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{f;;’; Digital Transformation in Family
Businesses

Abstract

Digitalisation has become a top priority of the European Commission, aimed at enhancing
digital skills, securing digital infrastructure, and advancing the digitalisation of businesses
and public services. The European Commission envisages that small and medium-sized
enterprises will achieve at least a basic level of proficiency in using digital technologies.
Existing research shows that digitalisation is not considered a priority by family busi-
nesses, as they tend to defer investments in this area. This article discusses the challenges
associated with the conceptual framework, as the meaning of the term digitalisation and
its derivatives is not straightforward. Polish equivalents have also been proposed, based
on English terminology, making reference to the sphere of the enterprise and giving
examples.

The main aim of this article is to discuss and systematise the conceptual framework, and
to analyse the degree of digitalisation in Polish family businesses. The special nature and
degree of digitalisation in family businesses were discussed using the systematic literature
review method. To date, few articles addressing this topic have been published, which
should encourage researchers to delve deeper. Polish family businesses have declared
that greater digitalisation efforts will be made over the next year, which could provide
an impetus for conducting research and tracking progress in this area.

Keywords: digitalization, digitization, digital transformation, family business, systematic
literature review

Introduction

Nowadays, vast amounts of data are generated which can be used for various pur-
poses, such as scientific, business, medical, and others. Public authorities often make
some of this data available to the public. The immense volume of data is evident from
the words of Eric Schmidt, Google’s former executive chairman, who stated that between
the dawn of civilization and 2003, five exabytes of data were created; currently, that
amount is generated every two days (Smolan & Erwitt, 2012). The availability of vast data
resources and the development of IT technologies based on them, particularly artificial
intelligence, big data, and blockchain, have had a significant impact on every aspect of
life, including the economy — triggering a revolution in industry known as 4.0.

Over the past decade, digital technologies have helped transform business practices
(Nambisan et al., 2019). There are numerous examples of enterprises that have suc-
cessfully undertaken this transformation (Teece, 2018). If they aim not only to survive
but to thrive, family businesses should also adapt their operations to the new market
conditions (Garzella et al., 2021).

Digitalisation has become a significant challenge for businesses, as highlighted by
the pandemic, during which they were compelled to shift to working remotely. Various
institutions and organisations play a role in shaping and supporting digitalisation; for
the European Commission’s activities, this has become a priority and should lead to the
achievement of the goals set out in 2030 Digital Compass: the European way for the Digital
Decade (European Commission, 2021). According to the European Declaration on Digital
Rights and Principles for the Digital Decade (European Commission, 2022), this transforma-
tion affects every aspect of life, offering considerable potential for improving its quality,
economic growth, and sustainable development. The implementation of advanced digital
technologies in businesses contributes to the success of the entire economy, which is
crucial in an unstable economic environment, a factor in disruption of supply chains.
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Polish companies rank low in digitalisation charts.
Moreover, there is limited interest on the part of re-
searchers in this issue, as demonstrated by an analysis
of bibliographic and online resources. A significant
portion of companies are family-owned, and in many
respects these companies are seen as more efficient
and focussed on long-term operations; however, digi-
talisation is not considered a priority for them.

Currently, there is no doubt that the development
of digitalisation impacts the economy, but it is dif-
ficult to clearly determine the scope and outcomes
(Degryse, 2016). In examining this trend, context is
crucial, as the effects depend on the intensity and
absorptive capacity of the economic sector or the
country’s policy in general (Bouncken et al., 2018).
Furthermore, the likelihood of failure when businesses
implement new digital technologies can be very high
at the current stage of development, and can even
range between 66% and 84% (Libert et al., 2016). Given
the profound technological changes taking place,
a new way of thinking about business and employee
skills is required (Schallmo et al., 2017).

Evidently, the impact of new technologies extends
to Polish businesses as well, including family-run ones.
Given the substantial role of family-run businesses in
the Polish (and global) economy, it seems reasonable
to investigate whether they adapt more effectively to
the new reality than their non-family counterparts.
Rankings now emerging, or existing rankings, take
digitalisation criteria into account, which may help
answer the above question. For example, the European
Investment Bank (EIB) incorporates this criterion into
the European Investment Bank Investment Survey
(EIBIS) (EIB, n.d.). Unfortunately, Poland ranks near
the bottom among the most digital enterprises, while
the top spots belong to companies from Denmark, the
Netherlands, the Czech Republic and Finland. There-
fore, it is worthwhile to address this topic, pointing out
the barriers and potential ways to improve the existing
situation. Also, European companies lag behind their
American counterparts, despite the EU’s efforts aimed
at supporting digitalisation. The largest disparities
(21%) occur in the construction sector (EIB, 2020), while
the smallest are in the infrastructure sector (11%).

The topic of digitalisation, and particularly the use
of digital communication tools and remote working,
became essential for maintaining business continu-
ity during the pandemic. Companies finally stopped
seeing remote work as a utopia (Lipiec, 1998) and
started looking for ways to implement it and maintain
their business operations while travel restrictions
and lockdown were in effect. The pandemic led to
a general realisation that we are living in times of
great volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity
(VUCA). This compelled companies to seek the best
way to operate in such an environment, which came
to be known as business excellence in a volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous environment (BEVUCA) (Saleh &
Watson, 2017). As a result, enterprises are engaging
in various activities, focusing primarily on adapting
digital tools.

At present, it is difficult to say definitively whether
implementing digital transformation in businesses
helps to create a stable, certain, simple, and unam-
biguous economic environment. However, the steps
being taken by various institutions and organisations
are indeed moving in that direction. As mentioned, nu-
merous initiatives are being launched by the European
Commission. For the most part, family businesses have
not yet embraced the challenge of digitalisation (Xie
etal., 2022), although they are becoming increasingly
aware of its impact on their operations (Correani et
al., 2020; ZPP, 2023).

The author was prompted to address the subject of
digital transformation in family businesses for three
reasons. Firstly, there are ambiguities in the terms
used to translate fundamental English terms related
to digitalisation. Secondly, light needs to be shed on
the actions being taken by the European Commission
in this area. Thirdly, it is necessary to analyse the level
of digitalisation in businesses, with particular focus
on family-owned enterprises.

The aim of this article is to systematise the con-
ceptual framework and illustrate how digitalisation
processes should be understood in the context of
entrepreneurship, as well as to analyse the extent of
digitalisation in family businesses.

The author attempted to answer the following
research questions:

1. How should the concept of digitalisation and
its derivatives be understood in the context of
entrepreneurship?

2. To what extent and in what ways are family busi-
nesses undergoing digital transformation?

To address the first question, dictionary sources

were used, whereas for the second one, a systematic
literature review method was employed.

Theoretical Perspective

Systematic literature review methodology, originally
used in medical sciences (Bata et al., 2015; Davis et al.,
2014) and later used in economic sciences (Stepien,
2023), including management science (Cabala et al.,
2023; Snyder et al., 2016; Wiecek-Janka et al., 2024;
Witell et al., 2016), was employed. This is a method
that enables transparent and structured selection
and assessment of available literature resources. It
consists of four stages: (1) identification, (2) searching,
(3) evaluation and (4) synthesis of the most significant
scientific evidence obtained in the first three stages
(Fink 2019; Mazur & Ortowska, 2018; Thorpe et al.,
2005; Tranfield et al., 2003). These stages, along with
the corresponding procedure, are presented in the
PRISMA diagram (Liberati et al., 2009).

Publications were identified based on queries us-
ing equivalent Polish and English terms (Mengist et
al., 2020) related to the concepts of ‘digitization’ and
‘family firm’.

¢ ‘family firms’ AND ‘digitization’ (n = 3)
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* ‘family firms’ AND ‘digitalization’ (n = 13) Subsequently, duplicates, erroneous redirects, and
e ‘family firms’ AND ‘digital transformation’ unavailable articles were eliminated (Figure 1). In the

(n=29) second stage, the titles and abstracts were reviewed
* ‘przedsiebiorstwa rodzinne’ AND ‘ucyfrowienie’ and articles not directly relevant to the topic were
(n=0) excluded. In the third stage, a full-text analysis was
* ‘przedsiebiorstwa rodzinne’ AND ‘cyfryzacja’ conducted, rejecting those articles in which no re-
(n=0) search was performed.
* ‘przedsiebiorstwa rodzinne’ AND ‘transformacja In the final stage, full articles were analysed, the ap-
cyfrowa’ (n = 0) plied methods and research sample were highlighted,
* ‘firmy rodzinne’ AND ‘ucyfrowienie’ (n = 0) and the main conclusions from the research were
* ‘firmy rodzinne’ AND ‘cyfryzacja’ (n = 0) presented (table 1).
* ‘firmy rodzinne’ AND ‘transformacja cyfrowa’ There are few scholarly articles that address the
(n=0) topic of digitalisation in family businesses. Such
Figure 1

The Procedure Employed for the Systematic Literature Review

i Excluded (n = 12):

Stage 1 Publications identified -  incorrect redirection (n = 3)
9 . in ABI/INFORM Global (n = 24) i i+ repetition (n =6)
: : i + unavailable (n = 3)
!
P . _ {1 Excluded (n = 3):
Stage 2 Assessment of titles and abstracts (n = 12) P « ot related directly to the subject
!
. . _ : Excluded (n = 2):
Stage 3 Analysis of full articles (n = 9) i 7 !« no research conducted on the subject
!
Stage4 | | Synthesis based on the final sample (n = 7)

Source: own work based on the PRISMA statement for reporting systematic reviews and meta-analyzes of studies that evaluate health care
interventions: Explanation and elaboration, A. Liberati, D. G. Altman, J. Tetzlaff, C. Mulrow, P. C. Ggtzsche, J. P. A. loannidis, M. Clarke,
P. J. Devereaux, J. Kleijnen, & D. Moher, 2009, Annals of Internal Medicine, 151(4), W-65 (https:/doi.org/10.7326/0003-4819-151-4-
200908180-00136).

Table 1
Conclusions from Previous Research
Research Method Sample Conclusion
Current and incoming owner-managers focus
Poschl & « multiple case stud Small and medium-sized | on enhancing the level of digitalisation during
Freiling (2020) | » inter\l/:;ews Y enterprises in the DACH succession processes.
& region (340) Digitalisation is undervalued and postponed for
the long term.
Skare & « dvnamic panel Data from 28 EU Member | Agility in family businesses is heavily dependent
Soriano (2021) myodels p States as well as Japan and | on the national or industry level of digitalisation
the US and investment in intangible assets.
Five key determinants for digital transformation:
* case study 1) change management associated with long-
Ano & Bent * epistemological term sustainability
phenomenology French family firms (5) 2) emotional attachment to the company
(2022)
e partially structured 3) legacy impact
interviews 4) involvement of family members
5) owners’ focus on employees.
Barile et al. . . Implementation of digital solutions in various
(2022) case study Italian start-up (1) functional areas of the company.
Managers (19) from family
Bouncken ¢ inductive method businesses in Germany, Limited focus on digital transformation and a lack
& Schmitt e partially structured | Liechtenstein, and of competencies among management board
(2022) interviews Switzerland (a total of members in this area.
eight companies)
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Table 1 - continve

Research Method Sample Conclusion
Elh]::l .(éEULnege &1, descriptive statistics | Family-run publicly-traded |Family-run companies do not attach importance
(2024g) * correlation matrix companies from Taiwan to digital transformation.

Biirgel & Hiebl | e
(2024) .

conflict theory

in-depth interviews |and 13 interviews

German family firms (85)

The selected strategies can help to increase the
level of digitalisation, but their effectiveness
depends on the distribution of ownership shares
across the different generations.

Source: author’s own work.

research has primarily been conducted in German-
speaking countries, with a few instances in France,
Taiwan, and Italy — the latter involving a case study of
a single selected company. The conclusions indicate
that family-run businesses do not consider digitalisa-
tion a priority, and tend to defer it. The competencies
of management board members in this area are also
quite limited.

Scope of Definition

Terms related to digitalisation are understood and
translated in various ways from the English sources.
For this reason, the conceptual scope was refined
first, and the topic is further expanded upon in the
subsequent sections of the work.

The three core English terms encountered in the
subject area are digitisation, digitalisation, and digital
transformation. They are translated in various ways,
and therefore it is essential to clarify them. In Polish
dictionaries, dictionaries of foreign words and techni-
cal English-Polish dictionaries, the terms digitisation
and digitalisation are often used interchangeably,
which may cause conceptual confusion. For the pur-
poses of this article, the following Polish equivalents
are adopted: ucyfrowienie, cyfryzacja (digitalizacja/dy-
gitalizacja), and transformacja cyfrowa. The first term,
ucyfrowienie (digitise), may be translated as to convert
(something, such as data or an image) into digital form
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.). In the context of a business,
to digitise thus means creating a digital reflection of
documentation that exists in paper form, but it does
not contribute to creating added value. The term
digitalizacja (less commonly dygitalizacja), on the
other hand, refers to the process of rendering written
and printed data into digital form as stored on magnetic or
other types of media (Dubisz, 2008, p. 278). These terms
are commonly translated as synonyms, which is why
the term cyfiyzacja has been adopted as an extension
of the concept ucyfrowienie. Table 2 provides a more
detailed conceptual distinction, taking into account
various parameters and illustrating examples in rela-
tion to enterprises.

Digital transformation should be understood as
“a change in how a firm employs digital technologies,
to develop a new digital business model that helps
to create and appropriate more value for the firm”
(Verhoef et al., 2021, p. 889). Digitalisation can im-
pact existing business processes or contribute to the

development of new ones, such as the introduction
of a new online customer service channel. While this
may be challenging, it increases businesses’ chances
of achieving market success and should therefore
be considered within business strategies. Digital
transformation can lead not only to reshaping the
business model of a company, but also the entire
industry. When a company achieves success due to
digital transformation, it becomes a model for oth-
ers to follow.

The analysis indicates that family businesses are
becoming increasingly aware of the potential of digi-
talisation, but they are yet to take appropriate action,
and defer such measures. This thesis can also be veri-
fied using the Google Trends tool. The verification was
carried out on a global scale and for Poland, using the
three discussed terms in English for the worldwide
research (Figure 2) and their Polish counterparts for
the Polish research (Figure 3).

Globally, there is significant and increasing interest
in digital transformation, while there is less interest
in the remaining terms. However, in recent years in
Poland, there has been scant interest in concepts such
as c¢yfiyzacja, digitalizacja and transformacja cyfrowa
(Figure 3). In the case of ucyfrowienie, a message indi-
cating insufficient data was displayed, and therefore
the term has not been included in Figure 3.

The Polish part of the research reveals that interest
in the discussed phenomenon is quite low, except for
two periods. The increase in interest in 2004 might
be attributed to the planned implementation of the
Act on Computerisation of the Activities of Enti-
ties Performing Public Tasks (Journal of Laws of the
Republic of Poland, 2005). The act established the
State Computerisation Plan and introduced, among
other things, IT standards, electronic exchange of
information within public registers, and electronic
communication. Therefore, in accordance with the
terminology adopted in the publication, it contributed
to the digitalisation of public administration activities.
The second period of heightened interest in these
terms likely resulted from the establishment of the
Ministry of Administration and Digitalisation in 2011
(Journal of Laws of the Republic of Poland, 2011) fol-
lowing the transformation of the former Ministry of
the Interior and Administration and the Ministry of
Infrastructure. After this event, interest in the terms
was and remains somewhat negligible.
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Table 2

The Differences between the Concepts of ucyfrowienie, cyfryzacja and transformacja cyfrowa

Parameter

| Description

DIGITISATION (UCYFROWIENIE)

Goal

Cost savings:
More efficient utilisation of resources within current operations

Digital resources

Digital assets

Organisational structure

Standard hierarchy

Metrics

Standard key performance indicators (KPIs):
Cost-to-Serve, Return on Investment (ROI), Return on Assets (ROA)

Digital growth strategies

Market penetration (product-based), market development, product development

Examples Automated procedures and tasks; conversion of information from analogue to digital form
DIGITALISATION (CYFRYZACJA)
Cost savings and increased revenues:
Goal More efficient production through the redesign of business processes; enhanced customer

experience

Digital resources

(as above) + digital agility, digital networking capability

Organisational structure

Separate, agile units

Metrics

Traditional and digital key performance indicators (KPIs):
User experience, unique clients/users, active clients/users

Digital growth strategies

(as above) + platform-based market penetration, co-creation platform

Use of robots in production; adding digital components to the product or service offerings;

Examples introducing digital distribution and communication channels.
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION (TRANSFORMACJA CYFROWA)
New cost-revenue model:
Goal

Reconfiguration of assets to develop new business models

Digital resources

(as above) + the ability to analyse big data sets

Organisational structure

Separate units with flexible organisational forms, internalization of IT and analytical
functional areas

Metrics

Digital key performance indicators (KPIs):
Digital share, magnitude and momentum,
co-creator sentiment

Digital growth strategies

(as above) + platform diversification

Examples

The introduction of new business models such as product-as-a-service, digital platforms,
and pure data-driven business models

Source: author’s own work based on Digital transformation: a multidisciplinary reflection and research agenda, P. C. Verhoef, T. Broekhu-
izen, Y. Bart, A. Bhattacharya, J. Qi Dong, N. Fabian, & M. Haenlein, 2021, Journal of Business Research, 122, pp. 889-901 (https:/doi.
org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2019.09.022).

Figure 2

Global Term Searches: Digitization, Digitalization, Digital Transformation

VL et A s, s ——

Source: Google Trends.
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e digitization ® digitalization © digital transformation
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Figure 3
Searches in Poland for the Terms: cyfryzacja, digitalizacja and transformacja cyfrowa

A AA_MNW N Ao

ecyfryzacja edigitalizacja

Source: Google Trends.

A Family Firm in the Face of Digital
Transformation

Context

Implementing any changes within an organisation

poses a significant challenge (Deline, 2018), especially
business transformation. Typically, the process is slow
(Wright et al., 2004), and most attempts end in failure
(Barrett & Stephens, 2016). The European Commission
has made digitalisation a priority, aiming to facilitate
this process and enhance the competitiveness of busi-
nesses. EU undertakings are much less competitive
than their American counterparts, thus making this
task even more crucial. Polish businesses do not rank
among the EU’s leaders in digitalisation, and there
is also little interest in this matter, thus measures to
raise overall awareness are imperative.

The European Commission considers digitalisation

a priority and has set ambitious targets for businesses
to achieve by 2030 (European Commission, 2021)":

a) 75% of European enterprises have taken up:

* Cloud computing services (2020 baseline: 26%)
* Big data (2020 baseline: 14%)
* Artificial Intelligence (Al) (2020 baseline 25%)

b) More than 90% of European SMEs reach at least

a basic level of digital intensity (2019 baseline:
60.6% )

Figure 4
SMEs with a Basic Level of Digital Intensity Excluding the Financial Sector, Based on 2022 Data
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transformacja cyfrowa

¢) Europe will grow the pipeline of its innovative
scale ups and improve their access to finance,
leading to doubling the number of unicorns
(2021 baseline: 122).

The Commission is preparing reports on the achieve-
ment of these targets, reviewing the progress made
by Member States and presenting the Digital Economy
and Society Index (DESI), which will be submitted to
the European Parliament and the Council. According to
the latest report, the greatest progress has been made
in the use of cloud computing services (45% of Euro-
pean companies use these services), whereas the least
progress has been recorded for the implementation
of artificial intelligence (11%) (European Commission,
2023). By comparison, 15% of American companies and
16% of Chinese companies use artificial intelligence.
A relatively high number of unicorns are being created
in EU countries. The report shows that at the begin-
ning of 2023, 249 unicorns were established in the EU,
which was as much as half of the projected total, and
it is highly likely that this growth rate will enable the
target to be achieved by 2030.

Significant progress has been reported in the use of
digital technologies within the SME sector (an average
of 77%), yet there are considerable disparities between
the Member States (Figure 4).

Polish SMEs are in the bottom quartile of this classi-
fication, with no distinction made between family and

FI DK SE IE NL MT DE BE PT CY IT EU CZ ES AT SI EE LU LT FR PL SK HR RO LV HU BG EL
Source: DESI indicators, European Commission, n.d. (https:/tiny.pl/5by-05y5).

" The EU’s target for 2030 in relation to the baseline level.
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non-family businesses (a definition for this distinction
has not yet been adopted in the European Union).
However, many countries recognise the distinct nature
and role that family firms play in the economy (Opinion
of the European Economic and Social Committee...,
2016). Therefore, it is reasonable to analyse them in
terms of digitisation.

The Family Business Perspective on Digital
Transformation

The contribution of family businesses to the global
economy is significant (Chua et al., 2004), as they
help generate jobs and national wealth (Mallon et
al., 2018; Randerson et al., 2015). They differ from
non-family businesses in many contexts, including
in terms of innovation and digitalisation (De Massis
et al., 2013; Werner et al., 2018). The key distinction
between family and other enterprises stems from the
overlap of two systems: family and business (Tagiuri
& Davis, 1996).

A family can have a positive or negative effect on
the process of succession, ownership, and the man-
agement of a company. Researchers have begun to
use various theories and concepts to understand the
nature and dynamics of this effect. The most com-
monly applied theories for this purpose include the
agency theory (Chrisman et al., 2004; Surdej & Wach,
2010), stewardship (Davis et al., 1997; Le Breton-Miller
& Miller, 2009), the resource-based view (Habbershon
& Williams, 1999; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978), and so-
cioemotional wealth (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). Based
on the above-mentioned theories, it can be assumed
that digitalisation will find fertile ground in a family
business and be swiftly implemented if the principal
and the agent are one and the same — the owner, or if
the principal’s and agent’s interests align. In that case,
the company will allocate appropriate resources and
will strive to achieve the highest possible efficiency.
However, this is merely a theoretical and idealised
model depicting a family business facing digitalisa-
tion, which may not necessarily hold true in practice,
as suggested by the earlier literature review.

The current literature, which is the outcome of
research in this field, contains scarce information on
the impact of digital technologies on the function-
ing of family businesses. Most often it is assumed
that the older generation is less inclined to use new
technologies compared to the younger generation
(Calabr etal.,2019; Lambrechts et al., 2017). In some
papers, it is argued that family businesses are able to
adapt their operations to the needs of digitalisation
(Eller et al., 2020; Leppdaho & Ritala, 2022), and that
a high level of employee engagement contributes to
effective implementation (Bruque & Moyano, 2007).
Contrary conclusions can also be found. For example,
it has been shown that a family can have a negative
impact on the development of the Internet of Things
within a company (Ceipek et al., 2021). However, there
is still a lack of sufficient research to fully explain
this (Daskalopoulos & Machek, 2023). This subject is
scarcely explored in Poland, thus it is worth focusing

on it by presenting insights from research conducted
by non-academic institutions, such as the European
Investment Bank, the Union of Entrepreneurs and
Employers, and Mastercard.

The European Investment Bank evaluated the
readiness of companies for the new digital era. The
study considered the criterion of being a family-run
business, but in a very narrow scope — limited to the
management practices employed. A study conducted
across 28 countries, including Poland, suggests that
digitally-oriented companies generally show a higher
level of strategy monitoring and place greater em-
phasis on rewarding individual performance, yet they
are less frequently overseen by the CEO or a family
member. The opposite is true in Poland, which may
imply that it is in fact family enterprises that are
more focused on digitalisation. The EIB ranks Polish
companies towards the bottom of the list among the
countries with a moderate level of digitalisation, with
one exception — they are placed above the EU average
in terms of drone technology application. Moreover,
over half of Polish digital firms have increased their
workforce in the last three years, but salaries have
risen only marginally and remain well below the EU
average. There are slight differences in salaries be-
tween digital and non-digital companies, favouring
the former. Enterprises point to several investment
barriers, such as a lack of qualified staff, business
regulations, labour laws, and taxes (EIB, 2020).

The context of business digitalisation is addressed
in Mastercard research (Mastercard Europe, 2023).
The latest survey was conducted among ten thousand
employees from companies, primarily micro and small-
sized, both family-owned and others, across fifteen
countries, including Poland. It is worth starting by em-
phasising that family is perceived as an integral factor in
the success of a business in the vast majority of cases.
Half of those surveyed, who do not own or work for
a family business, would consider the possibility in the
future. The study highlights the advantages of family
businesses, such as closer relationships between fam-
ily members and with customers, and a higher degree
of adaptability compared to non-family companies.

In fact, 37% of all family businesses declare readiness
for operating in the digital economy, and it is similar
for Poland (38%). In many sectors, these firms demon-
strate a lower level of use of digital tools compared
to non-family ones: family firms have a much greater
preference for traditional forms of payment — by cash
(45% vs 25%; 34% in Poland) or by debit/credit card (25%
vs 14%; 36% in Poland). However, there are notable
positive changes — there is an increase in the use of
digital payments, as well as messaging applications
and software for invoicing and financial management.

The digital transformation presents a greater
challenge for family businesses compared to other
enterprises (20% vs 12%; 17% for Polish businesses)
(Mastercard, 2023). The pandemic forced them to
turn to digitalisation to continue their operations.
This is confirmed by the Mastercard research, which
shows that more than half of family businesses use IT
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tools related to project management. However, there
are still many obstacles to digitalisation — primarily
concerns related to security, privacy policies, and
internet connectivity. Security concerns are predomi-
nantly raised by the younger generation (aged 25-44)
in family firms.

The Union of Entrepreneurs and Employers con-
ducted a survey on digitisation in the SME sector in
Poland (ZPP, 2023), which shows that one in three
small businesses does not use digital tools at all — this
percentage is even higher among micro-enterprises
(39%). Digitally-focused enterprises primarily use
social media platforms and online payments (38%)
— a figure similar to the Mastercard survey discussed
above. The use of cloud computing services or ar-
tificial intelligence by these entities remains well
below the European average. The greatest obstacle
to implementing digital tools is the high cost of such
operations, with legal and regulatory factors and
employee skills playing a less significant role.

Insights from available research and analyses
paint a picture of family businesses encountering
the challenges of digital transformation. In terms
of digitalisation, companies — particularly small and
medium-sized enterprises — are lagging behind Eu-
rope’s leaders and still favour a traditional approach
to conducting business. However, they demonstrate
openness to digitalisation comparable to that of non-
family companies.

The process of digitalisation gained momentum
during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is worth noting that
the barriers hindering digitalisation are not linked to
being a family business but rather result from busi-
ness conditions and the regulatory environment.
Conversely, for the SME sector, the biggest hurdle is
the cost of implementing new technology.

Summary

Digitalisation is one of the European Commission’s
priorities. The moderate progress in this area indicates
that it will be challenging to achieve the Commis-
sion’s targets without further intensified actions and
investments, despite those already undertaken, such
as: The Data Act (Regulation..., 2023) and the Data
Governance Act (Regulation..., 2022).

There are few studies and analyses addressing is-
sues related to the digitalisation of family businesses.
The operational characteristics of family businesses
are different to those of non-family enterprises, which
is why the digitalisation context should interest
researchers in the field. Researchers, in turn, need
to determine whether a separate support policy is
needed for such entities.

A systematic literature review shows that the topic
of digitalisation in family businesses is addressed in
only a few articles. Unfortunately, they reveal that
digitalisation is not considered a priority within these
companies, and decisions are often deferred. There is
also a lack of competence among the family members
in charge to undertake such a transformation.

The Mastercard survey is one of the few (non-sci-
entific) reports that highlights family businesses in
the context of digitalisation. It reveals that one in five
Polish family businesses is unable to identify which
digital tools would most effectively support their
business operations. A certain group of respondents
(40%) believe that possessing the skills to use digital
tools would enable them to implement a more effec-
tive digital transformation, but one in five is unable
to select the appropriate ones.

Despite the challenges associated with digitalisa-
tion, positive trends are noticeable, as both family-
run and other businesses are making progress in the
implementation of digital tools. However, as demon-
strated by the Mastercard study, in Bulgaria, Spain,
Portugal, and Serbia non-family businesses are best
prepared to face these challenges.

Polish family businesses declare the following digi-
talisation-related actions envisaged over the next year:
(1) greater use of social media (35%), starting to accept
digital payment (32%), starting to accept electronic
payment (21%), launching online sales (19%), and par-
ticipating in the online market (17%). These actions are
generally aimed at supporting business operations.

Opting for digitisation brings other benefits to
companies. It turns out that those that have digitalised
their operations have increased their workforce over
the past three years, whereas others either decreased
or maintained the same level of staff. Moreover, such
companies are better managed, invest more in re-
search and development, and are more productive.

Daskalopoulos and Machek (2023) assert that dig-
ital transformation has contributed to the emergence
of hybrid family businesses, that is those which, on the
one hand, are aware of the new era and inclined to
embrace transformation, yet on the other hand remain
respectful of traditions and somewhat conservative.
In their work, they highlight that it is difficult to
definitively assess these entities due to insufficient
research and the heterogeneity of this population of
companies. Such research is also lacking in Poland.

However, there is substantial potential for further
digitalisation of enterprises. To achieve this, technical
actions (such as enhancing online security), financial
initiatives (financial support primarily for small and
medium-sized enterprises), and regulatory measures
are necessary. It is also useful to improve employees’
digital competencies. In addition, researchers should
address this subject more frequently. The present
article may serve as a contribution to the research
and analysis in the field of digitalisation of family
businesses.
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