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Abstract 

Although the study of family business internationalization has generated considerable scholarly attention, existing 

research has offered varied and at times incompatible findings on how family ownership and management shape 

internationalization. To improve our understanding of family firm internationalization, the goal of this Ph.D. thesis 

was to identify the impact of cross-border social networks of the business family, prior to internationalization, on 

the internationalization process of family firms. One of the characteristic features of family business is the 

uniqueness of social networks created by members of the business family j (Arregle, Hitt, Sirmon & Very, 2007; 

Berrone, Gomez-Mejia & Cruz, 2012; Bird & Wennberg, 2014; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2005; Sirmon & Hitt, 

2003). The intention in this dissertation was to check whether the tendency of business families to create strong, 

long-lasting and reciprocal networks can accelerate the start-up and increase the level of internationalization. This 

line of research concerns the role of social networks in establishing business relationships. The doctoral thesis has 

important practical implications, because it focuses on increasing the competitiveness of family firms in the 

international arena, thanks to the use of specific advantages resulting from their familial nature. The subject of 

doctoral thesis, in the theoretical and empirical part, are members of the business family. The family business they 

lead generates income from foreign activities. The subject is also the family firms themselves that participate in 

the internationalization process. The object of the PhD thesis is the importance of cross-border social networks in 

the process of internationalization of small and medium-sized family enterprises. Due to the complexity of the 

analyzed issue, it was decided to use a mixed research methodology (Tashakkori & Teddlie 1998), i.e. to combine 

qualitative and quantitative research. 

 

Chapter 1 

It is devoted to the specificity of family businesses compared to their non-family counterparts. In its initial part, 

various criteria for defining family businesses are presented, broken down into objective and subjective, as well 

as multi-criteria definitions. The next section presents selected theoretical concepts that explain the behavior of 

family businesses. In the further part of the first chapter, the family business is characterized in the light of 

evolutionary psychology, as well as the phases of its development, crises and selected typologies of family 

businesses. The final part concerns the structure of family businesses in Poland and in the world, as well as their 

importance for the development of economies. 

Chapter 2 

The second chapter discusses in detail the process of internationalization of small and medium-sized family firms. 

At the beginning of the chapter, the essence of internationalization in terms of processes and contemporary theories 

of internationalization requisite to explain the international behavior of small and medium-sized enterprises is 

presented. The advantages and disadvantages of specific strategies for entering and operating in foreign markets 

are listed below. The next section reviews the world research on the internationalization of family firms, taking 

into account the previously presented concepts. At the end of the chapter, the characteristics of small and medium-

sized family businesses that may support or hinder their foreign expansion are characterized. 

 

Chapter 3 

It deals with the role of networks in foreign expansion of enterprises. The first part defines networks, presents the 

division of network relations and the criteria for differentiating networks. In the next part, traditional research areas 

concerning the role of the network in the internationalization process are characterized. The last part presents the 

results of research on the importance of social networks in the process of internationalization, with particular 

emphasis on small and medium-sized family enterprises. 

 



2 
 

Chapter 4 

The fourth chapter is devoted to qualitative and quantitative research. The first part presents the analytical scheme 

and describes the research hypotheses in detail. The next section presents the concept of empirical research. The 

further two sections contain the results of qualitative and quantitative research. In the following, case studies of 

selected family businesses are presented and compared. The next part describes the results of a survey conducted 

among family entrepreneurs and summarizes these results. 

 

Chapter 5 

It contains conclusions and implications. Initially, reference was made to other studies on the role of networks in 

the internationalization of family businesses. The limitations are listed below and the direction for further research 

is proposed. The last section is devoted to the implications of doctoral thesis for family business strategies and for 

economic policy makers. 

 

Conclusions 

It transpired that the mere fact of having cross-border social networks before undertaking internationalization does 

not affect the time of initiation and the level of internationalization. More important than the mere fact of having 

a network is the quality of those networks. Early-internationalized firms are firms whose business families had 

strong networks before the internationalization process began. The stronger the networks of business family 

members that they have at their disposal prior to internationalization, the higher the level of internationalization of 

family businesses. In the surveyed sample of companies, the highest level of internationalization was achieved by 

the companies which most often communicated with their contacts from abroad. It can therefore be concluded that 

they spent a significant amount of time building relationships. Research shows that the duration of friendships is 

not related to the level and timing of internationalization. This undermines the hypothesis that long-term 

relationships between family entrepreneurs and various stakeholder groups translate into a higher level of 

internationalization and its faster initiation. It appears that the long duration of relationships does not always prove 

their quality. The dissertation confirmed the assumption that family business owners prefer network relationships 

with other family business owners because of the community of values of trust, loyalty and continuity (Fuentes-

Lombardo & Fernandez-Ortiz, 2010; Svinth & Vinton, 1993). This doctoral thesis validates that the strategy of 

investing time in building personal relationships on foreign markets provides an advantage in the case of small 

and medium-sized family businesses. The doctoral dissertation confirmed the decisive role of members of the 

business family in establishing international relations. 

 


