% of all the entities (GrantThornton, 2018).

The above data clearly indicate that family businesses, including large entities, play an important role in the 
contemporary economy and helps to ensure sustainable development. This is noticed by the specialists from the 
Centre for Family Business operating at the University of St. Gallen in Switzerland and from EY’s Global Fam-
ily Business Centre of Excellence who, already for a few years, have been preparing the rankings of the world’s 
largest family businesses. The Global Family Business Index, since this is the name of the ranking, indicates 
that, in 2015, the 500 largest family businesses generated the revenues of 6 792.3 billion USD and employed 
24.85 million workers. If they were considered as a single economy, they would occupy the 3rd position (only 
following the USA and China). They also play a very important role in the economy of individual regions, as 
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. The values of the selected indicators characterizing the 500 largest family businesses in the world in individual regions. 

Indicator
Year

2013 2014 2015

Europe

Number of companies 243 232 224

Value of production (billion USD) 2 890 2 740 2 909

Share in GDP (%) 13,2 14,8 14,5

North America

Number of companies 120 117 139

Value of production (billion USD) 2 300 2 222 2 418

Share in GDP (%) 12,4 11,4 12,3

Latin America

Number of companies 36 36 37

Value of production (billion USD) 466 439 414

Share in GDP (%) 7,7 9,8 7,9

Asia-Pacific

Number of companies 85 85 87

Value of production (billion USD) 743 737 983

Share in GDP (%) 4,3 3,4 3,3

Source: own study based on: Ernst & Young, 2015; 2016; 2017.
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When considering the number of the world’s largest family businesses from the perspective of individual re-
gions, it can be observed that, in the whole period, most of them were in Europe and the smallest number in 
Latin America. However, it should be added that the share of European companies has been falling each year, 
whereas in 2015 there was recorded a significant increase in their number in North America. In the other two 
analysed geographical areas, their share was stable with a slight upward trend. 

When analysing the data included in Table 1, it is worth pinpointing the share of family businesses in the crea-
tion of GDP. This indicator is the highest in Europe, which should not be surprising since there is the majority 
of the analysed family businesses. Both in Europe and North America, this share amounts to more than 10%, 
which should be considered as a very high result (taking into account the number of companies, it should be 
concluded that the result of the companies from North America is even more outstanding). The significance of 
large family businesses for the economy is even better shown by the example of Latin America, where in 2014 
only 35 entities were responsible for the creation of 10% of GDP. This is the evidence that the world’s largest 
family businesses are the strength the authorities of many countries must take into account.

4.2. Characteristics of the largest family businesses in the world

As mentioned above, family businesses can grow to large sizes and become important players on the global 
market. Table 2 presents selected data on the 10 largest family businesses in the world.

Table 2. The 10 largest family businesses in the world in 2015

Company Family Founding year Public/ 
Private

Revenue 
(USD b)

Employees 
(ths.) Country

Wal-Mart Stores Walton 1962 public 485,7 2200,000 USA

Volkswagen Porsche & Piech 1937 public 231,7 591,425 Germany

Berkshire Hathaway Buffett 1955 public 199,9 36,127 USA

Ford Motor Company Ford 1903 public 149,6 199,000 USA

EXOR Agnelli 1927 public 148,1 303,247 Italy

Cargill Cargill 1865 private 120,4 153,000 USA

BMW Quandt 1916 public 100,1 122,244 Germany

Koch Industries Koch 1940 private 100,0 100,000 USA

Schwarz Group Schwarz 1930 private 93,1 360,000 Germany

ALDI Group Albrecht 1913 private 82,2 162,579 Germany

Source: own study based on: The Global Family Business Index, 2017

The top ten of the world’s largest family businesses is dominated by the entities from the United States and 
Germany. The only representative of another country is EXOR, whose owner-family comes from Italy. The 
clear leader in the ranking of the world’s largest family businesses is Wal-Mart, which in 2015 generated the 
revenues of nearly 486 billion USD, which was the result of more than twice better than in the case of Volk-
swagen, which was the second in this ranking. Also, in terms of employment, Wal-Mart is significantly ahead 
of its competitors since they employ almost four Times more workers than Volkswagen. Having in mind, 
however, that Wal-Mart is the leader of the Global Fortune 500 ranking, these data should not be particularly 
surprising. 

The analysis of the 10 largest family businesses in the world shows that these entities are characterized by 
rather significant discrepancies (among others, in terms of founding time or the level of employment). The situ-
ation is similar in the case of all 500 entities included in the Global Family Business Index, which is presented 
in Figure 1 and Table 3.
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Fig. 1. The selected characteristics of the 500 largest family businesses in the world

Source: own study based on: The Global Family Business Index, 2017

Founding time. A vast majority of the companies included in the ranking of the Global Family Business Index 
were established in the 20th century (they amount to over 76% of the total number of the entities). The com-
panies whose origins date back to the 19th century is also quite numerously represented (nearly 20% of all the 
companies). Interestingly, in the ranking, there were also two companies founded in the 17th century, i.e. the 
ones which may boast of a really long history. This means that the enterprises are able to successfully handle the 
problems associated with succession and, in this respect, can be a role model for others. On the other hand, the 
presence of 13 entities established in the 21st century in the ranking, thus being less than 20 years old, indicates 
that family business can acquire the status of very large companies in a short time, generating profits counted 
in billions USD.

Stock exchange. In terms of the presence on the stock exchange, the structure of the world’s largest family 
businesses is balanced. It should be added that among the enterprises which have decided on going public so 
far, as much as 72% are the entities being completely in the hands of the family (the family has a 100% share). 
Among the companies listed on the stock exchange, in the case of more than 60% of the entities, the family 
has the majority of shares (over 50% of votes). This shows that the world’s largest family businesses are very 
strongly related to the owner-families, which only marginally allow external shareholders. Even if companies 
go public, families attempt to maintain a significant part of ownership in their hands. 

Revenues and employment. A vast majority of the enterprises from the Global Family Business Index ranking 
generated revenues of less than 10 billion USD in 2015. Only 4% of the companies generated the revenues of 
more 50 billion USD, which means that they constitute the group of clear leaders of the ranking. Furthermore, 
smaller companies are able to grow constantly, thus ensuring sustainable development. In the case of the level 
of employment, there is much larger balance among the largest companies. The most numerous groups are the 
entities employing from 5001 to 10000 workers, whereas the least numerous group is the companies with the 
employment of less than 1000 people.
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Table 3. The selected characteristics of the 500 largest family businesses in the world

Max. value Min. value Average value Median
Age (years) 408 11 - 71
Employment 2200000 226 47.692 22.317
Revenues (billion USD) 485,7 3.1 13,6 6,4
Revenues per 1 employee (thousand USD) 42666.67 26.57 881.07 304.83

Source: own study based on: The Global Family Business Index, 2017.

The data included in Table 3 confirm very large differences between the companies generating the highest and 
the lowest values of the selected characteristics. In the case of age, the difference between the oldest and the 
youngest company is 397 years. This indicates that the group of the largest family businesses may include both 
very young (only 11 years old) and mature, multi-generational (408 years old) entities. It should be noted that 
the median of age is 71 years, which means that half of the world’s largest family businesses had been founded 
before 1947. Thus they are multi-generational companies. Also, the analysis of the other three characteristics 
(revenues, employment, and revenues per 1 employee) shows a significant diversity among the enterprises in-
cluded in the Global Family Business Index. Also, in this case, it is worth paying attention to the median and 
also the average value. In all the cases, the average value is much higher that the median, which means that 
most enterprises are characterized by the values considerably, lower than the arithmetic average. This is due to 
the fact that the enterprises generating the largest revenues significantly go ahead of other entities.  

4.3. Characteristic of largest Polish family businesses

In Table 4, there are presented the data concerning the 10 largest Polish family businesses.

Table 4. The 10 largest Polish family businesses in 2016

Company Family Founding year Public/ private Revenue (USD b) 
Grupa AB Przybyło 1990 public 2,17

Neuca Herba 1990 public 1,88
Farmacol Olszewscy 1990 public 1,61
Unimot Sikorscy 1992 public 0,67

Komputronik Buczkowscy 1996 public 0,56
PBG Wiśniewscy 1994 public 0,50

Wipasz Wiśniewski 1994 private 0,47
Fermy Drobiu Woźniak Woźniak 1986 private 0,46

Black Red White Chmiel 1991 private 0,46
Solaris Olszewscy 1996 private 0,45

Note: revenues translated from PLN into USD at the average exchange rate of 3.75

Source: own study based on: Stanek, 2017

The history of only one out of the 10 largest Polish family businesses dates back to the times before the po-
litical transformation, which took place in 1989. The others were founded in the 1990s, mainly as a result of 
the aforementioned transformation and market liberalization. These enterprises operate in various industries: 
among them, among others, there are the representatives of pharmacy (Neuca, Farmacol), distribution (Grupa 
AB), furniture industry (Black Red White), fuel industry (Unimot) or widely understood agricultural produc-
tion (Fermy Drobiu Woźniak, Wipasz). This indicates that family businesses may exist, succeed practically, 
and ensure sustainable development in each sector of the Polish economy. Interestingly, all the three largest 
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polish family companies were established in 1990. (i.e., at the very beginning of the political transformation). 
It seems, however, that it is a rather accidental coincidence. It is worth pinpointing that, as in the case of the 
world’s largest family businesses, going public is not necessary to achieve success although undoubtedly it 
provides new opportunities since the fact that the leaders of both rankings have decided to go public seems to 
be important.  

In the case of the largest Polish family businesses, it can be observed that there is a high disproportion between 
the revenues of the top three companies of the ranking and the other entities included in it. The situation is 
similar to the case of companies from the Global Family Business Index ranking, where the leader Wal-Mart 
stands out definitely (although the revenues of Volkswagen and Berkshire Hathaway are also definitely higher 
than the other companies in the ranking), however, as data shows, both smaller and larger family companies 
are able to grow sustainably

4.4. Comparison of the largest Polish family businesses with selected companies from the Global Family 
Business Index ranking

The companies classified in the Global Family Business Index ranking come from 48 countries. However, there 
are no representatives of the Polish family business among them. Therefore, it is worth comparing the largest 
Polish family businesses with selected companies included in this ranking and find out how big the distance 
between these two groups is. For comparison, the companies that occupy the last five places in the Global Fam-
ily Business Index ranking have been selected.

Table 5. The 10 largest Polish family businesses in 2016

Company Founding year Revenue (USD b) 
World
Grimaldi Compagnia di Navigazione 1947 3,10
Danieli & C. Officine Meccaniche 1914 3,10
Brown-Forman Corp 1870 3,10
Jet Airways (India) 1993 3,10
Arcos Dorados Holdings 2007 3,10
Poland
Grupa AB 1990 2,17
Neuca 1990 1,88
Farmacol 1990 1,61
Unimot 1992 0,67
Komputronik 1996 0,56

Source: own study based on: Stanek, 2017; the Global Family Business Index, 2017

The clear leader of Polish companies is Grupa AB, whose revenues exceeded 2 billion USD. They are by about 
1 billion USD too low to be included in the Global Family Business Index ranking but it seems that, over the 
next few or several years, this company has the best chance to enter the aforementioned ranking. Also, Neuca 
and Farmacol may hope for that. However, they need slightly more to achieve this target. It is worth noting that 
two of the companies from the Global Family Business Index ranking were founded later than Polish leaders, 
which means that the year of founding does not play a significant role. This argument cannot, therefore, explain 
the lack of representatives of the Polish economy in this ranking. One should, therefore, consider the real rea-
sons for this state of affairs, which may be an interesting topic for future research.
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5. Conclusion 

Family businesses are the focus of the growing interest; however, it is still possible to identify many research 
gaps. One of them is the characteristics of family entrepreneurship from the point of view of large entities since, 
in the subject literature, there dominate the approaches focused on micro- and small entities which, despite pos-
sessing many characteristics in common with large family businesses, significantly differ from them. This can 
be seen clearly on the example of characteristics of family businesses which very well reflect the specificity 
of smaller entities but do not necessarily relate to the largest entities. Meanwhile, large family businesses may 
boast of great significance for the economy, especially in terms of sustainability. Therefore, it is worth analys-
ing them in a little more extensive manner. 

The world’s largest family businesses classified in the ranking of the Global Family Business Index are charac-
terized by a large diversity in terms of the amount of revenues, employment, operating time or share in public 
trading, however, most importantly, they play a very important role in the economy. Only two countries: the 
USA and China generate a higher value of GDP than the 500 largest family businesses in total, which certainly 
is an outstanding result. Also, in individual regions of the world, the entities being in the hands of families are 
of great importance. In Europe and Latin America, in 2014, which was the year of recession, the largest family 
businesses increased their GDP share, which means that they can handle problems better than other enterprises. 
All of this brings about that the entities from the ranking of the Global Family Business Index are important 
players in the world market. 

The largest Polish family businesses still cannot boast of such great importance since they have no representa-
tive in the aforementioned ranking. The distance between them and the leaders of the Global Family Business 
Index is enormous; however, the same can be stated in relation to the entities occupying the final positions of 
the ranking. The difference in revenues between the largest Polish family businesses and the entities closing 
the aforementioned ranking is significantly smaller, and it seems quite real to mitigate. This allows for hoping 
that, in the next few or several years, at least one representative of the Polish family business will enter this 
prestigious group. 

The analysis of the distance of the largest Polish family businesses conducted in this paper is burdened with a 
few constraints. Firstly, there is certain incompatibility of the research periods since, in the case of the entities 
from the ranking of the Global Family Business Index, the data concerning revenues come from 2015, whereas, 
in the case of the Polish companies, they relate to 2016. Secondly, the definitional grounds determining the 
business as the family one is different. Finally, thirdly, the revenues of Polish family businesses are counted 
in zloty. Therefore, it was necessary to translate them into USD, which may result in exchange rate differ-
ences and to some extent impedes the comparative analysis. This analysis is merely the contribution to further 
research and indicates its interesting direction. In the future, it would be worth expanding at least the issues 
related to employment (due to lack of reliable data concerning employment in Polish enterprises, it was impos-
sible to compare this aspect in the present paper), market share or the scale of foreign expansion and, most of 
all, the analysis of changes taking place over a few years. Another interesting direction of the research can be 
the comparison of the largest family businesses from a few countries, e.g. from Central and Eastern Europe, 
which would allow for indicating how the Polish family business operates against the background of similar 
businesses conducted in the countries of the former socialist bloc. In view of the fact that the largest world 
and Polish family companies are listed companies, it is also worth investigating whether this is coincidence or 
whether there are some dependencies in this aspect.
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