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BUSINESS GROUPS CONFIGURATION 
AND ITS CHANGES DURING A CRISIS

Introduction

Business groups play a significant role in the economy, although certain differ‑
entiation in the use of capital structures in different world regions can be observed. 
Economic strength and significance of business groups is reflected by their growing 
number, but most of all by their revenues, GDP generated by them and their share 
in the world trade. For example, data from Slovenia show that they account for 7% 
of the economy, but generate as much as 66% of revenues [22]. In Poland in 2015 
enterprise groups generated as much as 50.3% of total revenues of non‑financial 
enterprises [16]. Heugens and Zyglidopoulos [36, pp. 325–341], on the basis of various 
research, presented the prevalence and profitability of business groups all around the 
world. It turns out that in some countries business groups make up more than 60% 
of all enterprises (e.g. Belgium, Denmark, Indonesia, Netherlands, UK, Sweden).

It should be highlighted that business groups develop intensively irrespective of 
the market situation. Even in the times of a crisis, growth of their number is observed. 
For example, on the territory of the European Union and EFTA, the growth of the 
number of international business groups in 2008–2011 was almost 2.5‑fold (from 
6350 to 15 657) [23]. In Poland, the number of enterprises in 2008–2015 grew from 
1462 to 2019 [16]. Also in other countries of Central and Eastern Europe, for example 
in Romania, Slovenia or Latvia [20] growth of the number of enterprise groups was 
observed during the crisis. Along with the growth of the number of business groups, 
changes of their features are also observed. There are more international groups and 
business groups with a simple structure and a small number of subsidiaries. It can 
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be a consequence of the crisis and improvement of effectiveness resulting from sales 
or liquidation of unprofitable companies.

Business groups can be treated as a natural stage of an enterprise’s structural evo‑
lution. They are a useful form of organization, especially in the case of very complex 
undertakings. The attractiveness of a business group as an organizational form is influ‑
enced by the fact that this form makes it possible to share risk, minimize transaction 
costs between companies and that it provides security of contracts implementation 
guaranteed by ownership supervision, which is especially important in the times 
of crisis. Being part of a business group helps individual companies enhance their 
operations and have a positive impact on business performance [60, pp. 109–118; 10, 
pp. 141–158; 11, pp. 429–448; 12, pp. 265–274]. Aditionally, enterprises belonging 
to a business group can benefit from the possibility to share the financial, technolog‑
ical and marketing resources available within the group [33, pp. 119–135]. However, 
the relation between net effect of a business group and its performance is ambiguous 
[45, pp. 45–74]. Some researchers indicate that business groups help to improve 
the performance of their affiliated firms [e.g. 10, pp. 141–158; 38, pp. 404–440; 40, 
pp. 125–135; 57, pp. 1601–1617; 39, pp. 748–761; 43, pp. 268–285], but other indicate 
negative or no effects [5, pp. 437–460; 31, pp. 48–54; 13, pp. 195–209].

Different research results may be affected by the internal and external factors of 
business groups functioning. In this paper, I will focus on one factor, which I con‑
sider very important, i.e. organizational configuration of business groups. How the 
organizational configuration of business group could influence the overall perfor‑
mance, especially during economic crisis, is a very interesting issue. Undoubtedly 
deteriorating economic situation necessitates introducing many changes in economic 
entities. Dealing with a crisis is often about searching for opportunities of operational 
improvement, applying financial discipline, verification of strategy, business model 
changes, as well as reconfiguration of internal organization.

The aim of this article is to identify the rate of complexity and its changes in Pol‑
ish business groups during a crisis, and also to verify whether there is a relationship 
between effectiveness and a business group’s degree of complexity. Unfortunately, 
reference literature provides only scarce research on this issue. Because of the research 
gap, the Author decided to study structural solutions applied by Polish business 
groups, including the degree of business groups complexity.
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1. Literature review

Definition and main research areas of business groups

Business groups have recently emerged as a distinct theme in the literature, both 
in Poland and globally. The researchers view them as a new organizational form that 
requires an explanation [17, pp. 419–437]. However, it is not so easy to identify and 
analyze those complicated organizational forms. The difficulty of analyzing them is 
caused by both their complexity and ambiguous definition.

The definition of a business group varies extensively across researchers and coun‑
tries. Even the terms describing “business group” differ in literature. Some researchers 
use the term “business groups”, others “corporate group”, “conglomerates”, “holdings” or 
“groups of companies” [2]. In different countries we can hear or read special expres‑
sions identifying business groups, e.g. “business houses” in India, “grupos economicos” 
in South America, “cheabola” in Korea, “keiretsu” in Japan, “qiye jituan” in China [9, 
pp. 407–417; 38, pp. 404–440]. The business group definition is therefore somewhat 
idiosyncratic to the country [46, pp. 301–340]. But the main difference is the type of 
relationship between the companies belonging to the group. In some definitions the 
key characteristic of business group is the ownership relation between the holding 
company and subsidiaries, while in others this aspect is not as important.

Business groups are often defined not as a legal construct, but as a group of legally 
independent companies tied both by formal (e.g. equity) and informal (e.g. family) 
ties [46, pp. 301–340; 47, pp. 331–372]. There are very broad definitions of business 
groups like the one proposed by Granovetter, including all ties between affiliated 
firms. According to Granovetter, a business group is “a collection of firms bound 
together in some formal and/or informal ways” [30, pp. 93–130]. Yiu, Bruton, and Lu 
[68, pp. 183–206] define business groups as “a collection of legally independent firms 
that are bound by economic (such as ownership, financial, and commercial) and social 
(such as family, kinship, and friendship) ties”.

In some definitions it is indicated that affiliated firms are under administrative 
or financial control, owned and controlled by a certain family [10, pp. 141–158]. 
Ghemawat and Khanna [28, pp. 35–61] also indicate the family ownership aspect as 
a characteristic of business groups. Some researchers indicate that it does not nec‑
essarily have to be a majority ownership, but very often the controlling shareholders 
maintain authority by using a pyramid ownership structure [62, pp. 404–420].

Business groups are a type of company network, but to distinguish it from other 
networks, like suppliers or distribution networks, literature provides more precise 
definition. For example Cuervo‑Cazurra [17, pp. 419–437] describes a business 
group as a set of legally‑separate firms with stable relationships operating in multiple 
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strategically unrelated activities and under common ownership and control. Other 
definitions identify business groups as a set of firms linked together through chains of 
ownership relations arranged in pyramidal or hierarchical fashion [64, pp. 889–909].

In conclusion, two trends in defining business groups should be highlighted. 
The first one is present in economic literature; it connects the existence of business 
groups with ownership control relationship. The second, sociological trend, focuses 
on non‑ownership ties [3, pp. 1549–1573].

Also in Polish literature there are differences in defining the business group con‑
cept. Trocki proposes the most popular definition [66]. He states that it is a group of 
legally independent companies, but connected, among others, in terms of ownership 
control [66]. Recently, business groups have been investigated by the Polish Central 
Statistical Office (CSO). The CSO uses much broader definition of a business group: 
“an enterprise group is composed of enterprises that are independent in legal terms, but 
rely on each other economically due to the control and/or ownership links between them. 
Capital relations should not always be the main criterion for the existence of a group 
– rather a common center of economic decisions determining the action strategy” [16]. 
In this paper I will follow the narrow definition of a business group that singles out 
business groups based on ownership ties.

Despite the difficulties with identification and assessment of business groups func‑
tioning, an intensive development of these structures induces researchers to analyze 
these issues. In English‑language literature most interest was given to the issues of 
business groups in 1970 s and 1990 s. It was related to the fast development of economic 
entities by diversification and internationalization, which necessitated structural changes 
and transformation of enterprises into business groups. Due to the current emergence 
of strong business groups in developing economies and their further international 
expansion, the scientists are again interested in this form of business activity.

The world literature studies business groups in regard to issues such as: diver-
sification [10, pp. 141–158; 28, pp. 35–61; 69, pp. 874–887; 32; 35, pp. 46–54; 42, 
pp. 867–891]; internationalization [27, pp. 327–347; 50, pp. 175–192]; ownership 
and control, corporate governance [4, pp. 373–391; 8 pp. 238–253; 35, pp. 46–54; 
62, pp. 404–420]; internal capital markets [61, pp. 169–191; 25, pp. 251–273; 29, 
pp. 63–81; 51, pp. 326–334]; origin and evolution of business groups [14, pp. 719–745; 
15, pp. 461–489; 44, pp. 283–324; 1, pp. 325–366; 21, pp. 25–51; 41, pp. 271–310; 
52, pp. 661–675]; economic performance [10, pp. 141–158; 6; 31, pp. 48–54; 42, 
pp. 867–891; 36, pp. 325–341]; role of business groups in economy [26, pp. 609–628; 12, 
pp. 265–274] and other. A very interesting review of research directions concerning 
business groups was made by Khanna and Yafeh [47, pp. 331–372].

Polish scientists started to study business groups only after 1989, i.e. after the 
political transformation, when business groups started to develop intensively. The 
analyses covered issues such as ways of formation [66; 67; 56]; action strategies 
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[58; 2]; as well as freedom of decision‑making in business groups [24] or synergy [7] 
and other more detailed problems of business groups’ functioning. Polish business 
groups are an interesting object of research because of the short period of operation 
and different ways of formation.

Relation between organizational configuration and performance 
of business groups

Analyses of business group structure and relation between internal configuration 
and economic entity’s effectiveness are a very interesting thread of research on business 
structures. Unfortunately, the relationship between the structure and business effects 
is ambiguous. However, solutions conducive to running business in the conditions 
of dynamic changes in the environment can be indicated [18, pp. 49–64].

Very interesting research was carried out by Kim et al. [49, pp. 25–48] on evolution 
of Korean business groups between 1996 and 2001. They analyzed the use of differ‑
ent structures (cooperative M‑form, competitive M‑form) in the implementation of 
different strategies (related and unrelated diversification) during the fiscal crisis. The 
main conclusion was that the strategy‑structure fit is very important for the economic 
effectiveness. To achieve that strategy‑structure fit changes in internal organization 
are required. They also found that “the too-big-to-fail myth has been dispelled” and 
big chaebols had to restructure, especially during the crisis.

In the case of business groups, a possibility to increase flexibility of actions and 
dispers risk by delegating individual functions to subsidiaries and making their business 
autonomous is a very important factor that can quickly improve their performance 
during the crisis. Effectiveness of a business group during a crisis is therefore influ‑
enced by its internal configuration, including its degree of complexity. Complexity 
of a business group can be measured by the number of elements it comprises. This 
simple measurement identifies the total number of companies, number of subsidiaries, 
second‑tier subsidiaries or the number of tiers in a group. Reference literature also 
provides composite measures, combining those listed above. A high rate of complexity 
of a business group is often associated with at least three tiers (parent companies, 
subsidiaries, second‑tier subsidiaries) and more than 10 subsidiaries [56].

A high degree of complexity is often perceived as a factor reducing business group’s 
effectiveness. However, research carried out in 2007–2013 on six business groups 
listed on the Warsaw Stock Exchange indicated that both insufficient and excessive 
complexity can have a negative impact on economic performance. A low rate of 
complexity of a business group and a broad scope of operational activities carried 
out by a parent company can expose the entire group to a greater operational and 
financial risk. Excessive complexity can in turn lead to problems with management 
and supervision over subsidiaries [54, pp. 35–47].

100_OiK_4A 179 2017.indb   31 08/12/2017   12:25



32 ORGANIZATION AND MANAGEMENT • nr 4A / 2017 (179)

Wioletta Mierzejewska   

Research on the relation between complexity of a business group and its results 
have often been carried out with reference to a specific strategy implemented by 
business groups. Particularly large amount of research on business groups was carried 
out in the context of diversification of business groups’ activities and their economic 
results. Such research was carried out by Mishra and Akbar [55, pp. 22–38] on the 
example of companies in India; Haque and Hassan [34, p. 719] on the example of 
a Bangladesh company; Kim, Hoskisson and Wan [48, pp. 613–636] on the example 
of Japanese companies; Jeong‑Pyo Choi and Cowing [37, pp. 271–282] on the exam‑
ple of Korean companies. The last example has proved that the size of a group and 
number of its members influence profitability, as well as a group type, understood as 
a group of small, equal enterprises versus a group of companies dominated by one 
large enterprise. Also Chang and Choi [10, pp. 141–158] proved that the differences 
in profitability positively correspond to organizational structure.

There has also been research verifying influence of selected features of group 
organization on its performance. Such research was carried out by Dundas and 
Richardson [19, pp. 287–301]. They analyzed, whether the way of controlling and 
grouping companies is related to a business group’s effectiveness. It turned out that 
group members with high profitability are independent. They are only combined 
in groups for easier management when their number is to large. For it turns out 
that if the number of subsidiaries rises and they are not grouped, the performance 
of the entire enterprise decreases significantly. A large number of companies having 
various sizes, capital needs and effectiveness has a negative impact on management 
and control possibilities as well as ability to prevent problems.

Creating additional tiers in a business group can be an alternative for consolida‑
tion of companies with their number increasing. Vertical development of a business 
group by adding tiers leads to slimming down its structure, where the number of 
subsidiaries directly depending on the parent company is small. An advantage of 
large number of tiers is enhancing the power of a parent company, despite decen‑
tralization of decision‑making and delegating it to lower tiers, since a large number 
of small companies subordinate to several levels weakens the significance of lower 
level business groups, while consolidation enhances subsidiaries. Unfortunately, 
there is no research confirming this consideration. There is relatively little empirical 
research on the relationship between effectiveness of the entire business group and 
its structure. Such research in Poland was carried out by Romanowska [58]. She 
identified an inverse relationship between a business group complexity measured by 
the number of tiers and its effectiveness measured by ROA. It turned out that more 
complex business groups notice worse performance results than those comprising 
only two tiers, i.e. parent companies and subsidiaries. Complexity of a business group 
is therefore negatively correlated with its performance.
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2. Research method

Research on the complexity of business groups during a crisis was a part of 
broader research aimed at identification of factors of resilience to crisis [59]1. It 
was carried out on a group of enterprises comprising business groups included 
in the “2000 List” published by “Rzeczpospolita” newspaper in 2012. The “2000 
List” by the “Rzeczpospolita” daily covers the largest, in respect of sales revenues, 
entities operating in Poland. The author has separated 147 enterprises from among 
these entities for further research, including 97 entities declaring being a part of 
a business group.

The research was carried out using CATI (Computer Assisted Telephone Inter‑
views) method based on a questionnaire prepared earlier. This research method 
made it possible to reach numerous respondents, while minimizing financial costs. 
CATI research was carried out in 2013, by the end of the macroeconomic crisis. 
The interviews were conducted by a company named “Indicator. Centrum Badań 
Marketingowych”.

The questionnaire prepared for the research included questions about structural 
factors, such as those concerning structure of a business group, which enabled the 
evaluation of a business group’s complexity. The complexity degree of a business 
group was examined by asking questions about the number of subsidiaries and the 
number of tiers. Business group was considered complex if it had at least three tiers 
(it included at least mother company, subsidiaries and second‑tier subsidiaries) and 
more than 10 subsidiaries [58]. Considering the number of subsidiaries and the 
number of tiers, each examined group was classified as having a high, medium or 
low rate of complexity. Additionally, the changes introduced in the business groups 
during the crisis were analyzed. The respondents were asked about the following 
changes in their business group structure: purchase of companies, setting up separate 
companies, merging companies, liquidation of companies and sale of companies.

To evaluate the condition of enterprises comprising business groups, the following 
measures of effectiveness were applied: sales revenues, ROE, ROA and indicator of 
resilience to crisis. The crisis‑resilience indicator is one of the methods of predict‑
ing bankruptcy risk. Romanowska was the first to propose to use it for evaluation 
of enterprises’ effectiveness in crisis [59]. The indicator was adapted to the Polish 
conditions and based on Altman’s model. It was an indicator developed by a team of 
Polish scientists [53], calculated according to the formula:

1 Research project “Determinants of Resistance of Polish Enterprises to the Macroeconomic Crisis” under 
the direction of Full Professor Maria Romanowska. The project has been financed by the National Science 
Center under Decision No. DEC‑2011/03/B/HS4/04922.
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Z7 INE PAN = –1.498 + 9.498*x1 + 3.566*x2 + 2.903*x3 + 0.452x4

X1 – operational result/total assets
X2 – own capital/total assets
X3 – (net financial results + depreciation) / total liabilities
X4 – current assets/short‑term liabilities
Number –1.498

Its interpretation consists in differentiating positive and negative numbers. A neg‑
ative indicator shows that an enterprise is at risk of bankruptcy. A positive indicator 
shows that an enterprise is not at risk of bankruptcy. It can be also indicated that 
enterprises with a positive indicator number, the value of which is however lower than 
one, are in poor financial condition, and those with the indicator value exceeding 
one are entities in good financial condition.

The data gathered as a part of CATI research were further processed. The results 
were presented in a form of collective diagrams and tables. Statistical relationships 
(strength of relation between variables) were verified on the basis of statistical tests 
chosen using SPSS Statistics program. Cramer’s V index was used in statistical analyses 
to measure the strength of dependence between the two nominal variables.

3. Results

Three main issues discussed in the article are presented below. The first is about 
the complexity of business groups in the final years of the crisis. The second one 
concerns changes of complexity occurring during the crisis, and the third one is 
about the relationship between complexity of a business group and its effectiveness.

Complexity of business groups in the final years of the crisis

Complexity of business groups is related to both horizontal development (by 
increasing the number of subsidiaries) and vertical development (by increasing 
the number of tiers). The average number of companies in the examined sample of 
business groups was 10, and the median was 5. Most business groups (15 out of 91) 
had three subsidiaries. A vast majority of the business groups had less than 10 sub‑
sidiaries. Such a number was declared by as much as 70.3% of respondents. Only 
29.7% of respondents from enterprises being a part of a business group declared 
that their business group comprises 10 or more subsidiaries. The examined business 
groups therefore were not very developed in respect of the number of subsidiaries.

They were also not very developed vertically. A prevailing number of respond‑
ents (over 55%) declared that their business group comprised two tiers, i.e. a parent 
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company and subsidiaries. Six respondents said that their business groups had four 
tiers. Respondents from five enterprises declared that their business group had five 
tiers. Business groups of the surveyed respondents were also not very developed 
in respect of the number of tiers.

A summary analysis of companies and the number of tiers in each business group 
made it possible to provide a comprehensive evaluation of the rate of complexity of 
the examined entities. Each business group was classified as a business group with 
a low rate of complexity (not developed vertically or horizontally), or a business 
group with a high rate of complexity (developed both vertically and horizontally), 
or a business group with a medium rate of complexity (developed vertically or hori‑
zontally). Percentage values reflecting complexity of the business groups examined 
under quantitative research are shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Rate of complexity of business groups

13.2%

37.4%

49.4%

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0%

High rate of complexity

Medium rate of complexity

Low rate of complexity

N = 91 (6 refusals of answers)
Source: own study.

Research results show that majority of examined business groups had a low rate 
of complexity. Almost half of the respondents (49.45%) declared 10 or less than 10 
subsidiaries and less than 3 tiers of their business group. It is however worth noticing 
that over 37% of business groups were classified as business groups with a medium 
rate of complexity. These business groups had therefore decided to develop either by 
increasing the number of subsidiaries, or by increasing the number of tiers. Possibly, 
these business groups could had been undergoing development or reorganization. 
Only 13% of business groups had a large number of both subsidiaries and tiers.

Analysis of individual dimensions of a business group complexity (number of 
subsidiaries and tiers), as well as comprehensive analysis of a business group structure 
provides a basis to state that the rate of complexity of Polish business groups is low.
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Changes in the business groups complexity during the crisis

Complexity of business groups during the final years of the crisis results from 
changes introduced in their structures. In the times of crisis it is advisable to introduce 
measures aimed at reducing the size of an enterprise. Lean management, outsourcing, 
downsizing and delayering are indicated as appropriate for the enterprises in times 
of crisis [65]. Engaging in actions aimed at slimming down an organization is much 
easier in business groups. It can be assumed that during the crisis business groups are 
more eager to undertake measures to organise their structure and to sell or liquidate 
unprofitable companies or those that do not fit the business group’s strategy.

Changes reported by the respondents are shown on the figure below. The per‑
centage values are not summing up to 100%, since each respondent could give more 
than one answer.

Figure 2. Changes in business groups – distribution of answers

47.4%

36.1%

32.0%

26.8%

29.9%

26.8%

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0%

purchase of companies

setting up separate companies

joining companies

liquidation of companies

sales of companies

no changes

N = 97
Source: own study.

It is worth noticing that almost three quarters of the entities under research 
introduced changes in their business group structure during the crisis. Interestingly, 
as much as 47.4% of respondents indicated that during the last years their business 
group has been extended by a purchase of companies. The numbers of newly sepa‑
rated companies (36.1%), merged companies (32.0%) and sold companies (29.9%) 
were similar.

Changes in business group structures can be divided into investment changes, 
changes relating to the emergence of new companies in the business group structure, 
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divestment changes understood as sales or liquidation of companies and changes 
concerning business group structure reorganization, i.e. those related to setting up 
separate companies and mergers. Divestment and organizational changes prevailed 
during the crisis, according to anticipations. As much as 56.7% of the analyzed enti‑
ties have sold and liquidated companies. It was accompanied by changes in business 
group structure organization (setting up separate and merging companies – 68.1%). 
These measures were to increase the effectiveness of the business groups.

Interestingly, as much as 26.8% answers were about lack of any changes in a business 
group during the crisis. Respondents in the number of 9.7% reported introducing 
every listed change. Both categories of answers are alarming. Lack of changes can be 
an evidence of a will to wait through the crisis or ignoring it, while excessive activities 
of a business group can mean a lack of strategy and only ad hoc measures.

The research also verified whether the changes were specific for business groups 
with higher or lower degree of complexity. The results are shown in the table below.

Table 1. Rate of complexity and reported changes introduced in a business group [in %]

Reported type  
of introduced 

change

Rate of  
complexity

Purchase of 
companies

Setting up 
separate 

companies

Merging 
companies

Liquidation 
of 

companies

Sale of 
companies No changes

Low 35.7 33.3 42.9 32.0 42.3 68.0

Medium 42.9 42.4 28.6 28.0 34.6 24.0

High 21.4 24.2 28.6 40.0 23.1 8.0

Total N = 100 (42) N = 100 (33) N = 100 (28) N = 100 (25) N = 100 (26) N = 100 (25) 

Source: own study.

Respondents from business groups with a medium level of complexity were 
the ones to report purchases of companies most often (42.9%) as well as setting up 
separate companies (42.4%). Mergers and sales of companies were mostly reported 
by respondents from business groups with a low level of complexity (42.9% and 
42.3% respectively). The last type of changes, i.e. liquidation, was usually indicated 
by respondents from business groups with a high rate of complexity. Lack of any 
changes was mostly declared by respondents from business groups with a low rate 
of complexity.

It should be highlighted that a statistically significant relationship between a change 
introduced in the last years and the rate of complexity of a business group was iden‑
tified for four out of five types of changes: purchase (Cramer’s V = 0.289, p < 0.05), 
setting up separate companies (Cramer’s V = 0.294, p < 0.05), merging companies 
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(Cramer’s V = 0.305, 0.05) and liquidation of companies (Cramer’s V = 0.489, p < 0.05). 
Relationship between company liquidation and the degree of complexity was the 
strongest. It means that more companies’ liquidations accompanied the increasing 
business group’s rate of complexity. It is the simplest way to improve effectiveness 
during a crisis, eagerly applied by developed business groups.

Influence of business groups’ rate of complexity on their effectiveness 
during the crisis

The issue of complexity of a business group is strongly related to its management 
system. As it was mentioned in the research review, it can also influence a business 
group effectiveness. It is assumed that effectiveness of business groups which are 
very developed vertically and horizontally would be lower. The described research 
measured effectiveness both by traditional measures such as ROE and ROA or vol‑
ume of generated revenues, and by more complex indicators, such as crisis‑resilience 
indicator allowing for assessment of bankruptcy risk.

The tables below show the relationship between the rate of complexity of a business 
group and its effectiveness.

Table 2. Rate of complexity of business groups and volume of sales revenues [in %]

Volume of sales revenues 
(PLN thousand) 

Rate of complexity

low medium high

Up to 175,000 26.7 20.6 41.7

175,001–240,000 15.6 32.4 33.3

240,001–385,000 31.1 23.5 0.0

Over 385,001 26.7 23.5 25.0

Total 100 (N = 45) 100 (N = 34) 100 (N = 12) 

Cramer’s V = 0.211, p > 0.05
Source: own study.

Table 3. Rate of complexity of business groups and ROE [in %]

ROE
Rate of complexity

low medium high

ROE below average 46.7 41.2 33.3

ROE over average 53.3 58.8 66.7

Total 100 (N = 45) 100 (N = 34) 100 (N = 12) 

Cramer’s V = 0.091, p > 0.05
Source: own study.
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Table 4. Rate of complexity of business groups and ROA [in %]

ROA
Rate of complexity

low medium high

ROA below average 55.6 44.1 41.7

ROA over average 44.4 55.9 58.3

Total 100 (N = 45) 100 (N = 34) 100 (N = 12) 

Cramer’s V = 0.122, p > 0.05
Source: own study.

Table 5. Rate of complexity of business groups and resilience to a crisis

Crisis-resilience indicator
Rate of complexity

low medium high

ZM < 0 8.9 5.9 8.3

0 < ZM < 1 20.0 17.6 16.7

ZM > 1 71.1 76.5 75.0

Total 100 (N = 45) 100 (N = 34) 100 (N = 12) 

Cramer’s V = 0.047, p > 0.05
Source: own study.

An analysis of percentage values indicates that business groups with the smallest 
sales revenues prevail among business groups with the highest level of complexity. 
It is proven that development of a business group is not accompanied by a growth of 
sales revenues. In the bigger business groups probably occur units that do not generate 
revenues from sales of goods and services, and their function is to provide services 
for the entire or part of the business group, such as financial companies offering loans 
to other business group companies or logistics management companies. Analysis of 
relationship between the rate of complexity of a business group and values of ROE 
and ROA of business group’s members shows that along with increase in complexity, 
the number of entities generating ROE and ROA above average grows. Similarly, 
medium and high level of complexity business groups consisted companies with 
the highest level of crisis‑resilience indicator. Unfortunately, relationships between 
variables are not statistically significant. The rate of complexity of business groups 
does not differentiate the examined group.

It should be highlighted that there are also no relationships between the number 
of subsidiaries and effectiveness measured by crisis‑resilience indicator (Cramer’s 
V = 0.171, p > 0.05) and between the number of a business group’s tier and its effec‑
tiveness measured by crisis‑resilience indicator (Cramer’s V = 0.200, p > 0.05). The 
number of subsidiaries and the number of tiers differentiate the examined group. 
However, slightly more business groups were identified with a small number of 
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subsidiaries not being at risk of bankruptcy, and greater percentage of business groups 
with a big number of subsidiaries (more than 10) reported decrease of the crisis‑re‑
silience indicator. Excessive development, due to the number of subsidiaries, cannot 
be favorable for a business group and its effectiveness. Unfortunately, statistical tests 
do not confirm a relationship between the analyzed parameters.

Conclusion

The presented research attempted to answer the questions about complexity of 
Polish business groups during the final years of the crisis, directions of changes of this 
complexity and impact of the rate of complexity on a business group’s effectiveness. 
The results provided a basis to state that Polish business groups in the final years of 
the economic crisis had a rather low rate of complexity. It was conditioned by changes 
in the business groups’ configuration during the crisis.

The examined business groups introduced numerous changes in their structure 
in the analyzed period, although they were not revolutionary. According to respond‑
ents, the most popular category of changes were divestments (liquidation or sales 
of companies) and changes organizing the structure of a business group (setting up 
separate companies or merging them). Changes consisting in internal reconfigura‑
tion of a business group’s structure, i.e. merging or setting up separate companies, 
were more specific for business groups with a low and medium rate of complexity. 
Interestingly, business groups with a low and medium rate of complexity were also 
more frequently purchasing companies.

Unfortunately, no relationship between effectiveness and complexity of a business 
group was identified. It could be possibly related to the fact that the structure of 
a business group should be regarded as a factor moderating relationship between other 
factors, influencing economic entities’ activities results, such as strategy. However 
incorrect configuration of structure, reflected by excessive complexity, has a negative 
influence on strategy implementation and it can reduce effectiveness of the entire 
business group and entities it comprises.
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BUSINESS GROUPS CONFIGURATION AND ITS CHANGES 
DURING A CRISIS

Abstract

Business groups are a very interesting phenomenon, although their development stage 
varies in different countries across the world. It depends mainly on the legal and political, 
as well as economic conditions. In the ‘old Europe’ countries the phenomenon of business 
groups is well known and described. Big transnational corporations were created already 
in the 19th century. Also in emerging markets like Korea, India or China, the functioning of 
business groups is well decribed. In the Central and Eastern Europe however, this phenomenon 
is relatively new, as business groups were developed only after the system transformation.

The significance of business groups in modern economy is proven by a constant growth 
of their number, even during the crises. The emergence and development of business groups 
consisting of legally independent enterprises is substantiated by numerous circumstances. 
Undoubtedly, the growth of an enterprise makes it necessary for managers to look for optimum 
means of management. Replacing hierarchical relations by capital relations translates into 
greater structural flexibility of an entity and facilitates control and management. The reasons 
of establishing business groups are often related to reduction of operational and capital risk, 
especially with reference to diversified business groups, which are more resilient to periodical 
downturns than entities operating in only one sector [63]. Additionally, operating as a part of 
capital group during a crisis can give advantages by dispersing risk and more opportunities 
of restructuring actions at the level of the entire business group, as well as opportunities of 
support by instruments of internal capital market of individual companies.

What matters in the times of a crisis is not only the form of a business group, but also its 
configuration understood as the business group construction in respect of the number of tiers 
and subsidiary companies. Excessive development can lead to a drop of effectiveness because 
of the necessity of greater coordination of actions, problems with supervision, control and 
subsidiary companies management. On the other hand, insufficient complexity of a business 
group and a broad scope of operational activities carried out by the parent company can 
expose the entire group to a greater operational and financial risk.

The reference literature does not provide research showing dependence between a business 
group configuration and its perfomance. Most studies identify only the level of complexity 
(number of subsidiary companies, number of business group tiers) or indicate the need to adapt 
the business group organization to strategy changes (structure‑strategy fit).

The aim of the article is to present the results of quantitative empirical research on the 
configuration of business groups and on the relation between their configuration and economic 
performance. Quantitative research was carried out on the sample of 97 business groups 
operating in Poland. The research evaluated not only the business groups’ configuration 
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during the crisis, but most of all the changes they made in their configuration. It should be 
highlighted that the empirical research fills the gap in research on the issue of business groups 
configuration during the crisis.

Key words: business group, structure, economic performance

KONFIGURACJA STRUKTURALNA GRUP KAPITAŁOWYCH 
I JEJ ZMIANY PODCZAS KRYZYSU

Streszczenie

Grupy kapitałowe są niezmiernie ciekawym zjawiskiem, chociaż rozwój grup kapitałowych 
jest w różnym stopniu zaawansowany w poszczególnych krajach na świecie. Zależy to głównie 
od uwarunkowań prawno‑politycznych oraz gospodarczych. W krajach starej Europy zjawisko 
grup kapitałowych jest dobrze znane i opisane. Już w końcu XIX wieku powstawały duże 
korporacje transnarodowe. Grupy kapitałowe działające na rynkach rozwijających się, takich 
jak Indie, Korea czy Chiny, również są dość dobrze opisane. Natomiast w Europie Środkowo‑
‑Wschodniej to zjawisko jest stosunkowo nowe, ponieważ rozwój grup kapitałowych nastąpił 
dopiero po przemianach systemowych.

O znaczeniu grup kapitałowych we współczesnej gospodarce świadczy także fakt, że 
obserwuje się ciągły wzrost ich liczby nawet w czasach kryzysu. Pojawienie się i rozwój grup 
kapitałowych składających się z samodzielnych pod względem prawnym przedsiębiorstw 
uzasadnia wiele przesłanek. Niewątpliwie wzrost przedsiębiorstwa wymusza na menedżerach 
konieczność poszukiwania bardziej optymalnych sposobów zarządzania. Substytucja powiązań 
hierarchicznych powiązaniami kapitałowymi oznacza zwiększanie elastyczności strukturalnej 
pomiotu oraz ułatwia kontrolę i zarządzanie. Jako motywy tworzenia grup kapitałowych 
często wymieniane są te związane z ograniczaniem ryzyka operacyjnego i kapitałowego, 
szczególnie w odniesieniu do grup zdywersyfikowanych, które są bardziej odporne na czasowe 
osłabienie koniunktury niż podmioty działające w jednym sektorze [63]. Dodatkowo w czasie 
kryzysu działanie w formie grupy kapitałowej może przynieść korzyści poprzez rozproszenie 
ryzyka oraz większe możliwości dokonywania działań restrukturyzacyjnych na poziomie całej 
grupy kapitałowej, a także pojawiające się możliwości wsparcia za pomocą instrumentów 
wewnętrznego rynku kapitałowego poszczególnych spółek.

W czasach kryzysowych nie tylko sama forma grupy kapitałowej ma znaczenia, ale także 
sposób jej konfiguracji rozumianej jako budowa grupy ze względu na liczbę pięter oraz spółek 
zależnych. Nadmierna rozbudowa może prowadzić do spadku efektywności przez konieczność 
większej koordynacji działań, pojawienie się problemów w nadzorze i kontroli oraz zarządzaniu 
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spółkami zależnymi. Natomiast niewielka złożoność grupy kapitałowej i prowadzenie w dużym 
zakresie działalności operacyjnej przez spółkę matkę może w większym stopniu narażać całą 
grupę na ryzyko operacyjne i finansowe.

W literaturze przedmiotu brakuje badań pokazujących zależność między konfiguracją 
grupy kapitałowej a jej efektywnością. Większość badań tylko identyfikuje poziom złożoności 
(liczbę spółek zależnych, liczbę pięter w grupie) lub też wskazuje na konieczność dopasowania 
budowy grupy kapitałowej do zmian w strategii.

Celem artykułu będzie przedstawienie wyników badań empirycznych dotyczących konfi‑
guracji grup kapitałowych oraz związku konfiguracji z wynikami ekonomicznymi. Badania 
ilościowe zrealizowane zostały na próbie 97 grup kapitałowych działających na terenie Polski. 
W zrealizowanych badaniach nie tylko oceniono jak były skonfigurowane grupy kapitałowe 
w czasie kryzysu, ale przede wszystkim jakich zmian dokonywały w swojej konfiguracji. 
Należy podkreślić, że zrealizowane badania empiryczne uzupełniają lukę badawczą dotyczącą 
problemu konfiguracji grupy kapitałowej w czasie kryzysu.

Słowa kluczowe: grupy kapitałowe, struktura, efektywność 
ekonomiczna
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