
The characteristics of family firms: exploiting
information on ownership, kinship, and governance
using total population data

Fredrik W. Andersson & Dan Johansson &

Johan Karlsson & Magnus Lodefalk & Andreas Poldahl

Accepted: 25 September 2017
# The Author(s) 2017. This article is an open access publication

Abstract Family firms are often considered characteristi-
cally different from non-family firms. However, our un-
derstanding of family firms suffers from an inability to
identify them in total population data; information is rarely
available regarding owners, their kinship, and their in-
volvement in firm governance. We present a method for
identifying domiciled family firms using register data; this
method offers greater accuracy than previous methods.We
apply this method to Swedish data concerning firm own-
ership, governance, and kinship from 2004 to 2010. We
find that the family firm is a significant organizational

form, contributing over one third of all employment and
gross domestic product (GDP). Family firms are common
in most industries and range in size. Furthermore, we find
that, compared to private non-family firms, family firms
have fewer total assets, employment, and sales and carry
higher solidity, although family firms are more profitable.
These differences diminish with firm size. We conclude
that the term “family firm” includes a large variety of firms,
and we call for increased attention to their heterogeneity.
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1 Introduction

Family business has become a substantial field of re-
search over the past two decades (Bird et al. 2002; Colli
2003; Sharma 2004; Poutziouris et al. 2006; Casillas and
Acedo 2007; Benavides-Velasco et al. 2013; Garcia-
Castro and Aguilera 2014; Xi et al. 2015). Empirical
studies indicate that concentration of ownership within
a family is common among listed firms and predominant
among unlisted firms; additionally, family firms contrib-
ute substantially to aggregate employment and income
(La Porta et al. 1999; Faccio and Lang 2002; Astrachan
and Shanker 2003; Morck et al. 2005; Bertrand and
Schoar 2006; Bjuggren et al. 2011). Family businesses
have also received increased political attention; they are
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considered the backbone of private industry and a key
target for policies aimed at increased employment and
economic growth. Consequently, many policies designed
to encourage the establishment and growth of family
firms have been proposed in both Europe and the USA
(European Commission 1994, 2006, 2009). However,
some researchers have argued that family businesses are
an inefficient way to organize business activities because
they put social goals, such as control and nepotism,
before economic goals, such as profit and growth. The
debate over the efficiency of family ownership is
longstanding and remains unsettled (Landes 1949; Chan-
dler 1990; Dyer 2006; Bjuggren 2013; Miller and Le
Breton-Miller 2015; Evert et al. 2016).

Given the prevalence of family firms, the theoretical
and empirical ambiguity regarding their “successfulness”
and the political attention they receive, it is crucial to
further investigate their economic contributions and the
impact of economic policy on family firms’ performance.
Both tasks require statistical records of high quality. How-
ever, administrative registers generally do not recognize
ownership or kinship. Until recently, this fact has made it
nearly impossible to use total population data to study
family firms, and most family firms have therefore been
excluded from research.

A notable exception among previous studies is
Bjuggren et al. (2011), who made an initial estimate of
the prevalence of domestic family businesses and their
contribution to employment and GDP in Sweden. Al-
though the authors’ approach was novel, they could only
pinpoint kinship between owners for the largest listed
firms, and they could not determine whether family mem-
bers took an active part in the governance of the firm,
which is a requirement according to the definition pro-
posed by the EuropeanCommission (EC 2009). Our study
draws on the work of Bjuggren et al. (2011) and extends it
by examining both kinship and governance in all
domiciled Swedish firms. We also expand their empirical
area of research by studying the characteristics of family
firms and by studying family firms including partnerships,
limited liability firms, and listed firms across all domestic
stock markets. In contrast, Bjuggren et al. (2011) could
only examine a portion of all closely held firms and firms
listed by NASDAQ OMX Stockholm.

The purpose of our study is threefold. First, we identify
all domestic family firms in Sweden from 2004 to 2010
(henceforth, family firms) based on the EC (2009) defini-
tion of a family firm. Second, we provide an estimate of the
economic contribution of family firms in terms of their

share of total employment and GDP. Third, we compare
the characteristics (age, being an exporter, being part of an
enterprise group, being part of a multinational enterprise,
employment, labor productivity, physical capital intensity,
return on assets, sales, skill intensity, solidity, and total
assets) of family firms and private, domestically held
non-family firms (henceforth, private non-family firms).

To identify family firms, we first use information on
legal forms and ownership categories to find potential
family firms.1 Next, we utilize complete statistical records
from Statistics Sweden to trace kinship among all Swed-
ish residents and, from that, kinship among all registered
owners and top managers (chief executive officers and
board members) across all domestic firms, including both
listed and non-listed firms. This allows us to identify all
Swedish families who reside in Sweden and classify all
listed and non-listed firms as family firms or non-family
firms according to the EC (2009) definition.

We find that family firms are the dominant organiza-
tional form: they range in size from small producers to
large multinational firms, and they are active in all indus-
tries when not crowded out by government actors. The
Swedish welfare state constitutes approximately one
third of the economy and operates mainly within the
domains of health care, education, and public adminis-
tration. These markets were deregulated in the 1990s, but
private entrepreneurship is still hampered by remaining
regulations and competition from government actors
(Henrekson and Johansson 2009). Consequently, we find
relatively few family firms in these industries.

We estimate that family firms generate over one third
of GDP and total employment, of which nearly all is
generated by limited liability firms, while partnerships
and sole proprietorships are of less economic signifi-
cance. The typical family firm is less reliant on formal
knowledge, is less involved in exports, and has lower
labor productivity than the typical private non-family
firm. In addition, family firms also have lower employ-
ment, sales, and total assets, even among firms of similar
size. Family firms have higher solidity, yet we find them
to bemore profitable. Lastly, we find that the differences
between family firms and private non-family firms di-
minish with firm size.

1 By definition, family firms can assume three legal forms: a limited
liability firm, partnership, or sole proprietorship. Ownership category is
a statistical term that identifies whether a firm’s ownership is foreign,
governmental, or private. Only privately owned firms were counted as
family firms.
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This paper is organized as follows: the next section
reviews approaches to defining and identifying family
firms. Section 3 describes our data and outlines the
methods we used to identify family firms. Section 4
reports the number and economic contribution of family
firms as well as their industries and size distribution.
Section 5 examines the characteristics of family firms
using descriptive statistics and econometric estimations.
Section 6 provides a concluding discussion.

2 Conceptual framework: defining family firms

What constitutes a family firm? This question has
been considered by numerous authors, and the most
common ways of defining family firms are to focus
on either firm ownership or firm governance, as
exemplified by Davis and Taguiri (1996), Donckels
and Frohlich (1991), La Porta et al. (1999), Faccio
and Lang (2002), and Anderson and Reeb (2003).
Most empirical research on family firms has manu-
ally identified family firms based on listed firms or
firm samples. Family ownership has been identified
from sources such as the business press, business
reports, interviews, and questionnaires. An excep-
tion is Bennedsen et al. (2007), who employed
register-based data from Denmark to identify kin-
ship bonds between incoming and departing CEOs
in publicly held limited liability firms. The study did
not, however, examine firm ownership.

Another exception is Bjuggren et al. (2011), who
studied family ownership across firms using register
data and knowledge of Swedish corporate law and the
Swedish tax system. Bjuggren et al. (2011) noted that
the 1991 tax reform in Sweden introduced special rules
for closely held firms and that the tax authority exam-
ined family relationships to ensure compliance with the
rules. The authors used this data alongside information
on legal forms, categorization of ownership, and knowl-
edge of the owners of the largest listed Swedish firms to
estimate the prevalence of domestic family business and
its contribution to employment and GDP. They could
not, however, identify kinship between owners other
than for large listed firms. They also could not determine
whether family members took an active part in the
governance of a firm (except for large listed firms),
which is a requirement according to the EC (2009)
definition.

We apply the EC (2009) definition, which states that
a firm of any size should be classified as a family firm if
it meets the following criteria:

i. The majority of decision-making rights are in the
possession of the natural person(s) who established
the firm, or in the possession of the natural person(s)
who has/have acquired the share capital of the firm,
or in the possession of their spouses, parents, child,
or children’s direct heirs.2

ii. The majority of decision-making rights are indirect
or direct.

iii. At least one representative of the family or kin is
formally involved in the governance of the firm.

iv. Listed companies meet the definition of family
enterprise if the person(s) who established or ac-
quired the firm (share capital) or their families or
descendants possess 25% of the decision-making
rights mandated by their share capital.

In other words, the EC (2009) definition states that a
family firm is one in which an individual or family
controls a majority of the decision-making rights (or,
in the case of listed firms, a quarter of the decision-
making rights) and where at least one family member is
formally involved in the firm’s governance.

The EC (2009) definition was chosen for two reasons:
First, the definition is based on an extensive meta-analysis
of family businesses in a European context, suggesting
that it is themost suitable definition for the purposes of our
study. Second, recognized organizations, such as the Eu-
ropean Union, and multinational family business net-
works, including the European Group of Owner Managed
and Family Enterprises, the Family Business Network
(FBN) International, and the Family Firm Institute, have
used the definition. This level of support indicates that the
definition will continue to be used in the future. In addi-
tion, several studies have used the definition, including
Bjuggren et al. (2011), whose work we draw upon and
with which we compare our results.3

2 Decision-making rights are used synonymously with voting rights.
For approximately 10 % of all closely held firms, we lack ownership
information. For these firms, we instead use information on executive
board members to identify family firms. In this case, we depart from
the EC (2009) definition. Additional analysis of closely held firms with
ownership information indicates that this is a reasonable
approximation.
3 Other studies include Grundström et al. (2012), Bjuggren et al.
(2013), Backman and Palmberg (2015), and Bornhäll et al. (2016).
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3 Data and identification of family firms

The EC (2009) definition encompasses a vast number of
organizations. There is relatively little information avail-
able for most of these organizations; therefore, we turn
to administrative registers to identify family firms.

Our study is based exclusively on administratively
compiled registers from Statistics Sweden that cover all
firms, residents, and employees in Sweden for the peri-
od from 2004 to 2010. The bulk of our information
comes from the Swedish Register-Based Labor Market
Statistics. We complement this source with data from
the Swedish Ownership Register, the Swedish Financial
Supervisory Authority’s Central Registers of Invest-
ments and Investor Alerts, the Swedish Companies
Registration Office’s Executive Board Register, the
Swedish Tax Agency’s statistics on earnings and deduc-
tions, the Swedish Structural Business Statistics, and the
Swedish Multi-generation Register. All the sources
listed above include total population data.4

These data include a vast amount of detail: The
Swedish Register-Based Labor Market Statistics con-
tains matched employer-employee data on all active
firms and all individuals who are part of the Swedish
labor market, including non-residents (foreign citizens
working in Sweden). This information is complemented
by data on all physical and legal persons who own
stocks in listed firms in Sweden from the Swedish
Ownership Register.5Moreover, we include information
on all Swedish citizens who control at least 10% of a
listed firm, and any legal person that holds equity in a
listed firm from the Swedish Financial Supervisory
Authority’s Central Register of Investments and Inves-
tor Alerts. The information in both the Swedish Owner-
ship Register and the Swedish Financial Supervisory
Authority’s Central Register of Investments and Investor
Alerts includes all listed firms in Sweden and is presented
by the type and number of shares held by each individual,
the holding’s size relative to the total capital stock, and

the number of votes that the holding grants in the firm.
The data are detailed enough to discern both direct and
indirect ownership; thus, all equity held by the subsidi-
aries of a parent company can be attributed to the owners
of the parent company within an enterprise group. This
approach has been used to account for pyramid owner-
ship, which is common among larger family firms
(Holmén and Högfeldt 2009; La Porta et al. 1999).

We also include information on all executive board
members in limited liability firms in Sweden during a
given year from the Swedish Companies Registration
Office’s Executive Board Register. The information
contained in the Executive Board Register is complete:
Swedish limited liability firms are required by law to
register an executive board and provide details regarding
the board’s composition. Moreover, we include informa-
tion on all taxable income in Sweden during a given year
from the Swedish TaxAgency’s statistics on earnings and
deductions. The information is complete for all firms,
including for both owners and employees.

Finally, we retrieve information on the parents of all
residents (both biological and adoptive) from the Swed-
ish Multi-generation Register. The Multi-generation
Register includes all individuals born in 1932 or later
who were registered as Swedish citizens at some point
since 1968. Once all family firms were identified, we
extend our analysis by including financial information
from the Swedish Structural Business Statistics. This
methodology allows us to fully characterize Swedish
family firms and non-family firms.

3.1 Identifying potential family firms

By definition, family firms can only take the form of
limited liability firms, partnerships, and sole proprietor-
ships. Sole proprietorships are firms that are registered to
their founders, who exhibit complete control over the firm,
and who are fully responsible for the firm’s activities. Sole
proprietorships are therefore family firms by default and
include slightly more than 200,000 firms that employ
nearly 300,000 people.6

We exclude government and foreign-owned firms
from consideration among limited liability firms and

4 Swedish translations of all included data sources can be found in
Appendix A.
5 The Swedish Ownership Register is supplied to Statistics Sweden by
Euroclear Sweden AB, which is the authorized central depositing
agency for financial securities in Sweden. Euroclear Sweden receives
notifications of all purchases and sales of stocks in listed firms in
Sweden under the Law of Accounting of Financial Instruments
(SFS1998:1479). SFS refers to the Swedish Code of Statutes.

6 The definition of sole proprietors as family firms is also used by the
EC (2009) definition and an earlier report by Mandl (2008).

F. W. Anderson et al.



partnerships. In the first case, governmentally owned
firms cannot be family firms; in the second, we lack
information regarding foreign owners, including both
foreign citizens and Swedish citizens residing abroad.7

The next step is to distinguish family firms from non-
family firms among private, domiciled limited liability
firms and partnerships. In total, they constitute approx-
imately half a million firms that employ approximately
1.2 million people. First, however, it is necessary to
identify kinship and define the term “family.”

3.2 Identifying kinship and defining the family

One fundamental question of the study remains unan-
swered: “What is a family?” The question is non-trivial
in the context of family business research, and the ap-
proach chosen by a study will likely influence its results
(Handler 1989; Astrachan and Shanker 1996; Kraus et al.
2011). To define the term “family” in a value-neutral way,
we have chosen to include all information on registered
kinship available within Swedish administrative registers.

We use the Swedish Population Register and the Swed-
ish Multi-generation Register to identify all parents, sib-
lings, aunts, uncles, and cousins of all Swedish citizens in
a given year. These data allow us to identify firms inwhich
up to two generations are active. We note, however, that
some family firms may include more distant relatives.

Therefore, as a second step, we include all known
relatives on the father’s side of the family, starting with
the family of each individual’s grandparents and working
our way backwards. This process was repeated for all
generations until no elder relative can be found. All

individuals who share kinship through a common relative,
either by blood or marriage, are included in the term
“family.” At most, kinship across up to five generations
can be identified using this method, although in practice
98% of families include one to three generations.8 We
chose identify families by the father, as men are more
likely to control the family firm; for example, 76% of all
top managers in Sweden are males. This choice does not
affect our results because our method includes all spouses,
siblings, and children for all individuals.

3.3 Identifying listed family firms

To identify listed family firms, we use information on
holdings in all listed firms where our information is de-
tailed enough to discern the owner of each individual
equity.9 Ownership is then measured as each individual’s
total number of voting rights. We then attribute all owner-
ship by Swedish residents to the families previously iden-
tified, which includes both direct ownership by Swedish
residents and indirect ownership through Swedish firms
and foundations.10 Next, we control for whether the
owning family has at least one family member present
on the firm’s executive board or holds the position of
managing director. Finally, we apply the EC (2009) defi-
nition and classify all listed firms in which a family
controls at least 25% of the decision-making rights as
family firms. The process identified approximately 108
family firms out of 415 listed firms (approximately one
fourth of listed firms). These firms employ slightly more
than 78,000 people, corresponding to approximately one
fourth of employment in listed firms.

7 There are no estimates of employment in firms owned by Swedes that
have moved abroad, but there is a general understanding that this group
probably accounts for a non-negligible share of Swedish employment.
There was an exodus of successful Swedish entrepreneurs during the
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s because of a highly unfavorable tax system,
which in many cases had confiscatory effects. To develop their firms
and maintain ownership within the family, many entrepreneurs moved
from Sweden to countries such as Belgium, the Netherlands, Switzer-
land, or the UK. The best-known examples are IKEA and Tetra Pak,
controlled by the Kamprad and Rausing families, respectively
(Henrekson and Johansson 1999; Henrekson 2005; Henrekson and
Stenkula 2015; Johansson et al. 2016). Tax reforms have significantly
improved the conditions for entrepreneurs since the early 1990s. For
instance, capital income tax rates have been cut and wealth and
inheritance taxes have been abolished. These policies have consider-
ably reduced incentives for a firm to move outside Sweden to ease its
tax burden (Henrekson 2017).

8 Four-generation families constitute nearly 2% of the population,
while five-generation families constitute 0.01%. Additional analysis
shows that nearly all family firms are controlled across 1 to 2
generations.
9 This includes both domestic and foreign owners, who can be both
physical and legal persons. However, we do not have any additional
information on foreign owners apart from their names and
shareholdings.
10 This indicates that all the equity held by a parent company’s sub-
sidiaries is attributed to the owners of the parent company within an
enterprise group. Pyramidal ownership is therefore taken into account.
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3.4 Identifying family firms among non-listed limited
liability firms

Non-listed limited liability firms can be closely held or
widely held. In closely held firms, at least 50% of a firm is
owned by four or fewer owners, and an individual and his
or her closest of kin are regarded as one owner.11 All non-
listed firms that do not fulfill this condition are therefore
classified as widely held. For non-listed limited liability
firms, we do not have information on each owner’s voting
rights. However, owners of closely held firms must report
their capital income tax individually using a special form;
we use these forms to identify these owners. Thus, we can
identify all known owners of closely held firms in Sweden.
We then assume that the holdings of all closely held firms
are equally distributed among their owners and define
them as family firms if at least half of the involved owners
are related.

Closely held firms that have not filed for capital income
under these special tax rules typically are not identified as
closely held in registers because the tax authority has not
reviewed their ownership structure. This suggests that
there are family firms that are classified as “widely held”
in registers that should actually be considered closely held.
Closely held firms without ownership information are
identified using information from their executive board
structure; firms are classified as family firms if at least half
the executive board is related by marriage or blood.

This method identified approximately 137,000 family
firms through ownership information and an additional
19,000 family firms via executive board structure, yielding
a total of slightly less than 156,000 non-listed limited
liability family firms (approximately 90% of all domesti-
cally and privately held limited liability firms). These firms
employ nearly 1.1 million people (approximately half of
employment within all private and domiciled limited lia-
bility firms).

3.5 Identifying family firms among joint and limited
partnerships

By definition, joint and limited partnerships do not have
any stocks. Therefore, we classify them as family

controlled if at least half of the involved partners are
related.12 The process identified slightly less than 27,000
such family firms (approximately 90% of all joint and
limited partnerships), which employ approximately
58,000 people (approximately four fifths of employment
in partnerships).

3.6 The population of family firms

In total, we identified nearly 410,000 family firms
(Table 1). Compared to the total number of employer
firms, we find that family firms are by far the most
common organizational form in Sweden, accounting
for approximately 90% of all employer firms and orga-
nizations. Approximately half of the family firms are
sole proprietorships, whereas limited liability firms con-
stitute approximately 40%, and partnerships represent
the rest.

4 The economic contribution of family firms

In this section, we examine the contribution of family
firms to total employment and GDP. We also examine
these firms’ numbers as well as their industries and size
distributions.

First, we compare family firms and other organiza-
tions across the entire population. The analysis is then
delimited to the legal forms in which family firms can be
active: limited liability firms, partnerships, and sole
proprietorships. Ownership of these firms is then com-
pared across size classes. All the comparisons involve
employer firms (firms that employ at least one person),
apart from calculations of GDP, which include all firms.
All analyses are conducted for the most recent year of
data, 2010, unless otherwise specified.

4.1 The economic contribution of family firms

Family firms contribute approximately one third of all
employment in Sweden (see Table 2). Furthermore, we
find that family firms contribute an equal share of

11 Closest of kin is defined as those individuals who are related across a
maximum of three generations, including an individual’s grandparents,
parents, siblings, children, nieces, and nephews, and the spouses of all
of the above.

12 In the case that a partnership is a subsidiary, it is classified according
to the ownership of the parent company.
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Swedish GDP.13 In other words, our results show that
family firms are not only the largest employers but also
the single greatest source of value added in Sweden,
indicating that family business is not the exception, as is
often depicted, but rather the rule of economic activity.
These numbers are particularly interesting considering
that both businesses and wealth were highly taxed in
Sweden during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, which
resulted in a considerable number of family firms mi-
grating, being sold, or perishing (Henrekson and
Johansson 1999: Henrekson 2005; Henrekson and
Johansson 2009).

Our estimates are higher than those of Bjuggren et al.
(2011), who reported that family firm employment and
GDP accounted for one fourth and one fifth of these
totals, respectively. This discrepancy arises because,
unlike Bjuggren et al. (2011), we identify family control
using kinship information and information across all
domestic stock markets, partnerships, and limited liabil-
ity firms. Our results are therefore both more inclusive
and more precise than those of Bjuggren et al. (2011).

Family firms generate all employment among sole
proprietorships, by definition. They also account for

most employment among partnerships and approxi-
mately half of employment among limited liability
firms.

Table 3 shows the distribution of family firms across
industries, which are presented in accordance with the
Statistical Classification of Economic Activities in the
European Community (NACE rev 1.1, first level). We
find that family firms represent a significant share of all
employment in the second, third, and fourth largest
industries in Sweden: manufacturing (D), real estate,
renting and business activities (K), and wholesale and
retail trade (G), with 41, 43, and 60%, respectively.
Together, these industries account for over 40% of all
employment.

Conversely, family firms are relatively uncommon in
health and social work (N), which is also the single
largest industry in Sweden. This industry accounts for
approximately 20% of all employment, of which family
firm employment represents approximately 6%. Similar
patterns can be observed in other industries that have
traditionally been dominated by government actors,
such as public administration and defense (L) and edu-
cation (M). These markets were opened up for entrepre-
neurs in the early 1990s. The lack of family firms in
these industries is likely due to remaining regulations
that restrict entrepreneurship and to competition from
government actors (Henrekson and Johansson 2009).

Another aspect of the composition of family firms is
their distribution by size, as presented in Table 4.

13 Family firms’ share of GDP is calculated using their share of private
sector value added and comparing that share to official estimates of
private sector GDP. The contributions to total employment and GDP
are stable over the studied time period (results not shown here). For
additional details on the method used to estimate family firm GDP, see
our working paper version, Andersson et al. (2017).

Table 1 The number and share (%) of family firms and other ownership categories across legal forms in 2010

Ownership category Family Private, non-family Foreign Government Total

Legal form % % % % %

Central and local government – – – – – – 266 100 266 0

Listed limited liability firms 108 26 285 69 22 5 0 0 415 0

Non-listed limited liability firms 155,736 89 11,057 6 7365 4 0 0 174,158 41

Partnerships 26,671 93 1985 7 48 0 2 0 28,706 6

Sole proprietorships 218,486 100 – – 45 0 – – 218,531 48

Other legal forms – 42 38,654 51 2122 5 784 2 41,560 5

Total 418,453 90 34,529 7 9602 2 1052 0 463,636 100

Statistics Sweden reports three ownership categories for firms and organizations: foreign, governmental, or private ownership.We identified
family firms within the “privately owned” category, which we divided into the subcategories “family” and “private, non-family.” Only
employer firms, i.e., firms that employ at least one person, are included. Legal forms are assigned according to the ownership and legal form
of the parent company. This means that all government-owned limited liability firms are attributed to central and local governments

Source: registers presented in Section 3
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Family firms account for nearly all employment among
micro-firms (approximately 90%). Among limited liabil-
ity firms, however, family firms account for approximate-
ly half of employment (not shown in the table). The
contribution of family firms diminishes with firm size,
although they contribute the lion’s share of employment
among small firms. These results are expected: small firms
are thought to be characterized by a higher concentration
of family ownership than larger firms. Ownership is likely
to be diffused as firms grow (Demsetz and Lehn 1985;
Himmelberg et al. 1999). Foreign owners can also be
expected to have stronger preferences for investing in
larger firms due to transaction costs (Bjuggren et al.
2011). Additionally, family firms are often crowded out
by the government, which employs people in large firms
(see Table 4). Nevertheless, family firms contribute ap-
proximately 1/12 of all large firm employment.

5 The characteristics of family firms

Having described the economic significance of fam-
ily firms, we now compare the characteristics of
family versus non-family firms. First, we present
descriptive statistics on family firms and non-family
firms across a selection of firm characteristics that
have been identified using survey articles (see be-
low). Next, we examine whether these characteristics
differ between family firms and private non-family
firms by comparing mean values using t tests. We
complement the t tests with a rudimentary regression

model that investigates the correlations between fam-
ily ownership and firm characteristics while control-
ling for potentially confounding factors that are ex-
ogenous to our discussion, such as industry- and size-
specific heterogeneity. We emphasize that we inter-
pret the econometric results as correlations and that
we do not intend to identify causal relationships.

To determine which aspects of family firms and pri-
vate non-family firms to characterize, we examined liter-
ature reviews covering recent trends in family business
research (Sharma et al. 1997; Sharma 2004; Gedajlovic
et al. 2012; Hiebl 2012; Kontinen and Ojala 2010; Mazzi
2011; Yu et al. 2012; Xi et al. 2015). Based on these
reviews, we identify six commonly discussed aspects
within family business research that have been used to
distinguish family from non-family firms: financial per-
formance, financial composition, risk preference, firm
age, firm size, and internationalization.

Financial performance is commonly presented in
terms of return on assets (earnings before interest and
taxes, EBIT; and earnings before interest, tax, deprecia-
tion, and amortization, EBITDA). Therefore, we there-
fore include these measures in our analysis.14 In line
with other studies, solidity (Solidity) is used as a mea-
sure of financial composition and risk preference.

We also include firm age based on each firm’s year of
founding (Age). Firm size is represented by three

14 Tobin’s Q is also commonly used in the literature. However, there is
no market value on non-listed firms, which is necessary to calculate
Tobin’s Q. Therefore, we could not include this measure in our analysis.

Table 2 The number and share (%) of employment in family firms and other ownership categories across legal forms in 2010

Ownership category Family Private, non-family Foreign Government Total

Legal form % % % % %

Central and local government – – – – – – 1,466,742 100 1,466,742 33

Listed limited liability firms 78,325 25 225,099 71 14,671 5 0 0 318,095 7

Non-listed limited liability firms 1,109,870 49 501,347 22 642,862 29 0 0 2,254,079 51

Partnerships 58,301 77 12,515 17 4859 6 40 0 75,715 2

Sole proprietorships 268,568 100 – – 87 – – – 268,655 6

Other legal forms 17,434 89 2069 11 0 0 0 0 19,503 0

Total 1,532,498 35 741,030 17 662,479 15 1,466,782 33 4,402,789 100

Statistics Sweden reports three ownership categories for firms and organizations: foreign, governmental, or private ownership.We identified
family firms within the “privately owned” category, which we divided into the subcategories “family” and “private, non-family.”
Employment is assigned according to the ownership and legal form of the parent company. This means that all employment in
government-owned limited liability firms is attributed to central and local governments

Source: registers presented in Section 3
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commonly used variables: number of employees (Em-
ployment), sales (Sales), and total assets (Total assets).
The internationalization of firms is commonly measured

in the literature using export propensity (Being an ex-
porter) and whether a firm is part of a multinational
enterprise (Being part of an MNE).

Table 4 The number and size distribution (%) of employment in family and private non-family firms in 2010

Ownership category Family Private, non-family Foreign Government Total
Size % % % % %

Micro-firms 702,463 88 16,640 2 745 0 75,818 10 795,666 18

Small firms 416,167 67 62,717 10 5448 1 135,590 22 619,922 14

Medium-sized firms 210,440 41 144,736 28 20,763 4 134,431 26 510,370 12

Large firms 192,326 8 438,386 18 1,439,826 58 406,293 16 2,476,831 56

Total 1,521,396 35 662,479 15 1,466,782 33 752,132 17 4,402,789 100

Firm sizes are defined by the number of employees: micro (< 9), small (10–49), medium (50–249), and large (≥ 250).We identified family
firms within the “privately owned” category, which we divided into the subcategories “family” and “private, non-family”

Source: registers presented in Section 3

Table 3 Employment in family firms across industries in 2010

Ownership category Family Private,
non-family

Foreign Government Total

Code Industry % % % % %

A Agriculture, hunting, and forestry 69,262 88 7178 9 1002 1 1621 2 79,063 2

B Fishing 1299 94 36 3 54 4 – – 1389 0.03

C Mining and quarrying 1970 21 2661 28 1086 12 3626 39 9343 0.2

D Manufacturing 177,597 41 39,359 9 213,892 49 1748 0.4 432,596 10

E Electricity, gas, and water supply 5719 21 1926 7 7216 27 12,295 45 27,156 1

F Construction 192,973 78 21,726 9 25,482 10 6147 2 246,328 6

G Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor
vehicles, motorcycles, and personal and
household goods

277,206 60 57,145 12 116,631 25 14,887 3 465,869 11

H Hotels and restaurants 93,509 77 9549 8 18,816 15 282 0.2 122,156 3

I Transport, storage, and communication 140,470 43 61,140 19 105,713 33 15,661 5 322,984 7

J Financial intermediation 30,254 25 69,103 58 16,409 14 4206 4 119,972 3

K Real estate, renting, and business activities 357,425 43 289,757 35 107,769 13 81,015 10 835,966 19

L Public administration and defense;
compulsory social security

132 0.1 1741 1 47 0.03 151,926 99 153,846 3

M Education 29,106 7 42,933 10 2557 1 360,820 83 435,416 10

N Health and social work 53,897 6 42,766 5 37,773 4 803,820 86 938,256 21

O Other community, social, and personal service
activities

63,153 38 90,630 54 5001 3 8674 5 167,458 4

P Activities of households 2 67 – – 1 33 – – 3 0.0001

Q Extra-territorial organizations and bodies – – – – 699 100 – – 699 0.02

– Unknown industry 38,524 87 3380 8 2331 5 54 0.1 44,289 1

Total: 1,532,498 35 741,030 17 662,479 15 1,466,782 33 4,402,789 100

Statistics Sweden reports three ownership categories for firms and organization: foreign, governmental, or private ownership. We identified
family firms within the “privately owned” category, which we divided into the subcategories “family” and “private, non-family” in this table.
Industries are reported in accordance with NACE rev. 1.1

Source: registers presented in Section 3
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Finally, as economists, we are also interested in three
measures that are common in economics, though less so
in the family business literature: human capital intensity,
physical capital intensity, and labor productivity. We also
include these measures in our analysis. Human capital
intensity is measured in terms of skill intensity (Skill
intensity), which is the share of employees with tertiary
education, while physical capital intensity is measured as
physical capital per employee (Physical capital employ-
ee). Labor productivity is measured in terms of value
added per employee.We also use the question of whether
a firm is part of an enterprise group (Being part of an
enterprise group) to capture another dimension of own-
ership relations that has been a topic of research, i.e., if a
firm is independent or part of a larger organization. In
total, we included 13 variables in the analysis.

Our analysis encompasses family firms and
domiciled, private, non-family firms only. This is be-
cause foreign firms include both family and non-family
firms, and we cannot distinguish between them. Gov-
ernment firms are also excluded because government
and private organizations differ in numerous ways; for
instance, in terms of the owners’ objectives and because
the government has “unlimited” access to funds through
the right to taxation and the right to print money.

We note that accounting principles and regulations
differ across legal forms, and the most important differ-
ences concern equity restrictions and economic liability.
Thus, firms with various legal forms are established and
governed according to their owners’ differing ambitions
and purposes, which renders them difficult to compare.
We therefore restrict our analysis to limited liability firms
(both listed and non-listed) because they are the most
economically significant group.

Table 6 shows that the average and median values for
family firms are significantly smaller than for private
non-family firms in terms of employment, sales, and
total assets. This result is consistent with the findings
of Backman and Palmberg (2015) and Dow and
McGuire (2016). The average and median age of family
firms is also greater. Furthermore, we find that family
firms are less likely to take part in enterprise groups and
to employ skilled personnel. They employ less physical
capital on average, although more on the median. In
terms of performance, family firms have a higher aver-
age andmedian return on assets in terms of EBITDA but
lower in terms of EBIT, although the differences in
mean are not significant. In addition, they have approx-
imately the same solidity as non-family firms and lower

labor productivity than the average and median private
non-family firms. Finally, family firms are significantly
less involved in multinational enterprises and exports
than their private non-family counterparts.

The above comparisons do not examine the character-
istics of family firms while controlling for other factors
such as industry and size. Therefore, in Tables 7 and 8,
we employ ordinary least squares (OLS), quantile, and
probit regression models to control for industry, year,
and, when applicable, firm size. We use these measures
to illustrate the general characteristics of family firms and
non-family firms among limited liability firms.

5.1 Econometric specification and results

We regress the 13 firm characteristics discussed above on
a family firm dummy and three firm-level features: firm
size, industry, and year. This yields a descriptive charac-
terization of the population of family firms while control-
ling for rudimentary confounding factors. Firm charac-
teristics may differ across firm size; therefore, we control
for the number of employees per firm (Firm size). Due to
collinearity, this variable is excluded when we analyze
size-related characteristics (Employment, Sales, and To-
tal assets). The characteristics of firms are also likely to
differ across industries. Therefore, we also control for the
industry to which each firm belongs (Industry). Industry
is controlled for at the two- and three-digit levels accord-
ing to the NACE rev 1.1. Finally, we control for the year
in which each firm was observed (Year). The model can
be summarized as follows:

Y it ¼ αi þ D1Familyit þ θFirm sizeit

þþδIndustryit þ Yeart þ ϵit ð1Þ
where Yit represents the 13 firm characteristics presented
above, and ϵit is the error term.15 The response variables
differ in terms of their distribution, and we therefore
divide them into categories: continuous variables (Age,
EBIT, EBITDA, Employment, Labor productivity, Phys-
ical capital intensity, Sales, Skill intensity, Solidity, and
Total assets) and binary variables (Being an exporter,
Being a member of an enterprise group, and Being part
of an MNE).

Three of the continuous variables (Age, Employ-
ment, and Skill intensity) are analyzed using a standard
OLS specification. All binary variables are analyzed

15 For brevity, industry indices are suppressed in Equation 1.
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using an equivalent probit specification in which the
coefficients are presented as odds ratios, as follows:

Odds ratio ¼ Pr Firm characteristic ¼ 1 jFamily ¼ 1ð Þ
Pr Firm characteristic ¼ 1 jFamily ¼ 0ð Þ ð2Þ

A majority of the continuous variables (EBIT,
EBITDA, Labor productivity, Solidity, Physical capital
intensity, Sales, and Total assets) were found to be
skewed and to have non-normally distributed standard
errors, indicating that they do not fulfill the conditions of
an OLS estimator. Therefore, we analyze the
abovementioned variables using a quantile regression
model, which is estimated at the median. In this speci-
fication, industry is controlled for at the two-digit level

(NACE rev 1.1). For brevity, only the coefficients and
standard errors regarding family ownership are included
in Tables 7 and 8.

The results of Table 7 are similar to those of Table 6 in
that family firms are found to have lesser employment,
sales, and total assets than private non-family firms.More-
over, we find that the average family firm is approximately
2 years older than the average non-family firm. Family
firms employ less human capital and are less likely to
participate in multinational enterprises, enterprise groups,
and exports. Moreover, they are again more profitable in
terms of both EBIT and EBITDA, which implies that
family control yields a positive payoff with respect to firm
profitability. Furthermore, family firms have higher

Table 7 Comparison of the characteristics of limited liability family firms and private limited liability non-family firms (pooled OLS/
median/logistic estimates) from 2004 to 2010

Dependent variable Explanatory variable, family firm dummy Adjusted R2 Observations

Age 2.292*** 0.10 1,166,579
(0.064)

Employment (log) −1.080*** 0.21 1,166,579
(0.009)

Sales (log) −1.191*** 0.14 1,079,832
(0.015)

Total assets (log) −1.204*** 0.22 1,072,832
(0.011)

Return on assets, EBITDA (%) 3.538*** 0.02 1,079,832
(0.061)

Return on assets, EBIT (%) 2.682*** 0.01 1,079,832
(0.062)

Solidity (%) 2.842*** 0.07 1,079,832
(0.118)

Labor productivity (log) −0.086*** 0.05 1,079,832
(0.003)

Physical capital intensity (log) 0.251*** 0.12 1,079,832

(0.008)

Skill intensity −4.928*** 0.29 1,166,579
(0.169)

Being part of an MNE (1,0) odds ratio 0.280*** 0.27 1,166,467
(0.007)

Being part of an enterprise group (1,0) odds ratio 0.405*** 0.17 1,166,579
(0.006)

Being an exporter (1,0) odds ratio 0.801*** 0.16 1,166,579
(0.011)

Coefficients for all limited liability firms are from three pooled robust OLS, eight quantile, and two probit regressions of the dependent variable
on the family firm dummy (1,0) and firm size (except in the first and second regression), two- and three-digit industry dummies (1,0), and year
dummies (1,0). All continuous variables are in logarithmic form except for Age and Skill intensity. Being part of an MNE, Being part of an
enterprise group, and Being an exporter are expressed as odds ratios. Robust and clustered standard errors are shown in parenthesis. For brevity,
other coefficient estimates are omitted. Full regression tables can be provided upon request. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
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solidity. This may indicate a greater preference for control
as well as risk aversion. Finally, family firms have lower
labor productivity and higher physical capital intensity
than private non-family firms. For labor productivity, this
result is not surprising. Theory suggests that there is likely
to be a tradeoff between concentration of ownership and
productivity; that is, family firms are expected to be less
productive than firms with dispersed ownership (e.g.,
Anderson and Reeb, 2003; Burkart 1997).

However, in terms of capital intensity, our results
contradict previous research; family firms are often con-
sidered to have a lower capital intensity than other firms
(Harris et a1994; Ward 1997; Hamelin 2013), whereas
we find the opposite relationship. This result is puzzling
and could be worthy of further analysis.

Next, we analyze the characteristics of family firms
and private non-family firms by size class (Table 8).

Table 8 shows that the differences between family
firms and private non-family firms are most pronounced
among micro-sized firms (0–9 employees) and small
firms (10–49 employees), while differences between
medium-sized firms (50–249 employees) and large
firms (≥ 250 employees) are smaller. Once again, family
firms have lesser amounts of total assets, employment,
and sales across all size classes. They also have lower
labor productivity, lower skill intensity, greater profit-
ability, and are older than non-family firms. Among
micro- and medium-sized firms, family firms have
higher solidity than private non-family firms. Most fam-
ily firms are less likely than private non-family firms to
be part of a multinational enterprise or an enterprise
group or to export; the only exception is large family
firms, for which we find no differences in MNE partic-
ipation and participation in enterprise groups.

Summarizing the results presented in this section, a
prominent trait of family firms is that they are smaller
than private non-family firms. Another prominent trait is
that most family firms have higher solidity. Notably, in
contrast to previous literature, we also find them to be
more profitable. Additionally, they are less involved in
exports, which is consistent with Westhead and Howorth
(2006) and Fernandez and Nieto (2005; 2006). Finally,
family firms are shown to rely less on formal education,
perhaps suggesting that informal knowledge plays a
greater role in family firms. The differences between
family and private non-family firms are most significant
among micro- and small-sized firms, and many firm
characteristics converge with greater firm size, a result
that is consistent with Habbershon (2006).

We reiterate that we interpret these econometric re-
sults as qualified correlations rather than causal relation-
ships. We treat them as an initial description of the
population of domestic family firms that may guide later
research. The results suggest, for example, that family
firms refrain from hiring as many employees as their
non-family equivalents, a result that may be misleading
from a policy perspective because the sheer number of
employees does not necessarily reflect the full dynamics
of employment. Bjuggren (2015) finds, for example,
that employment within family firms is less sensitive
to short-term shocks, suggesting that family firms have a
longer planning horizon in their employment decisions.

6 Concluding discussion

This paper suggests that family firms are a prevalent and
significant business model: they employ one third of the
Swedish working population and generate an equivalent
share of Swedish GDP. Our results demonstrate the need
for knowledge and consideration of family firm dynam-
ics among researchers and policy makers when design-
ing measures aimed towards employment and economic
growth. Although the economic significance of family
firms has long been hypothesized, research has been
limited by the inability to identify large parts of the
population of family firms. Most previous research on
family businesses has been restricted in its range, for
example only investigating listed limited liability firms
or using case studies. A large part of the family firm
population has therefore been excluded from previous
analyses. An exception that is closely related to our
study is the work of Bjuggren et al. (2011), who used
total population data to identify family firms in Sweden.
Our results are consistent with theirs, although we found
that family firms contributed a greater share of
employment and GDP. This discrepancy likely arises
because Bjuggren et al. (2011) were unable to study
kinship for the entire population and therefore included
a smaller range of family firms.

We contribute to the current literature by solving
several methodological issues associated with identify-
ing family firms and by establishing the first description
of domiciled family firms across an entire economy. Our
method has considerably greater range and precision
than previous ones, as we use administrative data in
conjunction with information on kinship, firm owner-
ship, and firm governance to identify family firms

The characteristics of family firms: exploiting information on ownership



across the entire Swedish firm population. Our approach
can capture the dynamics between families and firms
across all domiciled limited liability firms, partnerships
and sole proprietorships, which includes all legal forms
of family firms. The method presented is generally
applicable to any administrative dataset containing sim-
ilar information; therefore, we hope that our results may
guide future family business research both in Sweden

and internationally. Moreover, our method allows com-
parison between different time periods; that is, the same
method can be used to identify family firms in later
years. This will render it possible to use register data
to conduct long-term longitudinal studies across all
domiciled family firms in the future.

By applying our method, we find that family firms
are less reliant on formal knowledge. This could be due

Table 8 Comparison of the characteristics of limited liability family firms and private limited liability non-family firms (pooled OLS/
median/probit estimates) across size class (number of employed individuals) from 2004 to 2010

Firm size Micro (0–9) Small (10–49) Medium (50–249) Large (≥ 250)
Dependent variable Explanatory variable, family firm dummy

Age 2.364*** 1.931*** 2.008*** 1.273

(0.073) (0.120) (0.287) (0.800)

Employment (log) −0.491*** −0.123*** −0.090*** −0.182***
(0.005) (0.005) (0.011) (0.051)

Sales (log) −0.555*** −0.226*** −0.240*** −0.133
(0.018) (0.022) (0.034) (0.083)

Total assets (log) −0.732*** −0.379*** −0.319*** −0.223***
(0.011) (0.013) (0.025) (0.069)

Return on assets, EBIT (%) 4.723*** 1.379*** 1.337*** 2.65***

(0.089) (0.167) (0.232) (0.851)

Return on assets, EBITDA (%) 3.543*** 1.005*** 1.055*** 2.223***

(0.080) (0.154) (0.229) (0.821)

Solidity (%) 4.130*** −0.152 1.127*** 1.131

(0.156) (0.276) (0.391) (1.129)

Labor productivity (log) −0.066*** −0.103*** −0.069*** −0.025
(0.003) (0.004) (0.007) (0.021)

Physical capital intensity (log) 0.346*** 0.078*** −0.088*** 0.063***

(0.010) (0.019) (0.025) (0.085)

Skill intensity −5.092*** −4.974*** −3.778*** −2.138***
(0.238) (0.204) (0.171) (0.806)

Being part of an MNE (1,0) odds ratio 0.158*** 0.398*** 0.517*** 0.457***

(0.005) (0.015) (0.033) (0.074)

Being part of an enterprise group (1,0) odds ratio 0.325*** 0.567*** 0.599*** 0.811

(0.006) (0.014) (0.042) (0.190)

Being an exporter (1,0) odds ratio 0.814*** 0.724*** 0.606*** 0.759

(0.014) (0.019) (0.039) (0.134)

ObservationsΨ 882,143 60,605 22,583 1951

Coefficients for all limited liability firms are from three pooled OLS, seven quantile, and two probit regressions of the dependent variable on
the family firm dummy (1,0) and firm size (except in the first and second regression), two- and three-digit industry dummies (1,0), and year
dummies (1,0). All continuous variables are in logarithmic form except for Age and Skill intensity. Being part of an MNE, Being part of an
enterprise group, and Being an exporter are expressed as odds ratios. Robust and clustered standard errors are shown in parenthesis. For
brevity, other coefficient estimates and statistics are omitted. Full regression tables can be provided upon request

*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
ΨThe number of observations differs slightly across regressions. Therefore, we present the minimum number of observations included in
each firm size category

F. W. Anderson et al.



to spatial factors; for instance, family firms are more
likely to survive and grow in sparse economic environ-
ments with low general levels of education. Alternative-
ly, it could indicate that family firms have a higher
dependence on tacit knowledge to develop and maintain
their businesses. The characteristics of family and pri-
vate non-family firms are generally found to converge
with greater firm size, apart from firm size and profit-
ability. Consistent with previous literature, we find that
family firms on average have lesser amounts of total
assets, employment, and sales than private non-family
firms, even within the same size class. We also find that
family firms have higher solidity and are more profit-
able. Moreover, we show that the term “family firm”
includes a wide variety of entities from small firms to
large traded companies. Family firms are active in all
industries except when crowded out by government
actors. Given Sweden’s large public sector, it is likely
that family firms contribute even more in other
countries.

Finally, our results show that limited liability firms
are the most economically interesting group among
family firms because the bulk of economic activity
occurs within them. Sole proprietorships and partner-
ships are still of significant interest, however, as they
may exhibit unique family firm characteristics that set
them apart from family controlled limited liability firms.
We find that sole proprietorships constitute a majority of
all family firms and that they employ a noteworthy share
of the working population.

In conclusion, our results emphasize the need for
nuance in the discussion of family firms, an area in
which the traditional rhetoric has been characterized
by considering family firms as a homogenous group of
small firms with no growth ambitions and low profit-
ability. By contrast, our results suggest that family firms
have similar growth potential to that of non-family
firms. This is relevant for economic policy targeting
growth because family firms are likely to require differ-
ent types of growth policies than non-family firms. For
example, it is generally thought that family firms value
independence and control and are more risk averse than
non-family firms. This perception derives from the fact
that family firms are less willing to finance profitable
investments with external capital compared to other
firms, and they are more apprehensive to hire new
employees. Therefore, policymakers may find that fam-
ily firms respond better to strategies such as increased
opportunities for organic growth and flexibility in

employment contracts rather than increased access to
external capital, which has been a common policy strat-
egy in recent years. Our results suggest that
policymakers and economists should consider the spe-
cific characteristics of family firm ownership, which
could significantly improve the efficiency and accuracy
of economic policy across a large number of firms.
Moreover, we find that there are significant differences
among family firms. This suggests that researchers and
policymakers must consider not only whether a firm is
family controlled but also its size, industry, and legal
form. This may also explain why previous researchers
have reached seemingly contradictory conclusions re-
garding the characteristics of family firms.

One limitation to our study is that we cannot distin-
guish foreign-controlled family firms from foreign-
controlled non-family firms. Thus, our analysis excluded
some of the largest family-owned firms in Sweden such as
IKEA. Omitting these firms means that we may have
missed important dynamics of family ownership. Another
limitation is that our study is descriptive and did not
attempt to discern causal relationships with which to guide
future research. This was a deliberate choice because a
causal analysis was outside the scope of this paper.

For future research, we suggest two ways in which our
method can be improved: First, it would be desirable to
develop a method to identify kinship structures across
countries, which would make it possible to identify
foreign-controlled family firms. Because our study con-
siders only domiciled family firms, our results can be
considered a lower bound in terms of the economic contri-
bution of family firms; these results exclude firms owned
by foreigners and Swedish family firms owned from
abroad. Second, it would be helpful to further differentiate
among family firms and specifically to identify entrepre-
neurial family firms that are innovative, have growth am-
bitions, and are driven by profit motives. This approach
could increase our understanding of family firm growth and
consequently the driving forces of the overall economy.
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