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A B S T R A C T 

Objective: The objective of the article is to investigate young consumer perception of family firms (FFs) 
used in the process of relationship building. It also stresses the importance of gender roles within this 
representative group. 

Research Design & Methods: Following a literature review, a quantitative survey on a statistically representa-
tive random-cluster sample of 237 Generation Z consumers was conducted in the latter half of 2017 in Poland. 
The computer-assisted web interviewing method was used, and factor analysis was applied. 

Findings: Results indicate that young consumers perceived FFs as reliable, long-term businesses with a human-
centred approach to clients. Tradition was the attribute that distinguished FFs on the market. Gender differ-
ences played an important role in the perception of FFs. 

Implications & Recommendations: Further research should consider the influencing factors for families from 
external influencers. This research initiates the process of influencing young customers and can lead to a 
model development that would describe the specifics of Generation Z in FFs. 

Contribution & Value Added: The study should be considered a framework for identifying ways to achieve com-
petitive advantage of family-owned companies. From a practical perspective, this is an important implication for 
FFs’ owners and marketing managers who have noticed a growing concern of an aging target population. 
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INTRODUCTION 

As the backbone of the world economic system, family firms (FFs) make up an essential contribution 
to the economies of many countries (Beck, 2016). According to Litz (1995) and Jawed (2016) of all the 
business establishments from around the world more than 95% are family-run. The majority of them 
are found in the United States of America and Western Europe. As such, specifics of doing business – 
communication and relationship building with consumers from different cultural contexts (Binz Astra-
chan et al., 2019) – merits the examination of long-lasting relational constructs of FFs with buyers in 
an Eastern European backdrop (i.e. where the tradition of family-owned businesses is rather new). The 
situation of FFs in Poland changed after 1989, with the onset of the political system’s transformation 
and profound economic changes. From this moment, an explosion of new family businesses was visible 
(Wroblewska-Kazakin, 2014). Currently, the buyers of products and services offered by FFs are middle-
aged and elderly people. Therefore, it seems necessary for them to focus their attention on the group 
of younger consumers, especially Generation Z that in 2020 represented 25.5% of Poland’s population 
(Eurostat, 2020). Two important metrics frame this notion: the numeric value of the segment and at-
titude to consume a high amount of goods and services (Jaciow, 2015). 
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Based on market observations, FFs in Poland do not specifically concentrate on young consumers 
or address a clear marketing message to them (Bednarz et al., 2017). Since people belonging to this 
segment differ from older consumers, their needs, behaviours, and ways of communication regarding 
FFs require a broader investigation. As a result, companies would be better able to transform Genera-
tion Z representatives from potential to active customers. Moreover, a bountiful amount of literature 
reveals not only age but also gender as a significant factor in influencing consumer perception and 
behaviour towards companies and their products (Ndubisi, 2006, 2007; Guclu, 2016, Hess et al., 2016). 
Research into gender perception further necessitates the identification processes used to assist FFs in 
Poland via relationship building and communication effectiveness with this audience. The article con-
siderations the theory of relationship building (i.e. a field of relationship marketing) with a particular 
emphasis on commitment-trust theory (Morgan et al., 1994). On the one hand, the article seeks to 
investigate young consumer perception of FFs using the process of relationship building; on the other 
hand, the text wishes to stress the importance of gender roles within this representative group. Ex-
ploratory research questions are considered in the methodology and are posed as the basis for the 
research. At length, the study could be considered a framework to identify ways to achieve competitive 
advantage of FFs in unfavourable conditions of an aging society and group targeting of consumers. 
Owners and leaders of companies must be prepared for continuous transformation and change, as 
they should adopt their products and communication message to specific generations. 

The article first provides a literature review that examines relationship building between com-
panies and customers – then expanding into a conceptual framework, research methodology used 
to develop the study, results, and a discussion that elucidates on the findings and positioning of key 
strengths exploitation, summarized by a conclusions section that focuses on the research opportu-
nities and limitations.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Relationships between companies and customers 

Strong rivalry among business entities on the market strives to build long-term relationships with buy-
ers. This is the basis of relationship marketing, a contemporary paradigm in marketing literature dating 
back to the 1980s. Morgan et al. (1994) define relationship marketing as ‘all marketing activities di-
rected towards establishing, developing and maintaining successful relational exchanges’ (p. 22). As 
proposed by Gupta et al. (2012), relationship marketing focuses on: (1) attracting, maintaining, and 
enhancing relationships between firms and customers; (2) creating, communicating, and delivering 
value to customers; (3) enhancing mutual economic value at a reduced cost; and (4) developing and 
maintaining successful relational exchanges. Murphy et al. (2007) conclude that ‘due to its inclusive-
ness and long-term orientation, the relationship marketing paradigm is a unique construct for analys-
ing the marketing process’ (p. 39). Murphy et al. (2007) also identify in the literature a number of 
virtues associated with relationship marketing: honesty, fairness, benevolence, integrity, reliability, 
commitment, and trust. These are the building blocks of any long-term partnership; however, three of 
them – trust, commitment, and diligence – are key connectors with relationship marketing. 

Ndubisi et al. (2018) provides a summary of the earliest works on the concept and lists several theo-
retical perspectives that were applied towards the understanding of firm-customer relationships, namely 
the commitment-trust perspective, relational norms perspective, dependence perspective, transaction 
cost economics perspective, social network theory, game theory, political economy perspective, 
knowledge-based view of the firm, and dynamic capability perspective. This article will focus on the com-
mitment-trust theory as the root source of relationships since ‘trust and commitment [act] as hallmarks’ 
(Ndubisi et al., 2018, p. 927) in terms of satisfaction. Solomon et al. (2001) underline that trust results 
from dialogue, which they describe as conversations about trust. Trust stimulates the communication 
that makes commitments possible (Murphy et al., 2007). Companies try to attract new customers to buy 
goods and services by offering special or even unique attributes important to buyers. Building long-term, 
strong relationships is advantageous both for the company and customer since they are mutually satis-
fying and beneficial. Throughout Eastern Europe, the transformation processes dating back to the early 
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1990s has seen a continual and sharp growth in the number of FFs (Wroblewska-Kazakin, 2014). In Po-
land, the family-based nature of companies is generally not highlighted in marketing communication ac-
tivities. The reason for this behaviour is a lack of awareness and conviction (Leszczewska et al., 2017) that 
family ownership and management are powerful enough and can be perceived as a positive message in 
relation to stakeholders, especially with customers. As a result, there is a significant gap in communica-
tion of FFs in the marketplace. This gap should be seen as an opportunity for family-owned businesses to 
build a powerful marketing message. It is important since FFs can benefit from informing their customers 
that they are family-run business. Researchers from different countries emphasize that promoting the 
family origin of a company, its unique history, identity, and inimitable values causes positive differentia-
tions and associations among stakeholders, especially in comparison with non-family entities (Botero et 

al., 2010; Carrigan et al., 2008; Orth et al., 2009; Zellweger et al., 2010; Alonso et al. 2018). This approach 
contributes to building a distinct family and corporate reputation, and it can trigger a certain set of asso-
ciations (e.g. a branding message (Barroso Martínez et al., 2019; Binz Astrachan et al., 2018) by distin-
guishing FFs from their non-family competitors in terms of product influence by developing a unique and 
sustained competitive advantage (Binz Astrachan et al., 2013). 

Potentially successful communicative means, such as branding messages, can favour the market 
share of FFs. At present, FFs in Poland are associated with a high level of confidence, offering high quality 
products and services (Marjański, 2015; Dacko-Pikiewicz, 2019). Products and services should be used as 
the main carrier of brand identity – inclusive of the communication message of long-lasting family tradi-
tion as a guarantee of high quality (Wielsma et al., 2019). Zanon et al. (2019) indicate that FFs often focus 
on building strong social ties and close relationships with stakeholders, consumers in particular. Cooper 
et al. (2005) even declare that ‘relationships are at the heart of family business’ (p.242). Customers gen-
erally perceive FFs as traditional, trustworthy, credible, and consumer-oriented, but also social and fair 
(Carrigan et al., 2008; Cooper et al. 2005). Family businesses evoke positive associations and a sense of 
authenticity and reliability. The flexibility and adaptability to dynamic changes in accordance with market 
conditions make FFs more survival-oriented since they possess a sense of responsibility for the family, 
employees, and the local community in which they operate (Wach, 2020). This cause and effect often 
position FFs as more ethical than non-family companies (Leszczewska et al., 2017), which increases cus-
tomer intention to engage in long-term relationships that can positively affect their loyalty, purchase 
frequency and word-of-mouth advertisement. The owners and leaders of FFs in Poland now face a seri-
ous problem related to generational change. The change is twofold. On the one hand, there is a genera-
tional challenge of passing down company management (i.e. the duality of being a part of the family and 
member of the firm). On the other, there is a clear problem regarding the aging of current customers and 
planning for the specificity and expectation of younger buyers. These two changes in direction require 
an attention to detail that must consider relationship building via different mentality, system of values, 
and communication (Aragón-Amonarriz et al., 2019). All FFs face this process of succession and are 
obliged to focus their attention on not losing existing customers while attracting representatives of 
younger generations. When a young manager (successor) takes over an FF, a number of difficulties 
emerge due to the possible lack of generational understanding, contacts (network), and experience.  

Conceptual development: Segment of young consumers 

The segment of so-called young consumers is the subject studies and analyses. They are a forward-
looking and attractive group for companies as potential buyers. This article understands young con-
sumers as representatives of Generation Z, also called Generation M (multitasking) or the net genera-
tion (Angus, 2018; Kilian et al., 2012; Gentilviso et al., 2019) who are people born after 1993 (Turner, 
2015). The most indicated paths of research, in relation to this segment of the population, are twofold: 
consumers and employees (Anantatmula et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2017; Soares et al., 2017). As such, 
representatives of young consumers are people born in times of the dynamic growth of the Internet 
services and related communication technologies, e.g. video chat (Parry et al., 2019). This segment of 
the population has been exposed to this innovative change since birth. The Internet is part of Genera-
tion Z’s natural environment, and it is essential for efficient functioning (Parry et al., 2019). In almost 
every area of life, they use technology and digital media; they function efficiently in the global village 
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that allows them to confidently communicate with persons from all over the world. They are very ac-
tive users of social media which is where they share information about their lives (Bilgihan et al., 2014; 
Bravo et al. 2006; Jovevski and Vasilevski, 2019). They are demanding as consumers, searching for 
information about products and making purchases online (Danaher et al., 2011; Triantafillidou et al., 
2018; Gentilviso et al., 2019). They are well-educated, energetic, competitive, curious, and ready to 
develop further, which undoubtedly makes them self-confident (Luttrell et al., 2016). 

Gender: A differential variable 

Gender is perceived as a significant moderating variable especially in research associated with con-
sumer behaviour and management (Rosener, 1990; Powell et al., 1997; Lim et al. 2014; Fernández, 
2015). For the purpose of this study, the importance of gender captures consumer decisions, relation-
ship building and online communication, social platforms and online shopping – all vital for Generation 
Z. Results from a number of studies show that gender is an imperative factor in the trust building 
mechanisms in social media (Nadkarni et al., 2012; Sun et al., 2018). Generally, women use social plat-
forms more often than men for communication and information gathering (Nadkarni et al., 2012). Lim 
et al. (2014) also emphasize the women tend to use social media to communicate with friends, while 
men use it for shopping or expressing opinion. This situation is most probably connected with the fact 
that women are less risk-oriented than men and appreciate the ability to respond appropriately to 
information and posts appearing online (See-To et al., 2014). Sun et al. (2018) explore the trust building 
mechanisms (i.e. institution- and transference-based trust building) in social media in relation to gen-
der differences. They prove that the ‘regulatory effectiveness affects competence- and character-
based trust and these impacts are stronger for men than for women’ (Sun et al., 2018, p. 498). As a 
result, competence-based trust is more significant for men, while character-based trust is more pro-
nounced among women. In fact, Bergagna et al. (2018) state that women spend more time daily on 
Facebook than men. They argue that this connection correlates with the tendency for women to be 
more socially interactive. Moreover, women are more successful in expressing themselves, establish-
ing communication and recognizing various stimulators (Guclu, 2016; Polce-Lynch et al., 1998). Inves-
tigations of gender differences in the area of entrepreneurial potential of younger people find, in a 
general sense, stronger personal competencies among women than among men. Women perform bet-
ter than men when searching for data and information, both when committing to a work contract and 
when achieving business (high-quality work) objectives (Lazányi, 2014). 

Conceptual framework 

Based on the literature, we may delineate the characteristic of FFs and young consumers. However, 
we found no scientific articles that describe the process of and how to build relationships between FFs 
and young consumers. This gap is a significant challenge for FFs to inform younger generations about 
their business, unique history, inimitable identity, and values that are core elements in building sus-
tainable competitive advantage (Cooper et al., 2005; Zanon et al., 2019), distinctive to non-family com-
petitors (Binz Astrachan et al., 2013; Binz Astrachan et al., 2018). This can be used by FFs to create the 
well-adapted concept of communicative messages (Bartosik-Purgat, 2019b; Florenthal, 2019), keeping 
in mind that characteristics (i.e. young consumers and potential differences between the genders) af-
fect relationship building, trust, and commitment regarding the future of FFs (Aragón-Amonarriz et al., 
2019; Murphy et al., 2007; Ndubisi et al., 2018; Morgan et al., 1994; Moorman et al., 1992). Based on 
the literature, we propose the below conceptual framework (Figure 1). 

In support of the framework, we developed three research questions and two hypotheses to pro-
vide for the research gaps. 

RQ1: How young customers perceive FFs? 

RQ2: What significant attributes young consumers expect of FFs for building long-lasting re-
lation-ships? 

RQ3: What is the significance of gender in the perception of FFs? 
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework 

Source: own elaboration. 

The hypotheses were formulated based on the literature review. Firstly, young consumers are de-
manding, self-confident, curious, and searching for information about products on the Internet (Dan-
aher et al., 2011; Triantafillidou et al., 2018; Gentilviso et al., 2019; Luttrell et al., 2016). Secondly, 
competence-based trust is more significant for men (Sun et al., 2018). Therefore, we posti that: 

H1: Young customers tend to perceive FFs as dependable suppliers of goods and services of 
decent to high quality. 

H2: Young men have a more positive association with FFs than young women. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Sample Data 

In order to answer and test our research questions, we prepared a questionnaire-based survey to 
gather the data needed to identify a set of attributes specific to FFs in Poland and assess the im-
portance of building relationships with Generation Z consumers. A quantitative survey using a sta-
tistically representative random-cluster sample of 1091 consumers was conducted in January 2018 
in Poland. A computer-assisted web interviewing (CAWI) method was applied with the support of an 
external company, ABM Marketing Research Agency based in Warsaw, Poland. The sample reflected 
statistics on age, gender, and place of residence by using nationwide population multivariate distri-
bution from Statistics Poland. Just over a quarter of the sample (26%) was a sub-segment of young 
buyers aged 16-25 (273 respondents), which was utilized as our representative sample. We used the 
online survey (with three filters). The statistical significance level was α = 0.05 and the measurement 
error equalled 2.97% (Table 1). 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the Generation Z respondents 

Characteristics Frequency Percentage (%) 

Female 135 49.45 

Male 138 50.55 

Total 273 100 
Source: own study. 

To prepare the questions and answers for the questionnaire, we conducted qualitative research in 
three stages. First, a critical analysis of the literature was conducted in preparation for the expert inter-
views. Second, latent participant observation was used as a research method (i.e. between May and June 
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2017) where 40 customers were observed and randomly chosen in natural surrounding (e.g. retail outlets). 
From these customers, observational notes were taken from ten FF locations in which product purchases 
were categorized to understand everyday buyer behaviour. Third, individual in-depth semi-structured in-
terviews were conducted (i.e. between July and October 2017) in order to identify buyer knowledge, emo-
tions and purchasing decisions respective of FFs. Eight respondents (i.e. three women and five men) be-
longing to Generation Z (i.e. the convenient sample) were tested. As a key result, 14 attributes associated 
with FFs as well as six statements were identified. To assess the degree of compliance of the respondents, 
a five-point Likert scale was applied, where: 5=strongly agree; 4=rather agree; 3=neither agree nor disa-
gree; 2=rather disagree; 1=strongly disagree. Finally, before the quantitative survey, a pilot CAWI study of 
30 respondents was conducted in order to check for adequacy and intelligibility. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

First, an exploratory factor analysis was conducted to determine the perception of FFs by using young 
generation data from the survey. Second, a two-sample t-test for a difference in mean was calculated 
to compare responses for gender regarding their associations with FFs and preferences regarding in-
dividual products (Table 2). From the survey results, two questions in particular were applied to de-
velop a set of tabular results: question 6 (What do you associate with FFs?) and question 11 (Please 
point out how much you agree or disagree with the following statements about FFs in Poland). These 
questions correlated with RQ1 by focusing on how respondents perceived family-owned businesses in 
Poland. Examining the set of responses of young consumers, three factors (1-3) have been identified 
and interpreted as positive (Factor 1), negative (Factor 2), and neutral (Factor 3). The features that 
made up the positive Factor 1 (28%) for building relationships between FFs and young consumers in-
cluded reliability, passing on the FF from generation to generation, operating on the market for a long 
time, Polish origin of products, tradition, a ‘human’ approach to clients, high quality of products and 
careful workmanship, and finally, the fact that FFs are good for the local community. These results lead 
to the conclusion that young consumers perceive family businesses as dependable suppliers of goods 
and services of decent and high quality, thus confirming H1. The negative Factor 2 (11%) featured three 
points: the possibility of incompatibilities of the family owning the FF, underinvestment, and nepotism. 
The neutral factor Factor 3 (13%) – which can be defined as a neutral attitude of respondents to FFs – 
included statements such as: FFs must be supported because they pay taxes in Poland, Poles lack 
awareness about supporting Polish capital, FFs should promote the fact that they are family-owned, 
and customers are willing to be informed that a FF produced a product. Young consumers that did not 
conform to any one of the three factors equalled 48%. 

In terms of RQ2, the identified features could be extracted from the positive Factor 1 in Table 2, 
including: high quality products and careful workmanship (0.81), tradition (0.78), ‘human’ approach to 
the client (0.78), and reliability (0.75). For young consumers, the information that products are Polish 
and homemade and the fact that FFs are good for the local community are also important (0.72). 
Moreover, young buyers further emphasized that family businesses developed from generation to 
generation (0.71), and thus, they maintained a long presence on the market (0.68). In terms of gender, 
we determined differences in the perception of FFs between men and women (Table 3). The positive 
features of FFs for young men showed a strong correlation towards companies being managed by fam-
ily members and that goods and services are slightly more expensive. These associations go together 
with men’s belief in the reliability of goods and services offered by FFs. In turn, women focused their 
on organic products offered by FFs. 

In order to expand the analysis, we looked at the similarities and differences in the perception of 
FFs by gender to examine RQ3. We conducted a two-sample t-test for a difference in mean for question 
6 of the survey. The results showed that men more strongly than women associate FFs with reliability, 
business development from generation to generation, operating on the market for a long time, tradi-
tion, and a ‘human’ approach to clients. Moreover, women more than men positioned the key problem 
associated with FFs with an incompatibility in the family core. For the remaining features of FFs, the 
differences in their association by gender were not statistically significant. The results indicated that 
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Table 2. Factor analysis of the perception of FFs by young consumers aged 16-25† 

Respondents aged 16-25 All Men Women 

Variables characterizing perception of FFs  Fa. 1 Fa. 2 Fa. 3 Fa. 1 Fa. 2 Fa. 3 Fa. 1 Fa. 2 Fa. 3 

Reliability 0.75 -0.04 0.19 0.80 0.01 0.17 0.70 -0.09 0.19 

Relations, family managed 0.52 0.05 0.15 0.72 -0.05 0.14 0.20 0.12 0.43 

Generational business practice 0.71 0.02 0.09 0.75 0.00 0.01 0.58 0.08 0.35 

Long term operation 0.68 -0.04 -0.05 0.63 0.07 0.08 0.71 -0.07 -0.10 

Organically made products 0.63 0.07 0.07 0.60 0.28 0.14 0.71 -0.13 -0.06 

Goods, services more expensive 0.45 0.40 -0.01 0.65 0.33 -0.04 0.19 0.45 0.19 

Polish, homemade products 0.72 0.04 0.23 0.69 0.16 0.15 0.73 -0.05 0.34 

Tradition 0.78 -0.08 0.22 0.79 -0.07 0.10 0.77 -0.08 0.34 

Internal family business problems, incompatibility -0.05 0.76 -0.11 0.03 0.75 -0.09 -0.10 0.75 -0.15 

Underinvestment -0.04 0.77 0.06 -0.03 0.77 0.02 -0.02 0.75 0.01 

Nepotism, favouring of the family 0.04 0.78 -0.12 0.12 0.74 -0.09 -0.04 0.79 -0.10 

‘Human’ approach to customers 0.78 0.00 0.19 0.72 0.02 0.26 0.83 0.04 0.17 

High quality products and craftmanship 0.81 0.01 0.10 0.82 0.04 0.07 0.81 0.04 0.15 

Good for local community development 0.72 0.00 0.24 0.71 -0.04 0.21 0.74 0.02 0.29 

FFs must be supported because they pay taxes in Poland 0.30 -0.09 0.78 0.26 -0.11 0.74 0.31 -0.09 0.76 

Poles are not aware of supporting Polish capital -0.02 0.09 0.66 0.02 0.08 0.64 -0.06 0.00 0.63 

FFs support each other and cooperate closely with each 
other 

0.39 -0.02 0.14 0.19 0.14 0.28 0.61 -0.10 -0.03 

FFs promote they are family owned 0.15 -0.12 0.77 0.07 -0.17 0.70 0.21 -0.09 0.80 

When shopping, people should know that the product 
comes from FF 

0.27 0.02 0.74 0.24 0.09 0.75 0.25 -0.05 0.72 

FF products are generally purchased by older clientele -0.02 0.47 0.22 0.01 0.52 0.32 -0.02 0.34 0.02 

Eigenvalues 5.67 2.20 2.57 5.87 2.29 2.46 5.51 2.16 2.91 

Share of explained variance 0.28 0.11 0.13 0.29 0.11 0.12 0.28 0.11 0.15 
† Varimax method used 
Source: own elaboration with Statistica. 

Table 3. Associations of young consumers aged 16-25 with FFs† 

What do you associate with FFs? 
Mean 

for men 

Mean for 

women 
Stat. t 

p-value ��: 

�� ≠ �� 

p-value ��: 

�� < �� 

p-value ��: 

�� > �� 

Reliability 3.52 3.30 2.16 0.032 0.984 0.016 

Relations, managed by family members 3.81 3.86 -0.45 0.655 0.328 0.672 

Passes from generation to generation 3.99 3.83 1.41 0.161 0.920 0.080 

Operates on the market for a long time 3.44 3.15 2.34 0.020 0.990 0.010 

Organic products 3.10 3.05 0.43 0.666 0.667 0.333 

Goods, services slightly more expensive 3.44 3.50 -0.58 0.562 0.281 0.719 

Polish, homely products 3.48 3.50 -0.15 0.877 0.438 0.562 

Tradition 3.93 3.63 2.76 0.006 0.997 0.003 

With problems (incompatibilities in the family) 2.52 2.71 -1.52 0.130 0.065 0.935 

Underinvested 2.78 2.84 -0.55 0.580 0.290 0.710 

Nepotism (favouring family members) 3.03 3.19 -1.18 0.240 0.120 0.880 

‘Human’ approach to the client 3.60 3.41 1.74 0.082 0.959 0.041 

High quality products, careful workmanship 3.44 3.30 1.23 0.219 0.891 0.109 

Good for the local community 3.59 3.56 0.26 0.796 0.602 0.398 
† Means for genders and results of two-sample t-test for a difference in mean 
Source: own elaboration with the R environment. 

men perceive family businesses better than women, which supports hypothesis H2. The results for RQ3 con-
sidered gender difference sensitivity of producers for the sector in which FFs operated. We conducted a two-
sample t-test to calculate the difference in mean for question 1 (While buying products from the following 
categories, do you pay attention to the manufacturer or brand owner?) (Table 4). It turned out that men pay 
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more attention to the manufacturer and brand owner than women. In particular, statistically significant dif-
ferences concerned the following products: food, clothing and footwear, toys and supplies for children, cos-
metics, but also gastronomy and catering. 

Table 4. Importance of the manufacturer brands of products and services from separate categories of 

people aged 16-25† 

While buying products from the following 

categories, do you pay attention to the man-

ufacturer/brand owner? 

Mean 

for men 

Mean for 

women 
Stat. t 

p-value ��: 

�� ≠ �� 

p-value ��: 

�� < �� 

p-value ��: 

�� > �� 

Food products 4.21 3.93 2.56 0.011 0.994 0.006 

Clothing, footwear 4.19 3.94 2.16 0.032 0.984 0.016 

Toys and supplies for children 4.10 3.68 2.55 0.011 0.994 0.006 

Furniture, interior items 3.61 3.77 -1.12 0.263 0.131 0.869 

Construction, renovation, transport services etc. 4.27 4.08 1.24 0.216 0.892 0.108 

Craft services, e.g. optician, hairdresser, 
watchmaker 

3.90 3.72 1.23 0.220 0.890 0.110 

Cosmetics 4.43 3.74 6.06 0.000 1.000 0.000 

Hotel services, guest houses, agritourism 4.04 3.92 0.73 0.465 0.767 0.233 

Gastronomy, catering 4.08 3.79 2.23 0.027 0.987 0.013 
† Means for gender and results of two-sample t-test for a difference in mean 
Source: own elaboration with the R environment. 

Results obtained from the research clearly confirmed that Generation Z consumers notice the 
distinct role of FFs, which combined three elements: long-term orientation on the market, family 
ownership (firm development from generation to generation), and commitment to the local com-
munity (Aragón-Amonarriz et al., 2019; Deloitte, 2019; Wach, 2020). Conclusions from the literature 
indicated that FFs generally do not engage in formal customer relationship management initiatives 
(Cooper et al., 2005; Miller et al., 2001). This situation seems to be worse in Poland where FFs do 
not emphasize their family nature in marketing communication due to the lack of awareness or con-
viction (Leszczewska et al., 2017). This significant gap should be treated as a great opportunity for 
family-owned businesses to build powerful messages addressed to different segments of society. 
Specifically, the need to develop a communicative message to young people is vital for the prospect 
of future buyers in Poland (Eurostat, 2020). Our findings demonstrate that young consumers, aged 
16-25, have a strong positive approach towards FFs. Even though young consumers are generally 
sceptical, doubting, and distrustful, they treat FFs as reliable partners (Nikodemska-Wolowik et al., 
2019; Marjanski, 2015) and as more customer-oriented than non-family businesses (Cooper et al., 
2005). Generation Z consumers clearly stated that while shopping, it was worth knowing that prod-
ucts that originate from family-owned companies should be advertised as such – as they would view 
this message positively (Alonso Dos Santos et al. 2020). 

Moreover, the research conducted by Alonso Dos Santos et al. (2020) indicates that the ‘family 
attribute’ increases trust and purchase interest among consumers. As such, the ‘family nature’ of FFs 
can become a fundamental and exceptional resource thanks to their unique and inimitable history and 
identity (Binz Astrachan et al., 2018). These arguments can be used to develop exclusive and sustained 
competitive advantage and differentiation (Binz Astrachan et al., 2013; Shen & Tikoo, 2020; Lude & 
Prügl, 2018). However, others clearly stress that the distinct communication of this fact is still strongly 
needed (Shen & Tikoo, 2020). As such, key attributes based on the findings should be used while pre-
paring a communication message. Firstly, FFs should highlight Polish and homemade products of high 
quality and careful workmanship, together with their tradition and reliability (Wielsma et al., 2019; 
Zanon et al., 2019). In Poland, the trend of returning to tradition has been clearly visible for several 
years now, which is especially visible in the food sector, in which natural ingredients, traditional reci-
pes, and own production methods are welcome and even expected (Nikodemska-Wolowik & Bednarz, 

2019; Nikodemska-Wołowik et al., 2020). Moreover, young buyer attention is also attracted to the 
special ‘human’ approach to customer care. This is often found in FFs that operate on the market for 
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a long-time and develop from generation to generation, thus creating a customer-friendly association 
(Cooper et al., 2005). As a result, FFs should also stress their care for and embeddedness in the local 
community. Young men are linked to information about relationships internally managed within the 
community at large. This can be stressed by buyers who accept goods and services at a slightly higher 
price than usual (Carrigan et al., 2008). In sum, the above attributes should be treated by recipients as 
added value to the FF brand message (Binz Astrachan et al., 2019). 

CONCLUSIONS 

At the community level, the research could be extended to external influencers like peers, friends, and 
the mass media since they also play a fundamental role in the process of influencing young customers. 
The expectations of young people regarding products and brands change more frequently than changes 
in general skills and attitudes (Moore-Shay et al., 1988). An appropriately long viewed research perspec-
tive should be adopted to notice these changes. The combination of all external influencers may lead 
researchers to an in-depth scientific model that describes the specifics of the Generation Z segment, one 
useful also in relation to FFs. Incidentally, this may have a theoretical implication both for theoreticians 
and practitioners, especially in the context of building trust and commitment. We should not overlook 
the fact that FFs are also associated with nepotism, internal struggles (e.g. incompatibility issues in the 
family), and underinvestment. These negative connotations were identified only by a small number of 
respondents; however, it would be valuable to further explore the reasons for these opinions so as to 
understand their sources. Another issue that was not investigated was the question of how to communi-
cate with young buyers. Communication with young buyers can happen via various channels (i.e. directly 
or indirectly), media, and devices because young people are active users of social media (Bilgihan et al., 
2014; Zhang et al., 2017) and new communication technologies that were always present in their lives 
(Parry et al., 2019; Bartosik-Purgat, 2019a). Thus, we should concentrate on interactivity as the main 
feature of attracting young buyers, giving them the ability to respond quickly, send feedback, and express 
opinion (Andersen, 2001). This manner of communication will help FFs to build relationship, trust, and 
commitment with young buyers (Balaji et al., 2016; Hänninen et al., 2017), which will in turn significantly 
expand the research area and provide a fuller picture for FFs’ development. 

While the study provides useful insights about perception of FFs by Generation Z consumers, the 
study limitations include the relatively small study sample specific to Generation Z. Expanding the sample 
size and redefining young consumers to include Generation Y would be a noteworthy adjustment of our 
study, as it would allow for comparative findings between the two segments since portions of Generation 
Y will soon begin to start having families and children of their own (Kvidahl, 2015). Finally, it would be 
interesting to determine and describe any differences between these two segments and to evaluate gen-
der differences in correlation to age since a sixteen- and twenty-five-year-old can have very different 
views and needs. To further strengthen the methodology, future research should define additional char-
acteristics in terms of relationships based on trust and commitment towards FFs. Consumer behaviour 
research can differ depending on such definitional differences. However, exceptional and favourable 
conditions should not allow FFs to feel overly comfortable. Family businesses must recognize well in ad-
vance that younger generations will also demand improved service and product development, along with 
an efficient offer and communication message addressed directly to them. Only such an awareness will 
allow FFs to gain and consolidate market share and competitive advantage. 
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