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Abstract

:

This study aimed to analyze the conditions and specificity of family firms (FFs) providing accommodation services in Poland 30 years after the beginning of economic changes. The research was carried out between 2017 and 2018 using the Computer-Assisted Website Interview (CAWI) method. In two stages of research, a total of 1300 questionnaires were sent to FFs providing accommodation services, and we received 83 fully completed questionnaires. This response rate indicates that there is still a lack of trust among FFs as a result of the activities of the socialist economy, which was negative towards private property. The respondents were generally business owners, but several questionnaires were completed by other members of the families running an accommodation service business. All companies participating in the survey provided their services in small towns or rural areas. In the structure of the surveyed FFs by type, guesthouses and lodgings had the largest share, and, in terms of location, FFs from the southern part of the country dominated. We found out that familiarity is an important feature of the Polish FFs providing accommodation services. The majority of FF representatives agreed that focusing on the specifics of family business allows them to compete with companies providing accommodation services. They also pointed out the long-term perspective of business and development and the provision of high-quality services. Such an approach is now possible because the period of a centrally planned economy had to be followed by a change in the way of thinking related to business activity in Poland.






Keywords:


familiarity; family firms; accommodation services; sustainable development












1. Introduction


Family firms (FFs) (the terms “family firm” and “family business” are used synonymously throughout this article) are a traditional way of conducting business, attracting attention in public and political discussions. This interest is driven by greater awareness of their contribution to economic and social development, the issue of business transfers, as well as a higher degree of scientific interest [1]. Moreover, the importance of family business research is still growing, and this area remains an emerging field of research, beginning with defining FFs [2,3], establishing their identity [4,5] and analyzing the conditions of their operation [6,7,8]. The success factors of FFs are analyzed in detail, including the management of the interrelationship between family concerns and business concerns, strong leadership and building of a culture that accepts continuous change [9]. The literature highlights the differences between FFs and non-FFs, including the role of the family [10,11,12], family ownership [13,14,15], family capital [16], family social capital [17], the socio-emotional wealth [14,18,19,20], social responsibility [13,21] as well as firm performance [22,23], firm outcomes and results [13,14,15]. Other issues are also analyzed, particularly those related to sustainable development [11], the strategic advantage in relation to resource-based management [24], the strategic management [8,25,26], brand building [27,28], risk management and image creation [15]. An interesting approach is applied to the transfer from family identity to family firm image and reputation [29].



Most FFs in Poland were established after 1989 [30]. The specific situation of FFs in Poland results from the long period of staying in the area of a centrally planned economy, where the preferred owner was the state. Large industrial factories, 5-year economic plans, and the closure of the Polish economy to western influences were not conducive to the development of FFs, and constituted a barrier to their development. An additional aspect was the unfavorable or even hostile treatment of private property by the state authorities [31]. It was the political and economic changes initiated in 1989 that created opportunities for the development of companies based on private property [32]. According to Family Business Network Poland, there are currently over one million family businesses in Poland. They generate over 18% of the GDP and create the most jobs, determining stable employment on a national scale. After 30 years of activity of Polish family businesses, the need for succession arises [33].



Taking into account these circumstances, we have undertaken research on the factors related to the functioning of FFs in the selected area of business activity, i.e., accommodation services. The choice of this sector was based on the authors’ interests and the importance of this area of activity for the sustainable development of Poland, especially for post-industrial areas after the closure of large state-owned plants, including steel mills, mines and machinery manufacturing plants for all countries of the Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) block.




2. Literature Overview


2.1. Family Firms—General Overview


According to the best available research, the importance of family business has been equated to: 1—GDP: in most countries worldwide, they account for 60–90% of the non-governmental sector’s GDP; 2—jobs: in most countries worldwide, they account for 50–80% of all jobs in the private sector; 3—start-ups: 85% of all business start-ups start with family money; 4—employment growth: in the US, family business account for more than 75% of the net employment growth; 5—weighting: in most countries worldwide, FFs account for from 70 to 95% of all businesses [34].



FFs are the most common form of business organisation in Europe [6]. In the whole of Europe, about 70–80% of enterprises are FFs (the smallest share is in Lithuania, Latvia and Sweden, with less than 60%; the highest in Estonia, Slovakia and Cyprus—90%). They account for about 40–50% of employment, providing over 60 million jobs in the private sector [1]. According to the EY Family Business Yearbook 2014, 85% of all European companies are FFs and these account for 60% of jobs in the private sector [35]. The sector of FFs is dominated by SMEs (Small- and Medium-Sized Enterprises), and particularly by micro-enterprises with less than 10 employees. However, some of the largest European companies are also family businesses [1]. Of the world’s 500 largest family businesses, 44.8% (224) are located in Europe [36]. Arguably, the most defining features of family businesses are the ownership aspects, as they are crucial to the business life of the firm [34].



Despite the considerable economic significance of FFs and the growing number of studies on this group of companies, there is no commonly accepted definition of a family business [2]. Most of the scientific literature on family business (and proposals for definitions) has been developed in the North American context [37,38]. Due to the internal diversity of existing definitions, it is difficult to propose a clear definition of a family business [9]. Experts from the Family Firms Institute agree that there is no single definition and that the key to the discussion is to know what definition is used. However, they propose that an FF is one in which many members of the same family are involved as major owners or managers, either contemporaneously or over time. This allows for many variants in terms of the level of ownership and control over voting, the managerial roles played by family members, and the key family members [37].



To date, there is no legally binding, concrete, simple and harmonised Europe-wide definition of a family business [38]. Within the European Commission, an international research project (with the participation of representatives of all Member States) has established that, despite the differences in definitions, there are three essential elements characterising this form of business activity: family, company, and ownership. The expert group proposes that a firm, regardless of its size, is a family business if [39]:




	
Most decision-making rights are held by the individual(s) who founded the firm, or by the individual(s) who acquired the share capital of the firm, or by their spouses, parents, children or direct heirs of children;



	
Most decision-making rights are indirect or direct;



	
At least one family member or relative is formally involved in the management of the firm;



	
Listed companies meet the definition of a family business if the person who founded or acquired the firm (share capital) or their families or descendants possess 25% of the decision-making rights mandated by their share capital.








However, this definition is not legally binding and more than 90 different definitions of a family business are used in individual Member States [40]. Among the most commonly used definition criteria, ownership or management criterions prevail. There are also definitions that take into account the involvement (of family members) in business and those that combine more than one criterion. There are also definitions taking into account succession as an indispensable criterion of belonging to a group of family companies [30]. In Poland, the Initiative of Family Companies focuses on ownership and management when defining FF. According to these criteria, the majority of the capital and the intention to maintain ownership is within the family, and at least one family member holds a managerial position or has a significant influence on the management [1]. Another definition proposed by the Polish academic community is that it is the business entities are managed in accordance with the value system and ethical and moral standards of the business families that established or acquired them in order to provide financial security for their current and future members [41].



The world scientific literature offers many definitions of an FF, e.g., it is defined as an enterprise that is managed and/or directed with the intention to shape and realize its vision and is owned by a dominant coalition controlled by members of the same family or a small number of families in a potentially sustainable way by generations of family or families [3]. This type of firm, with a unique working environment, encourages the creation of family jobs and inspires greater care and loyalty to employees [24,42]. In this context, the specificity of FFs can be defined as familiness, considered in terms of a resource-based perspective [24,43]. In the literature, familiness is described as a bundle of resources that are distinctive of a firm as a result of family involvement as well as the unique bundle of resources a particular firm has because of the system’s interaction between the family, its individual members, and the business [24]. It is perceived as a combination of existing resources of social, human, financial, and physical capital in a firm, resulting from interactions between family and business systems [24]. In this respect, there are three elements of familiness: human resources (reputation and experience), organizational resources (decision-making and learning), and process resources (relationships and networks) [44]. Familiness perspectives include financial perspectives (incentives for the retiring generation), customer size (family brand and image), internal processes (family philanthropic activities), learning and development (career paths for family members) [44].



A characteristic feature of FFs is the involvement of the family in ownership and/or management, considered as an unique resource [23,45]. This is treated as the specific result of the structural relationship between the family and the enterprise, which can evoke a specific identity as an FF [46]. The literature underlines the importance of family values, which become values in the enterprise. In this aspect, FFs are seen as more trustworthy or honest than other types of business [47]. The relationship between communication of the family nature of the company and trust [47,48] is reflected in the specific identity and image of FFs [29] as having reputation-based advantages over non-FFs [4,24,45].



An important aspect of the uniqueness of FFs is social capital [4,21,49] analyzed from two perspectives: the family and the organizational social capital. They are considered to be hybrid organizations with interpermeating identities of the family and the company [50]. It is noted that many FFs operate to achieve family goals, e.g., family unity, continuity, and employment of family members, even at the cost of profit maximization [51,52]. Additionally, family social capital influences the development of organizational social capital through the following mechanisms: institutional isomorphism of the family institution, organizational identity and rationality, human resource practices, and overlapping social networks [49].



FFs are also characterized by sustainable development [3,12,21], based on sustained competitive advantage [24], long-term management perspective [21,43], more personalized control [53] or strong attachment to the local market [27]. At the same time, sustainability is determined by the combination of available resources and limitations from family and business. In this case, sustainability results from a combination of family success, business success and the ability to respond to disturbances [11].



The above-mentioned elements become the basis for building brand strategies, defined in the literature as family-based branding strategies considered in two ways: (1) family name used as a brand at the corporate level (family as a corporate brand) and as a name at the product level (family as a product brand) [23]. In this respect, the greater motivation of owners trying to ensure a good reputation of the company is important [54]. In branding strategies, the family-based brand identity is perceived as a unique and essential part of the resources and capabilities of a family business [55]. This is reflected in the building of relationships with customers and other stakeholders [21], which is an important element of business strategies [56,57,58,59].




2.2. Family Firms Providing Accommodation Services


The family nature of businesses is important in tourism, which is related to the service nature and the specificity of tourist companies. First of all, family capital in tourism is relatively immobile. Owners, due to their origin, are strongly connected with a given region and, consequently, there is a high probability of investing in a given area [28,60]. It is suggested that links with the local community enrich the FF’s Socio-Emotional Wealth (SEW) [61]. They recognize the benefits of the positive environmental and social effects [62], and the sense of ownership motivates SMEs in tourism to engage in eco-friendly behavior [63], even exceeding those dictated by law [53].



However, there are studies indicating that despite the links with local communities, family tourist firms are reluctant to implement sustainable practices [51]. This shows a direct link between CSR practices and positive enterprise results [64], and their reputation and perception [65].



In the tourist market, being an FF becomes an important part of the tourist experience of the guests [28] in the context of the unique intangible resources that contribute to an FF’s uniqueness [28,60]. In post-socialist countries, i.e., Poland, FFs providing accommodation services are in the group of small enterprises which are an important element of the development of tourism, based on reference to nature, and sustainable development. In Poland, this is largely related to the activation of the population in the eastern and southern parts of the country, where, after a period of centrally planned economy, there was no large industry and the local population was looking for other business opportunities.




2.3. Research Gap and the Scope of Research


Although familiness is an important topic for tourism FFs, there is very little research on familiness from the perspective of the consumer or in tourism firms [28,60]. In particular, this concerns Poland, and the published studies refer to a theoretical analysis of the issue of FFs, with a small number of articles based on case studies [30,66,67,68,69]. Studies of larger samples are rare due to the fact that the possibility of the development of FFs has been present in Poland since 1989. There are also no studies conducted among FFs providing accommodation services. An additional aspect that makes the development of FFs providing accommodation services in Poland difficult is the very high seasonality, the temporary preferences of Poles to spend their holidays abroad and the still unsatisfactory quality of accommodation services provided by FFs.



Therefore, the aim of this study was to analyze the conditions and specific features of FFs providing accommodation services in Poland 30 years after the beginning of the economic changes. We paid special attention to the importance of stakeholders, familiarity and other features determining the activity of FFs providing accommodation services. This is the second part of the research and a continuation of our previous analyses. The first part referred to the brand identifiers, brand importance and brand management of FFs providing accommodation services. We analyzed the customer-based brand equity of FFs, and this concept was presented at the international tourism conference in Karpacz, Poland and published [70].





3. Materials and Methods


3.1. General Overview


The aim of this study was to analyze the conditions and specificity of FFs providing accommodation services in Poland 30 years after the beginning of economic changes. We drew attention to the specific conditions of such an area of economic activity, including the importance of stakeholders in the family and the features highlighted in the promotion of accommodation services provided by FFs.




3.2. Ethical Principles


The research was carried out in accordance with the ethical principles related to an enterprise understood in accordance with article 551 of the Polish Civil Code [71]. According to this law regulation, an enterprise is an organized set of eight tangible and intangible elements intended for conducting business activity and subject to protection. One of these protections is the confidentiality of the enterprise, therefore our survey assumed full anonymity.




3.3. Study Design


The research was carried out in 2017–2018 on a sample of 83 family firms. The criterion for participation in the survey was running a family business in the accommodation services sector in Poland. The respondents were generally business owners, but we also received several questionnaires completed by another family member. All companies participating in the survey provided their services in small towns or villages. The structure of the sample is appropriate for the number of guesthouses, lodgings and agritourist farms by the main voivodships in Poland [72,73,74,75,76,77,78,79,80,81,82,83,84].



This research area (FFs providing accommodation services) is a difficult research area in Poland, as evidenced by the fact that even the large study commissioned by the Polish government in 2007–2008, with a total sample of 1610 FFs, included only 64 companies providing catering and accommodation services. Of this group of FFs providing accommodation services, there were only about 50%, that is, 32 [30]. This indicates that, in Poland, surveys among entrepreneurs from FFs in the sector of accommodation services are rare due to difficulties in sample selection. This is primarily due to reluctance to participate in the surveys, fear of competition, etc. In the Polish literature, there are studies based on case studies [19] or conducted among consumers (tourists) visiting family businesses [45]. This issue is widely analyzed in the world literature referring to political, economic and social barriers [85].



The sample size from our study is comparable to other studies published in the scientific literature on family businesses [13,23,86,87,88,89,90,91,92]. They relate to various sectors and areas of business activity, while our research concerns only FFs providing accommodation services. Examples of research samples in scientific literature are as follows: 114 of FFs [23], 59 of FFs and 202 of non-FFs [13], 92 of Spanish FFs [86], 65 of fast-growth FFs [87], 92 of the world’s oldest FFs [89], 100 FFs vs. 75 non- FFs [90], 71 FFs vs. 99 non-FFs [92], or 102 FFs [91].



The sample selection had two stages. In the first stage, electronic questionnaires were sent to 980 FFs providing accommodation services from own database. This database was created by the authors as a result of previous research. In the second stage of the research, we asked regional tourism organizations (TOs) to distribute the questionnaires. These included Dolnośląska TO, Kujawsko-Pomorska TO, Lubelska Regional TO, Lubuska Regional TO, Małopolska TO, Śląska TO, Wielkopolska TO, Mazowiecka Regional TO, Opolska Regional TO, Podkarpacka Regional TO, Podlaska Regional TO, Pomorska Regional, Regional TO of Łodź Voivodeship, Regional TO of Świętkorzyskie Voivodeship, Zachodniopomorska Regional TO, Warminsko-Mazurska TO. A total of 1300 questionnaires were sent to FFs providing accommodation services, and we received 83 fully completed questionnaires; the response rate was 8%. The topic of response rate and non-response bias is widely analyzed in the literature [85,93,94,95]. The response rate in our research is comparable to the other enterprise surveys analyzed. The literature on the subject emphasizes that the average response rate in organizational research studies will continue to decline with time. The minimum response rate in a systematic literature review is given as 3% [93].



We have adopted the Computer-Assisted Website Interview (CAWI) method as our research method. It was important to ensure anonymity and to guarantee to the participants that the results will be used for scientific purposes.




3.4. Questionnaire Design


The questionnaire consisted of four parts (Table 1), but in this study we limited the analysis to data obtained from two parts. The first part characterized the surveyed FFs in terms of the number of people employed, location and type of activity. The second part concerned the specificity of FFs, including the importance of familiarity, the roles of stakeholders, and the factors determining the management of family businesses. While constructing the scales, we took into account the statements and results published in the scientific literature [10,21,24,42,96,97] as well as our previous experience of conducting research in this specific area of the tourism services sector.



Many issues concerning the activity of Polish FFs are considered only theoretically or by case study, so we included them in our research. These concern, e.g., the limitations of marketing activities. Additionally, this aspect is taken up in theoretical studies describing Polish FFs.




3.5. Statistical Analysis


The quantitative data were analyzed using the STATISTICA software package (StatSoft Inc., Copyright 1984–2917, TIBCO Software Inc., Palo Alto, CA, USA) We divided the sample of FFs into three clusters for every analyzed question using the Kohonen Neural Network [98] as the market research data classification by means of artificial Neural Networks algorithms [99]. We applied cluster analysis as a technique of grouping similar observations into several clusters [100,101] to analyze the familiarity and family character of FFs as specific features of FFs providing accommodation services, features of the FF activities in accommodation services, the importance of the familiarity of FFs providing accommodation services for different stakeholder groups and specific features underlined in promotional activities by FFs providing accommodation services. In each cluster, we presented the structure by type of business activities, including guest houses, lodgings, agritourist farms and others.




3.6. Sample Population


Table 2 presents the characteristics of the surveyed FFs. In the structure of the studied FFs, the largest share was held by guest houses and lodgings, and in terms of location, the highest share of responses was from the southern part of the country.





4. Results


4.1. Familiarity as a Specific Feature of FFs Providing Accommodation Services


The familiarity and family character as the specific features of FFs are presented in Table 3. Nearly 80% of the FFs surveyed agreed or totally agreed with the statement “family character, hospitality and specific mood of our object allow to compete with larger facilities of higher standard” (average value was 1.08). The next statement “in building the company’s image we take into account its family character” was totally accepted or accepted by almost 70% of the surveyed FFs (mean value 0.88). In order to present the familiarity as a specific feature of FFs, a cluster analysis was conducted, distinguishing three groups of FFs. For FFs from cluster no. 1 and no. 2, the familiarity was the basis for building the image of the company (average value around 1). At the same time, it allowed to compete with larger companies operating in the sector of accommodation services (average value around 1.5).




4.2. Other Specific Features of FFs Providing Accommodation Services


Other specific features of FFs in the Polish sector of accommodation services are presented in Table 4. The surveyed FFs most often agreed totally or agreed with the statement: “we try to distinguish ourselves from larger companies by the quality of service and hospitality”. The average value for this statement, on a scale from −2 to 2, for all surveyed FFs was 1.49, while in cluster no. 1 it was almost 2, and in cluster no. 2 it was almost 1.5 (p < 0.05). The statement “we have a long-term development strategy, to which we subject current decisions” was ranked second in terms of average value (the average for all FFs was 0.94, for FFs from cluster 1 and 2, it oscillated around 1).



The representatives of the FFs agreed with the statements to the least extent: “the limitation for marketing activities is the lack of knowledge and skills e.g., in the field of promotion” and “we focus on current activities, as current problems and tasks hold us back from looking ahead” (average −0.11 and −0.02 respectively). Almost 40% of the FFs’ representatives agreed or agreed totally with these statements.



Another issue we investigated was the importance of stakeholders in the activities of FFs providing accommodation services (Table 5). The greatest importance was attributed to family members (mean score of 4.22 on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 is not relevant and 5 is crucial). Nearly 80% of the respondents (78.3%) gave this group of stakeholders a score of 4 or 5, which indicates that this group of stakeholders is very important in running a family business providing accommodation services. Cluster analysis confirmed the importance of family members; in all three clusters the importance of family members was rated very high (average above 4).



The second place, with an average of 3.79, was assigned to customers/individual guests. About 2/3 of the respondents (67.5%) gave notes 4 or 5. The importance of customers/individual guests is visible between clusters, for FFs classified in clusters 1 and 2, the importance of customers/individual guests is higher (average above 4) than for FFs from cluster 3 (average 2.5). The third place, with an average of 2.75, was taken by employees. In the case of this group of stakeholders, differences between clusters are also visible. For FFs from cluster 2, the importance of employees in FFs activity is higher (average 4), while for FFs from cluster 1 and 3, it is lower (average 2.5 and below 2).



The importance of other stakeholder groups was rated lower, including other entrepreneurs from the same local area (mean 2.52), business customers (if any) and local authorities (2.19) and suppliers of products or services (2.08). Less than 20% of the FFs granted notes 4 and 5 for these stakeholder groups.




4.3. Specific Features of FFs Providing Accommodation Services underlined in Promotional Activities


The most important feature highlighted in the promotion of accommodation services provided by family businesses was hospitality (average 4.48 on the scale from 1 to 5, where 1 means their complete omission and 5 a very strong emphasis on a feature (Table 6)). Over 85% of the surveyed FFs assigned this feature a note 4 or 5. The next places were taken by the following: the unique mood of the place (average 4.38; 81.9% of 4 and 5 notes), good location (easy access) (4.32; 83.1%), high level of service (4.31; 85.5%), tourist attractions of the area (4.31; 83.1%), kind and committed owners/operators (4.30: 80.7%), quiet and peacefulness of the surroundings (4.29; 80.7%).



Cluster analysis showed the differences between the individual characteristics. For cluster no. 1, out of 53% of FFs, all studied characteristics were important (average 4 and above 4). Here, the highest rating was given to hospitality, the lowest for price attractiveness and good location (easy access). In cluster no. 2 (26.5% of FFs), all features, with the exception of delicious food, turned out to be important in promoting accommodation services provided by FFs. On the other hand, in cluster no. 3 (20.5% of FFs), most of the characteristics obtained average values in the range 3.0–3.6, with the average value for good location (easy access) and for kind and committed owners/operators achieving a value below 3.0.





5. Discussion


Our survey has shown that characteristics of family business give the opportunity to compete among companies providing accommodation services with a focus on the long-term perspective of the business development and the provision of high-quality services. This is particularly important as our research is focused on FFs providing accommodation services in the Polish accommodation sector, 30 years after the beginning of economic change. This meant a complete change in the way of thinking and approaching economic activity, a move away from a centrally planned economy and a transition to a private property-based economy. However, this did not happen immediately, and the process of privatization of the Polish economy continued over the following years, including its intensification and key economic reforms in the second half of the 1990s. The year 2004 and Poland’s accession to the EU can be assumed as the end of economic transformation.



Therefore, the discussion of the results was based on these three specific features of FFs providing accommodation services in the Polish tourism sector. These are familiarity, long-term perspective and high level of service quality.



An important feature determining the functioning of FFs in the accommodation sector is familiarity. This sector is characterized by its dispersion in most tourist Polish regions. Apart from large hotels, there are many small companies offering accommodation. A significant number of them are FFs, established and run by the residents of a given local area. FFs have limited possibilities to compete with larger companies: they have smaller financial resources and less developed assets. However, their strength is their family character, and the resulting opportunities are the basis of their competitiveness. These companies are directly managed by the owners. They have the opportunity to create a conviction of hospitality and the unique mood. At the same time, there are relatively large opportunities to build relationships with clients based on the owner’s person/family through direct meetings with tourists. In this aspect, familiarity can be considered as a basis for the competitive advantage of FFs’ providing accommodation services. The literature highlights the importance of achieving a competitive advantage [102], especially for small enterprises [103]. Various possibilities were analyzed [101,102,103,104], including internal and external sources [102], i.e., human resources [105] and high quality [106]. In addition, other studies show that the contact of tourists with the owner can be seen as a valuable element of the trip [60]. As a result, tourists can develop such associations with the company, such as hospitality or trust, which are more difficult to create in the case of large hotel facilities and non-family businesses.



At the same time, a strategic approach to resources which are the basis of FFs should be indicated [8,24,104]. According to the model based on the Resource-Based View (RBV) [24,104], which combines family business and competitive advantage, there is a relationship between family inputs and family firm strategy and performance. Family inputs include its beliefs, practices, policies, philosophies and doctrines [24]. This can be analyzed as family orientation considered in five dimensions: tradition (roles/role identification, rituals and routines, shared history, shared meaning, and legacy), stability (homeostasis, predictable interaction patterns, rule-governed boundaries, permanence, resistance to change sanctions for unacceptable behavior), loyalty (sense of duty and obligation, sense of commitment, priority on togetherness, and sense of indebtedness), trust (safety, security, protection, fairness, reciprocity, and trustworthiness), and interdependency (reliance on one another, cohesion, emotional ties, and support of family members) [22]. Family inputs are assessed according to the four categories of resources (physical, human, organizational, and process). This allows to estimate the capabilities in light of the external competitive environment to look at how a sustainable competitive advantage can be achieved [24].



As a positive feature of the functioning of FFs in Poland 30 years after the political and economic transformation, it is important that the owners take into account the long-term perspective. This results from their responsibility for the fate of the family and investment of their own financial resources, and is also embedded in the change in thinking after the political transformation in Poland.



The inclusion of a long-term approach is widely analyzed in the literature. Three elements of long-term orientation (continuity, community and reputation) are highlighted, and their moderating effects on the link between family ownership and sustainability practices are examined [51]. From a sample of Spanish FFs, findings show that long-term vision and the presence of nonfamily managers are positively related to entry modes involving stronger international commitment, although self-financing limits this commitment. In addition, in the context of a long-term strategic vision, a sense of loyalty, a stable culture, commitment, and pride in family tradition is emphasized [107]. The long-term perspective adopted by family members for the functioning of FFs results from investment and return on investment [107].



At the same time, the long-term perspective is analyzed from an internal and external perspective. The internal perspective refers to the ability to invest over a long period of time, and to achieve a satisfactory return on capital with a single reduction in risk factors associated with the activity. The external perspective indicates that it refers to stakeholder relations on the one hand, and on the other hand, it fits in the development of the region. The literature indicates that the functioning of FFs fits into the strategies of sustainable development of local communities through their operations, including the promotion of sustainable tourism, the local culture and products. Any action aimed at ensuring the sustainable development of a given region and small towns is crucial in terms of both environmental, social and economic importance. In particular, attention should be paid to undertaking economic activities that provide income for the local population, while at the same time ensuring the promotion of the region [108].



Our research has identified hospitality as the basis for the promotional activities of FFs. Research conducted in Switzerland indicates that family ownership positively influences the development of FF’s image. This is due to the high expectations of family leaders to promote an FF’s image and their risk-taking. This consequently determines performance companies [18]. This should also be analyzed in the context of the promotional activities undertaken by the surveyed FFs. The basis of promotional messages was hospitality along with the comfort of the facilities, high quality, high level of service, and the unique mood of the place. Other studies stressed that through the promotion of what FFs refer to as a family-based brand identity, a customer-centric orientation is fostered. This allows for a positive impact on firm performance [55]. This term, “family-based brand identity” [23,27,55,96], is also used in the literature to describe the family firms’ ability to persuade consumers to make purchasing decisions based on the perceived attributes of the seller [55]. It allows for building such relational associations in marketing, and communication serves as a powerful signal, which could, and should, be used when promoting a family firm’s offering, as it may help in building a favorable reputation and strong, positive and lasting customer relationships [45].



In summarizing the results achieved, it is important to underline those aspirations that show a balanced approach to FFs. The main points to be mentioned are taking into account the long-term perspective, paying attention to all stakeholders, caring for guests’ needs and an individual approach.



Our study is important for the development of FFs in the accommodation services sector in Poland. First of all, it fills a gap in research on family businesses in Poland, as well as in research on companies providing accommodation services. Only one study commissioned by the Polish government has been conducted, 30 years ago, since the economic and political transformation. The importance of the results of our study is all the greater because this year, in the context of the COVID epidemic, there is talk of the need to develop sustainable tourism in rural areas. The research tool we have developed can be used to analyse FFs in other sectors of the economy or in relation to large companies. New research opportunities are related to the FFs situation due to a completely unpredictable event from the macro-environment (COVID-19).



We are aware that the size of the sample may be a limitation, but we draw attention to several issues. First of all, the structure of our sample corresponds to the structure of guesthouses, private accommodation and agritourism farms by voivodeship in Poland. Secondly, there is a very high reluctance of family business owners to give any answers, as evidenced by the fact that a government survey conducted over 10 years ago had a smaller sample of family businesses for the accommodation services sector. Thirdly, owners of most family businesses providing accommodation services are afraid of competition, all the more so because such activity is the main source of family income.



We are also aware that our results are based on the declarations of small FFs owners. They do not have to translate into real action. Therefore, the practices applied by the described companies in terms of exploiting their family character should be an interesting direction for further analyses. An important direction of future activities may also include such issues as crisis management, succession issues, role of strategic planning as well as the relationship between family ownership and firm performance. However, this will involve the use of in-depth qualitative interviews and will not be quantitative due to existing limitations. However, even more so, such a survey is necessary to increase the competitiveness of the regions, reduce disparities and ensure the development of sustainable tourism now, during, and after the pandemic.




6. Conclusions


Our survey has shown that the owners of FFs are aware of their familiarity assets, which implies some business activity. They take into account the family character when creating the company’s image, which is important for individual customers. They try to stand out for their quality of service and hospitality, while having limited opportunities for development as small family businesses.



Managers in the surveyed companies were aware of their limitations in terms of creating the physical elements of their offer in comparison with larger facilities, as well as those that are not family businesses. At the same time, it should be remembered that the services are intangible. In connection with this feature, the companies in question have the opportunity to use the family character, building their image based on the owner’s person/family and associations related to hospitality, trust, or by building relationships with customers. Such an action is all the more purposeful, as these features are more difficult to achieve for larger entities.
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Table 1. Questionnaire structure.
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Question

	
Variants of Answers






	
PART I

	




	
What kind of business is run by your family firm?

	
open question

(e.g., hotel, motel, hostel, guest house, private accommodation, camping)




	
In which voivodship/province of Poland is your family business conducted?

	
open question




	
How many people do you employ (the whole company for more than one facility) during the high season?

	
one answer to choose:

	(a)

	
nobody—the family firm is run by the owner with the family members




	(b)

	
1–3 persons (excluding owner/owners)




	(c)

	
4–9 persons (excluding owner/owners)




	(d)

	
more than 9 persons (excluding owner/owners)










	
Please specify the characteristics of your company

	
yes or no answer:

Is your company owned by 1 person or 1 family?

If your company is owned by 1 family, is more than 1 person from the family involved in the business?




	
PART II

	




	
Please evaluate the following statements regarding your family business

Please rate on a scale:

totally agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, totally disagree

	

	
In building the company’s image we take into account its family character









	

	
The limitation for marketing activity is financing the needs of the family from the profit gained from the business activity









	

	
Family character, hospitality and specific mood of our object allow to compete with larger facilities of higher standard









	
Please assess on a scale from 1 to 5 the importance of the family nature of the company for different stakeholder groups (1—not relevant, 5—crucial)

	

	
Customers/individual guests



	
Other entrepreneurs from the same local area



	
Business customers (if any)



	
Local authorities



	
Suppliers of products or services



	
Employees (if any)



	
Family members



	
Other









	
Please evaluate the following statements regarding your family business

Please rate on a scale:

totally agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, totally disagree

	
We have a long-term development strategy, to which we subject current decisions




	
The limitation for marketing activities is the lack of funds




	
The limitation for marketing activities is the lack of knowledge and skills, e.g., in the field of promotion




	
We try to distinguish ourselves by the quality of service and hospitality




	
We conduct surveys of customer expectations




	
A small enterprise has very limited possibilities to compete in terms of quality with large facilities




	
We focus on current activities, current problems and tasks make it impossible for us to look ahead




	
PART III Promotion and Name

	
not analyzed in this study




	
PART IV Brand Meaning

	
not analyzed in this study
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Table 2. Sample structure.






Table 2. Sample structure.









	Specification
	Percentage of Sample





	Type of business activities
	



	guest houses
	34.90%



	lodgings
	31.30%



	agritourist farms
	15.70%



	others (holiday centers, inns, summer rental houses, hotels and short-term studio apartments)
	18.10%



	Location (voivodships/province)
	



	małopolskie
	21.70%



	Śląskie
	19.30%



	dolnośląskie
	15.70%



	warmińsko-mazurskie
	12.00%



	pomorskie
	9.60%



	podkarpackie
	8.40%



	zachodniopomorskie
	6.00%



	others (mazowieckie, podlaskie, kujawsko-pomorskie, łódzkie)
	7.30%



	Family nature of enterprises providing accommodation services
	



	it is the property of one person or one family
	68.00%



	more than one person is involved in the activity of the company, because it is family property
	32.00%
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Table 3. Familiarity and family character of FFs as specific features of FFs providing accommodation services.






Table 3. Familiarity and family character of FFs as specific features of FFs providing accommodation services.





	
All FFs

	
FFs by Clusters




	
Statements

	
Average Value 1/

	
Agree and Totally Agree (%)

	
Correlation Average by Clusters 2/






	
In building the company’s image we take into account its family character

	
0.88

	
69.9%
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The limitation for marketing activity is financing the needs of the family from the profit gained from the business activity

	
0.65

	
63.9%




	
Family character, hospitality and specific mood of our object allow to compete with larger facilities of higher standard

	
1.08

	
79.5%








1/ assessment in a scale: (−2) totally disagree, (−1) disagree, (0) neither agree nor disagree, (1) agree, (2) totally agree. 2/ characteristics of clusters: cluster no. 1 (guest houses—34%, lodgings—34%, agritourist farms—20%, others—12%), cluster no. 2 (guest houses—61%, lodgings—22%, agritourist farms—4%, others—13%), cluster no. 3 (guest houses—30%, lodgings—40%, agritourist farms—20%, others—10%) 2/.













[image: Table] 





Table 4. Features of the FFs activities in accommodation services.






Table 4. Features of the FFs activities in accommodation services.





	
All FFs

	
FFs by Cluster




	
Statements

	
Average Value 1/

	
Agree and Totally Agree (%)

	
Correlation Average by Clusters 2/






	
(A) We have a long-term development strategy, to which we subject current decisions

	
0.94

	
72.3%
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(B) The limitation for marketing activities is the lack of funds

	
0.48

	
60.2%




	
(C) The limitation for marketing activities is the lack of knowledge and skills e.g., in the field of promotion

	
−0.11

	
39.8%




	
(D) We try to stand out on the market with quality of service and hospitality.

	
1.49

	
95.2%




	
(E) We conduct surveys of customer expectations

	
0.27

	
51.8%




	
(F) A small enterprise has very limited possibilities to compete in terms of quality with large facilities

	
0.28

	
48.2%




	
(G) We focus on current activities, as current problems and tasks hold us back from looking ahead

	
−0.02

	
39.8%








1/ assessment in a scale: (−2) totally disagree, (−1) disagree, (0) neither agree nor disagree, (1) agree, (2) totally agree. 2/ characteristics of clusters: cluster no. 1 (guest houses—46%, lodgings—20%, agritourist farms—14%, others—20%), cluster no. 2 (guest houses—38%, lodgings—44%, agritourist farms—12%, others—6%), cluster no. 3 (guest houses—38%, lodgings—31%, agritourist farms—25%, others—6%).
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Table 5. The importance of familiarity of FFs providing accommodation services for different stakeholder groups.






Table 5. The importance of familiarity of FFs providing accommodation services for different stakeholder groups.





	
Statements

	
Average Value 1/

	
Notes: 4 and 5 (%)

	
Correlation Average by Clusters 2/






	
(A) Customers/individual guests

	
3.79

	
67.5%
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(B) Other entrepreneurs from the same local area

	
2.52

	
19.3%




	
(C) Business customers (if any)

	
2.19

	
19.3%




	
(D) Local authorities

	
2.19

	
15.7%




	
(E) Suppliers of products or services

	
2.08

	
15.7%




	
(F) Employees (if any)

	
2.75

	
30.1%




	
(G) Family members

	
4.22

	
78.3%




	
(H) Others

	
2.30

	
14.5%








1/ assessment in a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 is not relevant and 5 is crucial. 2/ characteristics of clusters: cluster no. 1 (guest houses—38%, lodgings—22%, agritourist farms—28%, others—12%), cluster no. 2 (guest houses—46%, lodgings—27%, agritourist farms—12%, others—15%), cluster no. 3 (guest houses—40%, lodgings—48%, agritourist farms—4%, others—8%).
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Table 6. Specific features underlined in promotional activities by FFs providing accommodation services.






Table 6. Specific features underlined in promotional activities by FFs providing accommodation services.





	
Statements

	
Average Value 1/

	
Notes: 4 and 5 (%)

	
Correlation Average by Clusters 2/






	
(A) Comfort of the rooms/facilities

	
4.17

	
79.5%
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(B) Tourist attractions of the area

	
4.31

	
83.1%




	
(C) Kind and committed owners/operators

	
4.30

	
80.7%




	
(D) Quiet and peacefulness of the surroundings

	
4.29

	
80.7%




	
(E) Hospitality

	
4.48

	
85.5%




	
(F) Good location (easy access)

	
4.32

	
83.1%




	
(G) The unique mood of the place

	
4.38

	
81.9%




	
(H) Attractive price

	
3.92

	
63.9%




	
(I) High level of service

	
4.31

	
85.5%




	
(J) Delicious food

	
3.52

	
62.7%








1/ assessment in a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 means their complete omission and 5 a very strong emphasis on a feature. 2/ characteristics of clusters: cluster no. 1 (guest houses—52%, lodgings—14%, agritourist farms—23%, others—11%), cluster no. 2 (guest houses—9%, lodgings—68%, agritourist farms—5%, others—18%), cluster no. 3 (guest houses—53%, lodgings—29%, agritourist farms—12%, others—6%).
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