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1 INTRODUCTION, OLD FIRMS IN THE 
NETHERLANDS 

 
‘Since 18-something’ is a well-known phrase applied to old firms. Old firms in the 
Netherlands - it sounds like a clear thing, however, it is not. Everybody interprets 
this concept within their own context and their own sets of perceptions about what 
is an old firm. In practice this shows that the concept ‘old firms’ can be understood 
either as old in terms of years (long lived so to speak), or more metaphorically as 
‘mature’: grown-up firms, where age in years is not directly the primary indicator. 
This particular research focuses on the first category of old firms; long lived, firms 
that have been part of the Dutch economy for a considerable period of time. 
Well-known examples of the connection between location and ‘old firms’ are 
company towns such as Philips-Eindhoven or region-specific products produced by 
old firms such as Graanjenever (Dutch gin) by Hooghoudt in Groningen. Are these 
examples merely incidental cases, or are there clear connections between old firms 
and their specific locations? A good location is essential for firms to prosper, and 
therefore relocation, if necessary, is a choice not easily made (see among others 
Pen, 2002). However, the initial location of a firm is mostly not a very well 
considered choice, especially not in the long-term time frame of this particular 
research: investigating firms established before 1851. 
This particular research will focus on old firms in the Netherlands at different 
levels of analysis. From the aggregate level, at which firms are studied as 
populations, through the investigation of firm internal dimensions in comparison 
with different age-groups and locations using surveys, to more in-depth studies of 
specific old firms, considering these firms’ specific histories, location behaviour, 
firm strategy and culture. Unfortunately, considering the long time frame of this 
study, there is a memory gap that needs to be taken into account. However, by 
means of ‘traditions’ within firms, jubilee or lustrum books, archives and 
memories, it may be possible to track down some ‘spatial histories’ of these 
specific cases. 

1.1 Introduction 
 
Not much is known from literature about the dynamics of commercial and 
industrial organisations in the long-run, or what happens to firms over time 
(Audretsch et al., 1998). Mostly, the survival of firms is studied from the viewpoint 
of growth of the firm or product (Agarwal, 1997). This research, however, adopts a 
spatial perspective on the firm’s life cycle in lengthy periods. In most cases, the 
birth of a firm takes place in an urban environment, whereas the growth of firms 
often takes place in a suburban environment. However, the question remains, what 
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happens to the older firm? The study of the spatial context in the later phases of the 
firm's life cycle can reveal a better perception of the development of the life cycle 
of firms as a whole, as considered in a spatial-economic context. None of the 
existing theories expands upon the fact that very old firms (in years) considerably 
outlast the effective industrious working period of the successful entrepreneur.  
Accepting this, the characteristics of the firm itself, and the characteristics of the 
firm's business and spatial environment grow in relevance. 
The geographical location of firms has mostly been studied in the light of the 
location of new firms and the relocation of existing firms (Pellenbarg et al., 2002). 
This study focuses on the location of old firms: Dutch firms founded before 1851 
that still exist today. Collins and Walker (1975) argue that the success of individual 
firms is a function of both the way they behave and the economic environment in 
which they exist. Thus, a firm might choose a location more - or - less by chance 
but economic conditions could then favour it and the environment accept the firm 
(see Jovanovic, 1982). In this light the question arises whether the location 
behaviour of old firms differs from that of younger firms? Is the age of the firm an 
important determinant, or is location behaviour influenced more by other factors 
such as size, market or product?  
In traditional economic development theories, as used to explain industrialisation 
processes over the last few centuries, economies tend to be modelled in terms of a 
dual system, with a stagnating agricultural sector in rural areas and a modern 
industrial sector in urban areas. These theories usually assume that the function of 
the urban industries and the construction of infrastructure in economic 
development is an inmigration of firms from the rural areas to the urban areas 
(Terluin, 2001). So, in the study of old firms from a geographical perspective, not 
only place and distance matter, but also history. Time and history are at the centre 
of any process analysis. However, in this context, it is important to underline that 
time is not just ‘out there’ as a neutral succession of chronological facts for all 
subjects, but is also ‘in there’, within the studied objects, here old firms (Pettigrew, 
1997). According to Pettigrew (2000) “History matters, but history is not just events 
and chronology: it is carried forward in the human conscience and communicated from 
generation to generation. The past is alive in the present and may be shaping the emerging 
future” (pp.700, emphasis added). History determines firm behaviour in a path-
dependent way (Arthur, 1989 and Antonelli, 1997). 

1.2  The research field 
 
Within the field of economic geography, in the last twenty-five years, a new 
approach has been developed for explaining regional differences in economic 
development within countries. This approach uses the distinct mutation-
components in the population of firms, such as birth, death and migration. In an 
analogy with the methods of demography, this approach is called the demography 
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of firms. Internationally, this approach starts with the work of Birch in 1979, and in 
the Netherlands with a more spatial context with the work of Wever (1984), 
Ayodeji et al. (1982) and Bos (1982). The studies with a strong emphasis on the 
migration of firms, as undertaken at the department of Spatial Sciences of the 
University of Groningen are also an import body of work in this field (among 
others: Pellenbarg, 1985; Kemper, 1992; Kemper and Pellenbarg, 1988,1991,1993, 
1995, 1997; and Sloterdijk and Van Steen, 1994). Furthermore, this research 
approach has been given increasing attention at the annual conferences of the 
European Regional Science Association (see among others, Neunonen et al., 1994; 
Van Wissen, 1994; special issue Annals of Regional Science, 2004 vol. 38 issue 2). 
The context of this particular type of research can be found in the interdisciplinary 
research approach within the fields of geography, economics and business 
administration, in the theoretical perspective of the field of organisational ecology 
and evolutionary economics. This research project is unusual, in the sense that, 
from all fields, only very limited attention has been given to the specific subject: 
the old firms in the Netherlands. 
Survival is of course an important issue in any demographic analysis, but usually 
firm demographic studies focus on the survival of young firms (Schutjes and 
Wever, 2000; Stam, 2003). Young firms are, in many cases, the subject of research 
because of their impact on future growth of the economy of a city or a region. 
Likewise, the attention of spatial policy in the Netherlands is on new, young and 
growing firms. These categories are – rightfully – expected to have major 
influences on economic growth. Thus it is important to take into account future 
space claims of these firms. Given these considerations, does a high proportion of 
old firms indicate the opposite: stagnation and a future deterioration of the regional 
economy? Agarwal and Gort (1996) find that the survival chances of firms increase 
with age but, at the same time, decrease with the age of the sector or industry. It 
might thus be important to focus on old firms and old industries at the same time 
since these firms have been part of the Dutch economy for the last 150 years, and 
this category of firms might be unjustly underestimated in its contribution to 
economic development. The development history of these old firms and their home 
regions within a given time frame may hold interesting lessons for other firms and 
the government concerning the relationships between economic development, 
location and the survival of firms. An additional point of interest is the fact that old 
firms tend to be located on ‘isolated’ locations rather than on ‘collective firm sites’. 
Related to the age of the firm, these isolated locations are frequently located in the 
central parts of cities and towns, which can create spatial planning problems.  
This thesis first defines the category of old firms: the basic element of the research. 
Within the field of demography of firms, one can identify specific groups of firms, 
such as start-ups, spin-offs, movers, growers and, as in this case; old firms. This 
latter group has not been studied much, especially not in a specific spatial context. 
However, it is important to note that the interest in old firms in this research project 
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is of an integrative nature, that is to say, as a contribution to the explanation of the 
structure and development of the total firm population. The characteristics of old 
firms are only of interest when compared to and related with other groups within 
the total firm population. Are old firms located at different types of sites than other 
firms? Did they relocate more - or - less often than younger firms? Are there any 
indications that any of these characteristics have any influence on the long-term 
survival of old firms? Furthermore, the integrative approach is also expressed in 
the magnitude of the population of old firms as a share of the total population 
through the use of age pyramids. Further, do these age pyramids differ among 
regions? The birth rate of firms is found to differ significantly between regions and 
the death rate only slightly (Kemper, 1992). However, do the categories of young 
and old firms differ between regions? Do they differ from location type to location 
type (e.g. inner city, residential neighbourhood or industrial site)? Are there any 
relationships between other characteristics and age, such as size, growth or sector, 
are there characteristics of firms that indicate long-term ‘survival’? Are there other 
influences such as from product or process innovation, or the effect of technology, 
on survival? Dutton and Dukerich (1991) find that the consistency of corporate 
identity and image can explain adaptation of firm behaviour, suggesting that the 
organisational context is also of influence. Does this also apply to old firms? Is the 
survival of old firms perhaps path dependent, and are there historical contingencies 
to be taken into consideration? 
Last, but not least, a question that is very important is what is the definition of an 
‘old firm’? What is old? Is it possible to define a firm as a whole on the basis of 
age in years, or should this be done in relation to the age of the different attributes 
of the firm, such as its product, personnel, organisation or location? Mostly this is 
achieved by, thinking in cycles related to product development. The product life 
cycle, in a spatial context as defined by Vernon (1966), is used to describe in the 
development of multinational and multi-establishment corporations, at the 
international scale. Later, the product life cycle was also used at lower spatial 
scales by Thompson (1968), Atzema et al. (1986) and others. However, such 
approaches were criticised on the basis that some firms are working, at the same 
time, in multiple phases of the cycle, some firms stay in the same phase 
permanently, and other firms follow anticyclical movements (Van Geenhuizen, 
1993). Dosi et al. (1997) also claim that life cycles seem to be much more 
particular patterns of evolution for specific uses of technology in groups of firms or 
products, influenced by sectoral differences, rather than these being one specific 
model of ‘life cycle’ that can be applied to all firms. Furthermore, the firm itself 
can also be described in a cycle, alongside its product. This cycle can be directly 
opposite the first one (Porter, 1983; Taylor, 1986; Van Geenhuizen, 1993). Theory 
is very ambiguous about the relationship between the firm’s life cycle on the one 
hand, and the product life cycle on the other. An additional problem in finding a 
satisfactory explanation of long-term spatial survival patterns is that, in the case of 

14 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

very old firms, the firm’s life cycle – if such a thing exists – overlaps with two 
cycles of a totally different kind, namely the product life cycle and the personal life 
cycles of entrepreneurs (Van Geenhuizen, 1995). Nevertheless, the spatial pattern 
of long-term survivors is interesting and offers a source for hypotheses to be tested. 
Thus far, this specific group of old firms has been largely overlooked in previous 
research; hiatuses have been generated in both theory and empirical research. As 
De Geus (1997) rightfully argues, most multinational companies do not survive 
more than about 40 years, but then again he observes that there are a few firms that 
have already lived a very long time and this brings up the idea that “the average 
lifespan of firms should be two or three centuries” (pp.16). In particular, studies 
concerning the spatial aspects of the older part of the firm population as a whole 
are absent. The lack of available data is an important reason for this. Especially for 
very old firms, a lack of relevant data sets prohibits the monitoring of the 
development of regional age cohorts and thus hampers a true answer to the 
question as to which regions offers the best conditions for long-term firm survival. 
Some of the more exceptional geographical studies that have focused on old firms 
adopted a case study approach and can be seen as ‘spatial firm histories’. Van 
Geenhuizen (1993) and Vaessen (1993) used this approach for companies in the 
Netherlands. The specific investigation underpinning this thesis tries to fill in some 
of these gaps and to broaden the insight into the long-term survivors in the 
Netherlands. It addresses the economic impact that these firms have had and still 
have, and how these can be studied from an organization ecological viewpoint, as 
well as the use of more ‘traditional’ location theories (Hayter, 1997). From this 
first focus, on the impetus behind the study and its positioning within scientific 
disciplines, an academic context is provided from which the objectives outlined in 
the following sections can more easily be understood. 

1.3 Research goal and questions 
 
The various aspects mentioned in the description of the research field lead to the 
central aim of this research, which is to study the regional differences in the age-
composition of the population of firms in the Netherlands, with special attention to 
the occurrence of older firms. Furthermore, the aim is to investigate the 
relationship between the existence of old firms and the spatial conditions in which 
these firms operate, and to gain more insight into the spatial aspects of the long-
term existence of firms in terms of their specific characteristics.   
With the study of these relationships the following distinct research objectives 
emerge and will be investigated in this project: 

1) What is an old firm? How can a firm be defined in the long-term, and what 
is ‘old’ in the context of the firm? 

2) What proportion do old firms (age in years) have in the total firm 
population, and what are the differences in shares between regions and 
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sectors? Can these differences be explained from the economic history of 
the Netherlands? 

3) How is the population of old firms distributed over the Netherlands? Are 
old firms notably concentrated in specific areas or regions that are lagging 
in terms of economic development? Are there indications of a relationship, 
or are these differences based on distinct historical developments? 

4) What are the characteristics of old firms, in terms of size, location type, 
relocation behaviour, products, sector etc.? Do old firms differ from 
younger firms in these characteristics? Is there a causal relationship 
between old age and other firm characteristics, in particular concerning the 
spatial elements? Is the development of old firms path dependent? 

5) How do old firms ‘perceive’ their corporate identity and corporate image 
and does sense-of-place play a role in these? Do old firms show 
embeddedness in their local environment? 

6) What conclusions can be drawn from the gathered data and uncovered 
relationships concerning firm, age and location in the spatial-economic 
context? 

The study does not pretend to answer these questions fully and definitively, but it 
will attempt to contribute to the understanding of regional economic differences. In 
order to achieve this aim the focus will be on the above objectives, understood 
from the results of empirical research among old firms. A systematic overview of 
the facts, and critical analysis of the data, will achieve this objective.  

1.4  Research layout  
 
In any research project, the only aspects that can be observed are those that the 
used research tools allow the researcher to capture (Waluszewski and Håkansson, 
2002) Nevertheless, it is important to realize that the actors studied are not 
‘isolated’. That is, the relationships of an actor to other agents in its environment 
are important determinants of the actor’s behaviour. A difference between viewing 
the surroundings of a certain object as a uniform environment, or as a context, is 
the fact that a context does not exist independently of the object and cannot be 
separated from it (Snehota, 1990). The concept of context has often been used to 
describe and analyse the surroundings of an organization (Pettigrew et al., 2001). 
Pettigrew (1997) argues that context is not just a stimulating environment, but is 
what he calls a nested arrangement of structures and processes where the subjective 
interpretation of actors’ perceptions, learning and remembering help to shape 
processes.  
In the research of old firms, the element of context is part of the integrated nature 
of the research and can be found throughout the chapters that follow. Especially 
Chapters 2 (definitions and context) and 3 (historical development) focus on this. 
The context is divided into the outer and the inner contexts. The outer context 
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includes the physical, economic, social, political and sector environment in which a 
firm is located. The inner context is defined as the features of the structural, 
historical, cultural and political environment within the firm, through which ideals 
and actions are taken (Pettigrew et al., 2001). This view is most clearly adopted in 
Chapter 4 (theoretical considerations) and the more empirical Chapters 5 (initial 
data exploration) 6 (written questionnaires), and 7 (corporate identity and image). 
The path chosen in this research is outlined in Figure 1.1 below. The outline of the 
research follows the questions posed in Section 1.3. Every chapter ends with a look 
forward to the following chapters. Given the layout of this dissertation, it is not 
appropriate to read the separate chapters in isolation. 
 
Figure 1.1: Research layout and reading guide 
 

1: Introduction

3: Historical development

4: Theoretical considerations and hypotheses

2: Definitions and context

5: First data 
exploration 

6: Written 
questionnaires and 

confrontation

7: Corporate
Identity,

Image and 
Sense of place

8: Conclusions and final remarks

 

1.5 Research methods 
 
This study is, in most parts, of an exploratory nature considering theory, 
methodology, data, and findings. Orton (1997) rightly argues however that most 
researchers do include both inductive and deductive analyses in explorative 
research as well. Furthermore, Orton argues that researchers are most free to study 
a complex phenomenon when they use relatively few a priori design constraints 
and can freely “cycle back and forth between theory and data” (pp.419). In his 
argument, research designs seem to work in the well-mapped and more linear 
world of deductive research but not so much in more exlorative studies. In a study 
such as this, in which neither theory nor data is fixed, research improvisation works 
better than strict research design. Or as Dawson (1997) phrases this, it’s trial and 
error and “getting your hands dirty” (pp.389) on the job. 
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The first part of this research is mainly explorative in nature: party descriptive and 
partly explanatory. This is to uncover the underlying structure, relationships and 
patterns (Segers, 1999). However, after some theoretical consideration, this 
research will move to inductive analysis to test a number of posed hypotheses by 
means of a historical inductive approach (Van Geenhuizen, 1993). 
The research is divided into three main parts.  

1) Inventory and identification: which firms are old and why are they old? 
What is old in a firm context? Is age in years the right way to define ‘old 
firms’? What is the age structure of the total firm population, and how do 
old firms fit into these categories? What is the spatial distribution of these 
old firms in the Netherlands and how can this be explained from historical 
developments? What data sources can be used, and how can old firms be 
identified? Data collection on old firms using telephone interviews will 
give insights in the characteristics of the old firms. Chapters 2 through 5 
will elaborate on these issues. Chapter 2 will discuss the definitions and 
context of the research; Chapter 3 will explore the historical development 
of the Netherlands, and whether or not the actual spread of old firms can be 
explained by this. Chapter 4 will elaborate on the theoretical background of 
this thesis and, in Chapter 5, the first data exploration and initial results 
from a telephone survey are presented. 

2) Confrontation: what are the differences in firm characteristics between old 
firms and younger firms? How are these differences reflected in the spatial 
elements, and are there also regional differences? The focus in this part of 
the investigation is on the confrontation between old and younger firms, on 
the basis of written questionnaires addressed to old firms and also to 
younger firms. The results are also confronted with findings from previous 
research and secondary data. The results are tested by means of several 
analyses. These results are used to test the hypotheses posed at the end of 
Chapter 4, and mainly described in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 

3) Consideration: by means of written questionnaires, the findings from the 
aggregate level are explored on a more qualitative level by means of spatial 
firm histories and more attention is given to the sense-of-place and 
tradition: the so-called additional age characteristics. Also attention is 
given in this phase to the external representation of these firms and their 
products. This is achieved in two ways, firstly by confronting corporate 
identity and corporate image with results from the telephone survey and, 
secondly, by a content analysis of websites. This issue will be introduced 
in Chapters 5 and 6, and elaborated in Chapter 7. 

The underlying research has been conducted based on step-by-step ‘improvisation’, 
where the results from previous steps become the basis for the following steps. The 
methods chosen reflect a ‘mixed mode’ approach in which a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative tools is used (compare Segers, 1999). This thesis will 
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not describe an a priori chosen research design (compare Dawson, 1997), but rather 
discuss the methods selected within the specific parts of the undertaken research. 
The different chapters will, because of this approach, as necessary contain a part on 
the specific methods applied there, as can be seen in Figure 1.2. In the final chapter 
of this thesis the conclusions will be given as well as a discussion of the methods 
applied and the findings gathered, which will also result in suggestions for future 
research. 
 
Figure 1.2: Methods applied within this research 
 

1: introduction

5: first data exploration: telephone survey, 
descriptives, secundary data, spatial firm histories

2: definitions & context: data collection

4: theoretical considerations

3: historical development: historical data 
scources, χ2-tests, age pyramids

7: corporate identity: content analysis

6: confrontation: written questionniares, 
descriptives, correlations, logit model 

Methods used in each chapter

8: conclusions
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2 OLD FIRMS: A PRACTICAL DEFINITION AND A 
CURRENT STATE OF AFFAIRS 

 
In a research project focussing on old firms, one cannot avoid touching on the 
ongoing debate on defining firms. But, besides this, the question, as to what is ‘old’ 
in the context of the firm is also very important. In the previous chapter, this 
problem was briefly introduced. Chapter 2 will begin with the existing discourse on 
defining firms and pays particular attention to the age of firms. Research in the 
field of firm demography is primarily interested in counting and describing firms, 
in order to broaden the knowledge of the regional-economic dynamics of firms. 
Counting the number of start-ups, closures, relocations, and here survivors, is the 
basis of the analyses concerning these topics. A good clear definition of the object 
of study is therefore of paramount importance. Unfortunately, firms tend to be hard 
to define. This is not an exclusive problem for firm demography. On the contrary. 
the firm has been the object of study in a broad range of research fields. Among 
others, economists, psychologists, sociologists, and geographers have an interest in 
this cornerstone actor of the economy. However, this multidisciplinary discourse 
has not led to a widely supported and useable definition of “the firm”. Several 
views will be discussed, ending in a practical definition for use in this particular 
investigation, with special attention given to the justification of the decisions made. 
To date, the specific group of “old firms” has been largely ignored in previous 
research for several reasons; the most important being a lack of sufficient data. 
Following the definition, this chapter will describe the search for applicable data 
for old firms and will end with an attempt to identify the population of old firms in 
the Netherlands.  

2.1  Introduction 
 
Penrose (1959, pp.10) suggests, “each analyst is free to choose any characteristics of 
firms that he is interested in, to define firms in terms of those characteristics, and to proceed 
thereafter to call the construction so defined a ‘firm’.” It is certainly true that various 
research fields are interested in firms in different ways. For example, in the study 
of geographical clusters, firms are usually defined in relation to networks of 
participation; whereas sociological studies see firms as platforms for interpersonal 
contacts, learning and adaptation. The definition of the firm used in the two 
approaches differs greatly. Penrose’s approach seems very appealing, however, at 
the same time, it is unnecessarily lenient. In theory, some components can be 
distinguished that all firms share; regardless of the scientific angle one wants to 
take. This assumption comes from the common-sense interpretations of the firm, 
which are not an issue for debate at all. For ordinary people, the construction of the 
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firm is perfectly clear and needs no further explanation. Nevertheless, the 
theoretical debate on firms will be discussed in Section 2.2.1 
Following the geographical roots of firm demography, attention has to be paid to 
the distinction between firms and establishments. In geography, establishments are 
usually regarded as the relevant actors. From a more economic point of view, firms 
are more relevant being the creator of employment and technical developments. 
However, in practice, most firms have only one establishment, so for many firms 
the definition of firm and establishment is one and the same (Kloek, 2002). This 
distinction is most clear within the definitions of statistical agents, as will be in 
discussed Section 2.2.2 
Verheul et al. (2001) find very little consensus in the field of entrepreneurship. One 
of the problems Verheul et al. look at is the definition of the firm. In economics, 
the relationship between the local conditions and the success of a firm has not been 
investigated in much detail. It has been in economic geography, however, here 
success of a firm is not only assessed in terms of profit, but also in terms of firm 
size (measured in number of employees) or the length of the firm's existence (Van 
Wissen, 2002). Is getting very old a sign of success for a firm? It may be that a firm 
itself is old, but that it has been rejuvenated from the inside. The question remains 
as to what is old in the context of the firm. The biological metaphor is not so 
applicable here: according to Carroll (1988) there is no specific reason why firms 
cannot live forever. Firms have numerous roles in society and this is reflected in 
both research and policy, as Penrose (1959) has made clear. Firms are sometimes 
seen (and measured) as economic actors, but for other purposes firms are 
transformed into taxpayers or employment generators. In this chapter attention will 
be given to age as a specific characteristic of firms, from the firm-demographic 
context, in Section 2.3.  
In Section 2.4 the search for data and the realisation of a dataset to be used in this 
particular research are described. Section 2.5 elaborates on the outcomes of the 
dataset, and describes how the population of old firms is distributed over the 
Netherlands. Furthermore, in this section, the outcomes are compared with the total 
firm population and attention is given to the sectoral distribution of the old firms. 

2.2 The firm defined; theoretically and statistically  
 
In general, the set of existing definitions of the firm, can be split into two groups. 
In the first group, firms are defined by their interactions with the environment 
(market) and, in the second group, the firm itself is seen as the unit of analysis and 
this creates a necessity for distinct boundaries (Brouwer and Koster, 2002). The 
first group of definitions arises from the neo-classical and behavioural view point 
(Pred, 1969) and the second group of definitions arose at the end of the 1960s. In 
1965, Stichcombe published an article about entries and exits of organisations and 
the influence of this on the social environment. This was followed by research by 
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Hannan and Freeman who redeveloped this vision towards the macrolevel, and 
called this organisational ecology (both quoted in Van Wissen, 2002). Hannan and 
Freeman (1989) introduced new theoretical insights from organisational ecology 
with a focus on boundaries between organisation (firm) and market. From their 
theory of organisational ecologyi, which is the foundation of the demography of 
firms, emerged the necessity for viewing the firm as a unit of analysis. Here, the 
firm itself is seen as a measurable unit, and this does cause some practical analysis 
problems. One needs a clear definition of the firm in order to measure it. This 
requires making distinct boundaries between the firm and the market, and stepping 
back from the view that the firm can only been identified by its actions, especially 
by its interaction with its environment (Maskell, 2001). 

2.2.1 Theoretical considerations 
 
First, the neo-classical, behavioural, institutional, and evolutionary views of the 
firm will be discussed in brief, followed by the firm in the firm-demographic 
context. This approach is chosen because, over the course of time, new names and 
new views of the firm have emerged, but all of these look back to either the neo-
classical approach or the behavioural approach to the firm. The section ends with a 
theoretical definition of the firm as used in this research. 

Neo-classical approach 
In the neo-classical view, the firm is defined by its production function. A fixed 
amount of input leads, by a set of rules, to a fixed amount of output. The price of 
the output is determined by the interaction between supply and demand and is 
known to everybody. What happens inside the firm is unimportant; the firm is seen 
as a black box. The production-function as such defines the firm (Taylor and 
Asheim, 2001). Coase (1937) refined the neo-classical view of the firm by 
presenting an alternative. Coase assumed that, for every commodity in the 
economy, the supply side and the demand side would engage in a contract. The 
commodity will then be delivered at a fixed price. Negotiation over the price 
results in (transaction) costs. Coase claims that certain transactions are less 
expensive inside the firm than in the market. This causes the price-differences 
between firms and explains the existence of competition between firms.  
Cohen (1979) summarises the neo-classical definitions of the firm discussed above 
as follows. The neo-classical 'firm' has two essential characteristics: 1) the firm has 
some sort of productive activity, and 2) the firm is involved in some sort of 
contractual arrangement. Hart (1989) adds to this that the neo-classical firm is a 
legal entity with a production set (a set of feasible production plans) from which a 
manager, acting rationally with full information, chooses the set most likely to 
maximise profits or the present value of the firm. Also in a neo-classical economic 
geographical view, the firm is treated as a black box which responds to its 
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environment in a completely rational way. Again, the firm is defined by its 
production function (Taylor and Asheim, 2001). 

Behavioural approach 
In the neo-classical approach it is assumed that the actors, i.e. the firms, have 
complete knowledge and full access to all information. In 1955, Simon introduced 
the notion of 'bounded rationality' which means that even if actors (e.g. 
entrepreneurs, managers) have full and complete information, which by itself is 
almost impossible, the actors would never be able to process all this information. 
According to Simon (1955), actors (firms, people) make decisions based on the use 
of incomplete information in a subjective manner. This approach signalled the start 
of behaviouralism, which puts the uniqueness of the actor at the centre. Casson 
(1997) defines the firm, in this tradition, as a structure designed to harmonise the 
decision-making efforts of a group of people who are focussed on a single set of 
related issues. Here, the actors inside the firm determine the 'behaviour' of the firm 
in the market. The actors have incomplete information and act accordingly. This 
causes sub-optimal decisions by the firm in the market (Pred, 1969). Preceding 
Pred's insights, Cyert and March (1963) gave the following definition: a firm is a 
site of decision-making involving conflict, uncertainty, problem-stimulating search, 
learning, and adaptation over time. Cyert and March argue that as long as the 
environment of the firm is unstable, firm behaviour must be a process of short-term 
adaptive reactions by the actors.  
This short introduction to both the neo-classical and the behavioural views of the 
firm demonstrates that, in these traditions, the firm is identified by its interaction 
with its environment. In the neo-classical theory the firm itself is seen as a black 
box, with all the involved actors acting completely rationally and with perfect 
knowledge. In doing so, the neo-classical theory completely defines the firm by its 
production function. The behavioural view of the firm introduces the notion of 
bounded rationality as a counterpoint to perfect knowledge, and addresses issues of 
information flows and 'knowledge' in the shaping of enterprise-environment 
interactions (Taylor and Asheim, 2001). 

Institutional approach 
Institutional theory makes a distinction between the technical and institutional 
environments of organizations and firms. On one side, is the technical environment 
in which the firm produces a product or service that is exchanged in a market such 
that they are rewarded for effective and efficient performance. On the other hand, 
the institutional environment is characterised by the elaboration of rules and 
requirements to which individual firms must conform in order to receive legitimacy 
and support (Oinas, 1995). Orrừ et al. (1992) define institutionalism as “a theoretical 
perspective that focuses on organisational conformity with social rules and rituals rather 
than with the technically efficient processing of inputs and outputs. It is a perspective 
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concerned more with legitimacy than efficiency” (pp.361). Or, as Scott (1992) 
describes it, institutionalists recognize “the rules and belief systems as well as the 
relational networks that arise in the broader societal context” (pp.14). 
In the institutional approach, the assumption is that economic activity is socially 
and institutionally situated: it is shaped by society’s cultural institutions and value 
systems rather than by firm behaviour (Thrift and Olds, 1996; see also the 
‘geography of enterprises’ by Krumme, 1969 and the ‘industrial district literature’ 
by Pike et al., 1990; Brusco and Paba, 1997; Becattini, 1990 and 2002, and Amin, 
2000). Economic activities are ‘embedded’ in ongoing social institutions or 
networks (Granovetter, 1985 and 1993; Storper and Salais, 1997). A firm’s location 
behaviour is the result of its investment strategies. It is the outcome of a firm’s 
negotiations with suppliers, government, labour unions and other institutions about 
prices, wages, taxes, subsidies, infrastructure, and other key factors in the 
production process of the firm. The institutional theory is more appropriate for 
large firms that have more significant negotiating power and are able to exert a 
substantial influence upon the environment (Pellenbarg et al, 2002). In the 
institutional theory, ‘external’ or ‘institutional’ factors (e.g. spatial adjustments 
such as expansion, merger, acquisition and take-over, but also trust, reciprocity, co-
operation and convention) play a key role at all levels in the economy: from the 
structure and functions of the firm, through the operation of markets, to the form of 
state intervention (see, among others, Hayter, 1996 and Martin, 2000).  

Evolutionary Approach 
In the evolutionary perspective, in a population of firms in which all firms have 
identical behaviour, competition cannot be generated and, without competition 
there can be no selection. An evolutionary view of the firm provides an explanation 
for the inherent variety of firms and their actions (Peneder, 2001). Penrose already 
observed this in 1959 with the following words: “exactly the same resource when used 
for different purposes or in different ways and in combination with different types or 
amounts of other resources provides a different set of services … it is largely in this 
distinction that we find the source of uniqueness of each individual firm” (pp.25). The 
evolutionary view of the firm embraces bounded rationality, routines, sub-
optimality by path-dependency, irreversibility and disequilibria (Boschma et al., 
2002). 
An evolutionary approach to economics is grounded on an explicit dynamic 
account of the interaction between mechanisms of variation and mechanisms of 
selection. Nelson and Winter (1982) underline two dimensions of the routines. On 
one hand, the firms’ remember by doing - the cognitive dimension that considers 
that routines encompass the firm’s knowledge basis and constitute the firm’s 
memory. On the other hand, are the attempts by a firm to change its routines that 
can result in a conflict that is destructive to the firm, the so-called motivational 
dimension associated with the control of intraorganizational conflict, where the 

  25 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

routines are ‘truces’ amongst conflicts (pp. 99 and 143). In this perspective, 
routines can be seen as a way to remember by doing and knowing how to do 
things. The behaviour of firms can be explained by the routines they employ. 
Knowledge of the routines is at the heart of understanding firm behaviour. 
Modelling the firm means modelling the routines and how they change over time 
(Nelson and Winter, 1982). These specific competencies of the firm determine, to a 
large extent, future success (Boschma et al., 2002). 
Cohendet and Llerena (2002) define a firm in this context as follows: “at each 
moment in time, a firm can be characterized by a set of productive knowledge which has 
been developed through a learning process and is implemented through the set of currently 
applied routines. Processes of selection and variation within the firms have the function to 
create, maintain, replicate, and modify a body of distributed knowledge, which 
characterizes the firm, through a set of competences that the firm encompasses” (pp.12). 
Cohendet and Llerena argue that this is precisely why firms differ: they rely on 
different routines and specific competences. 
In both the institutional and the evolutionary approaches the firm is again defined 
by its interactions with its environment. However, in the evolutionary context, the 
selection of the firm by the environment depends heavily on the routines the firm 
develops internally. Firms with routines that best fit the environment will survive 
and others do not. 

Demography of firms 
Now that in the field of economic geography the demography of firms is also 
included, there is need for identifiable, measurable and 'countable' firms. There is a 
need for comprehensible boundaries between firms, and between firm and market. 
In other words, a clear concept of what constitutes a firm and how it can be 
recognised even under changing circumstances, is required.  
Hannan and Freeman (1989) and Chandler (1992) support this focus on boundaries. 
According to Chandler, the firm is a unit of analysis in with the special nature of 
the facilities and skills are more significant than bounded rationality and 
opportunism in the shaping of the decisions as to internalising transactions and, 
therefore, in determining the boundaries between firm and market. In the book  
'The demography of corporations and industries' by Carroll and Hannan (2000) 
again the lack of a clear measurable definition of the firm causes problems between 
the theoretical constructions they develop and the practical implications in this 
field of research. The main problem here is the lack of consensus between the 
measured data provided by government institutions and the specific data 
requirements of the theory. Also Maskell (2001) advocates the need for a clear 
definition of the firm in economic geography. His argument is as follows: 
"Economic geography is characterised by the lack of a clear conception and understanding 
of … the factor conditioning its (the firm) size and boundaries, and the exogenous 
mechanisms that influence its mode and external interaction" (pp.340). In other words, 
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Maskell is a supporter of a clear definition of the firm, how it behaves and 
performs the way it does, what roles it performs in the economy and why it exists. 
Although he advocates for a distinct definition of the firm, he does not ask any 
questions about operationalising the concept of the firm as a unit of analysis. 
Maskell provides a good start for a clear definition, but does not give any handles 
for creating countable units of firms. Boundaries are of prime interest since they 
form the basis for counting firms. In firm demography, economic productivity 
should be included in the definition because the emphasis in this field lies on the 
economic development of regions and the role of firms in this (Van Wissen, 2002). 
Counting firms is not an end in itself.  
It is not easy to establish a link between theoretical thoughts on the firm and the 
more practically orientated lines of reasoning, aimed at counting firms. This is 
mainly due to a fundamental difference in point of departure. Most theoretical 
contributions about the firm are specifically interested in the effects that firms have 
on the environment and vice versa. Firms are defined as open entities in this type of 
research. Within the fields of organisational ecology and firm demography, as well 
as in statistical approaches, firms are supposed to have clear-cut borders. This calls 
for a definition that regards the firm as a closed entity. Both views have their own 
merits, but seem to contradict each other.  

Boundaries and ownership 
Boundaries between firms and the market become important when one wants to 
count firms (Cohen, 1979). It is essential to know where one firm ends, and the 
next one begins. For most organisations, borders are quite easy to distinguish as the 
production, management, and owner are all located in the same place, within the 
same establishment. Without much difficulty a small firm can be considered as one 
measurable unit. Difficulties arise when larger (clustered) firms are studied. Such 
firms engage in multiple activities, either horizontally or vertically integrated, and 
at more than one location (Colledge, 1995) and the ‘boundaries’ between firms 
thus become much more fuzzy. For example, some business ventures of companies 
can be independent to a large extent, but lack the right to disband. Whether such a 
venture can be seen as an independent and countable firm is open to discussion. 
Eurostat (2002, pp.12.8) uses a definition for the firm which recognises these 
autonomy problems: “[A firm is an] organisation unit producing goods or services which 
benefits from a certain degree of autonomy in decision-making, especially for the allocation 
of its current resources.” Following this definition, a business venture, located outside 
the power of control of the mother organisation except for the right of 
disbandment, is a firm in its own right.  
Studying ownership relationships can be a very useful way of creating boundaries 
between firms when looking from a legal context. Firms, because they are 
economic entities, necessarily entail a legal definition by which one can sort out 
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claims to cash flows and ownership (Kogut and Zander, 1996). Minkler (1988, 
pp.5) discerns three kinds of ownership: 

USUS  – the right of use of an asset   
FRUCTUS  – the right to benefit from an asset 
ABUSUS  – the right to dispose of an asset 

 
Translated to firms, full ownership includes all three rights. Business ventures as 
described above lack the right of ABUSUS. The same holds true for franchise 
establishments, to which Minkler applied the framework. The mother company and 
the franchisee are engaged in a ‘usufruct’. Units that are based on a usufruct 
relationship can be regarded a firm while they independently engage in economic 
action in the relevant markets. Firms are seen as economically independent when 
two out of the three ownership rights apply to the business unit. This is in line with 
the definition used by the Dutch Bureau of Statistics (CBS, 2000, pp.22): “A 
business unit is the actual actor in the production process. It is characterized by autonomy, 
descriptability, and external orientation”. This definition also puts to one side so-called 
empty firms such as holdings, for these do not engage in economic action. From 
this section, it can be seen that in the field of demography of firms, two notions are 
important when defining firms. First, a firm needs to be economically active, since 
without this productivity the firm has no environmental and market impact. 
Second, a firm needs to be in control of its own actions, and for this a sense of 
power and ownership is important in defining firms.  

2.2.2 Statistical agencies 
 
Statistical agencies such as Chambers of Commerce (CoC, Dutch equivalent KvK) 
are involved in discussions about counting firms and their boundaries for a more 
practical purpose. It therefore makes sense to see how firms are handled in 
databases such as the business register and official economic accounts. Statistical 
offices provide interesting literature on how to define a firm from a practical point 
of view. This, however, does not mean that a clear-cut definition exists in this area. 
Several agencies come up with different answers to the key question: what is a 
firm? Or from the statistical viewpoint, which business units should be counted as a 
firm? 
An important usage of firm statistics is in the monitoring of legislation effects and, 
because of this, the development of statistical measurements usually follows 
policy. In firm statistics, development is preceded by a demand expressed in the 
policy applied to firms and the scientific current of organisational ecology. The 
Dutch Statistical Office (CBS), for example, started to publish data on firm 
formation and disbandment from 1993 onwards in the General Business Register 
(ABR). The time gap between the demand for and the supply of relevant data 
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partly explains the difficulties encountered by pioneer ecologists in obtaining data 
on firm demography (Hannan and Freeman, 1989) as discussed earlier. 
Firms have numerous roles in society, and this is reflected in databases and in the 
definitions used. CBS (2000) for example considers the firm as both an economic 
unit, and an administrative or legal one. Colledge (1995) even distinguishes further 
operating levels of the firm: legal, administrative, statistical and organisational 
units. Before setting up a database, the unit of investigation has to be established. 
This decision has repercussions for studies that later use the data. Rosa (1998), for 
example, based his research on a database designed for limited companies. As a 
result, companies with other legal constitutions were not included. This is an 
example of how researchers are commonly bounded by the provided information. 
Therefore, it is important to determine the goals of the available databases before 
using any of them in research. Business life consists of firms, branch offices, 
holdings, shops and factories. In a statistical overview all need to be included but 
not double counted. In most cases it is quite clear, for example, a self-employed 
owner of one shop is automatically counted only once. However, how would one 
code a large enterprise with several establishments and multiple activities? The 
CBS uses three separate levels to describe business life; the financial level (the 
enterprise), the production level (firm unit) and the local level (the establishment). 
In most cases these levels coincide. The firm is the unit that independently decides 
on the daily activities and production. A firm should be externally orientated, that 
is it delivers services and goods to third parties. When a unit is part of a larger 
enterprise, it should not solely deliver its services within the larger enterprise. 
Every firm has at least one location from where it coordinates its activities. This 
hierarchy of institutionalisation is illustrated in Figure 2.1. The figure makes clear 
that one enterprise can consist of several firms (business ventures). Firms, 
similarly, can include more than one establishment. Most enterprises, however, are 
a single firm unit and also most firm units have only one establishment (Kloek, 
2002). The number of units on each level in the Netherlands in 2001 is also shown 
in Figure 2.1.  
 
Figure 2.1: Organization of businesses by the Dutch Bureau of Statistics 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Kloek (2002) 

FIRM 
(production level)

 
702.000 

ENTERPRISE 
(financial level) 

 
665.000 

ESTABLISHMENT
(local level) 

 
779.000 

 
In the Netherlands, at present, there are three major sources of firm registration, 
which serve three different purposes. Each database is constructed in a way to 
achieve cetrain important goals, so significant differences between the three 
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different datasets can be found. The three major databases are the general business 
register (ABR) from the Dutch Bureau of Statistics (CBS) since 1993, the business 
register of the Chambers of Commerce (KvK) since 1920 and the LISA register 
(landelijk informatie systeem arbeidsorganisaties - national information system on 
labour organizations) since 1996. The business register of the KvK is intended to 
ensure legal security in trade; an obligation to register on the business register 
exists not only for firms, establishments, but also for associations, foundations and 
any other corporate bodies, which are not within the ‘normal’ definition of a firm. 
The ABR, however, is a register mainly intended to be a framework for random 
sampling. LISA was started in relation to the implementation of social security 
laws and has the prime objective of measuring employment in firms. Given this 
definition, the LISA database of establishments more closely resembles the ABR 
data rather than the KvK figures. The way an establishment is shown in the ABR is 
very similar to the LISA definition. The basic unit of analysis within the ABR is 
the firm, and if a firm is multi-locational, little about the separate establishments is 
known. Both the LISA and CBS sources are, nevertheless, in some way dependant 
upon the business register of the KvK, since both sources use the mutation balance 
of the KvK business register as their primary source in keeping their files up to 
date. However, they apply their own supplementary rules to indicate whether an 
object is a firm, an establishment or a combination of both (Van Wissen, 2003).  
According to the Dutch Statistical Bureau (2000) the identity of a firm is defined in 
the following way, the identity of a firm is included in the unique combination of 
certain factors. These may include economic activity, land, labour, capital (goods), 
entrepreneurship, goodwill, know-how or customers. How important these factors 
are in any concrete situation depends upon the firm's sector. In some cases one 
factor can be decisive, in other cases the same factor can be of little importance. As 
a general indication, the following statements can be taken as a rule of thumb: 1) In 
the industrial sector the factor ‘machinery’ will play an important role, alongside 
that part of the factor ‘labour’ that holds specific production knowledge. 2) In 
retailing, mechanics and the hotel and catering industry, the most important factor 
will be the ‘clientele’, and with this the ‘location’ as an important factor of identity; 
and, 3) in services, the factors ‘labour’ and the ‘qualifications of the owner-
entrepreneur’ of the firm will be decisive (CBS, 2000).  

2.2.3 Definition of the firm 
 
Firms need to be based around a production process and this concept should be 
included when describing it. Firms are regarded as actors in an economic process 
and in order to have any influence they need to produce something. The basis for 
this argument lies in the neo-classical theory of the firm, which defines a firm 
merely by its production function. Although since changed and elaborated upon, 
this condition still stands and is also applicable to firm demography. From the 
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behavioural framework, the second indication can be drawn which considers the 
actions of a firm. Behavioural theory states that actions are subjective or illogical. 
This is an important view for studies interested in the influence of the firm on the 
economic environment. However, this notion also has its merits in defining the 
firm in a more narrow viewpoint. Taking actions is all about power and control. It 
is therefore conceivable that the freedom in decision-making (i.e. autonomy) is a 
good indicator with which to describe firms. Finally, the level of interest is of 
importance. The economic impact of businesses is most notable at the firm level. 
At this level, decisions about employment, investments, and other economic 
activities are made. The establishment level is not insignificant, but since most 
firms are single site establishments these levels usually coincide.  
From the sections above, some possible variables for use in defining firms are easy 
to distinguish: firms all have a goal of profit or at least survival, firms are based 
around one or more production processes, and all firms have some kind of legal 
form. These concepts form the basis for a constructive view of the firm. Such an 
approach explicitly regards the firm as the unit of analysis, which is appropriate for 
this research. These aspects form the components of a definition of the firm, which 
can be used for counting firms and  provides handles for identifying business units 
as a firm. The following definition of the firm is proposed as a start for identifying 
a practical database. Combining the three thoughts that were noted before, to which 
a firm in theory needs to answer: economic activity, ownership and level of 
influence, the following definition is formulated: a firm is a trading business unit, 
based around one or more production processes, with the right to use and benefit 
from its production factors (Brouwer and Koster, 2002). 

2.3 Old in the context of the firm 
 
One of the difficulties in this particular research, is the definition of 'old' in the 
context of a firm. When is a firm old? Is it possible to simply characterise a firm on 
the basis of age in years, or can this only be done in relationship to the age of 
various attributes (name, legal status, product, number of employees, organisation 
or establishment) of the firm?  

2.3.1 Age as a measuring instrument  
 
The definition of firm's survival can be viewed in terms of the survival of the 
fittest. Firm age is a measure of the progression of time between two existential 
events: birth and death - age and ageing are therefore extremely important in firm 
demography (Van Wissen, 2002). Although firms may pass through a life cycle, 
the progression is not driven by biological decay (Penrose, 1952). Therefore, the 
meaning of age is different from that in human populations. Studies in firm 
demography focus on two possible effects of ageing on firm performance: the 
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survival probability and the growth and size effect. Firms learn from their 
behaviour over time. Mature and older firms are therefore better equipped than 
young firms, who still have to learn how to behave. To define the firm just by age 
in years can be problematic because no attention is then given to the current stage 
of development of a firm as already noted in Chapter 1. The product life cycle, the 
firm life cycle and the personal cycle of the entrepreneur are all different, but at the 
same time take place within the same entity: the firm. For this reason, these cycles 
are not the most useful tool in investigating old firms. 
In the present research, the following statement is taken as true: firms have an 
indefinite life. According to Casson (1997), "The unlimited life of the firm allows its 
contractual rights and obligations to survive the death of its owner and so permits the 
structure to be perpetuated by his heirs or its trustees. A firm may be defined as a 
specialised decision-making unit, whose function is to improve co-ordinating by structuring 
information flow, and which is normally endowed with legal privileges, including 
indefinite life" (pp.80). Carroll and Hannan (2000) who speak of the potential 
immortality of formal organisations agree with this. A firm's life will only be ended 
if the firm is involved either in a merger, joint venture or a bankruptcy or when the 
entrepreneur decides to stop the business (Van Empel and Ritsema, 1995; Penrose, 
1959). The analogy with human demography is precisely here, in terms of the 
potential immortality of an organization, not correct. Carroll and Hannan (2000) 
find this one of the main differences between social organisations and biological 
organisms, alongside the greater variety of types, the lack of clear parentage, the 
absence of genetic transmission, the partly decomposable structure of formal 
organizations, the greater heterogeneity and the ability of organizations to 
transform themselves. This potential immortality of firms, even though most 
corporations do die very quickly, is also a reason why the firm life cycle could be 
inapplicable, since the cycle in itself assumes not only a beginning but also an end 
(Penrose, 1952). For these reasons, the use of cycles in defining the age of the firm 
are best avoided, but instead the age of long-lived firms will be investigated in 
years since founding. 

2.3.2 A practical definition of old firms 
 
In Section 2.1.2, it was noted that the CBS defines firms using a concept of 
identity. The firms’ identity, according to the CBS, is formed by the unique 
combination of several, largely production, factors. These include economic 
activity, land, labour, capital (goods), entrepreneurship, goodwill, know-how, and 
customers. The importance of any of these factors depends on the branch the firm 
is working in (Kloek, 2002). According to the CBS, a firm does not change when 
any of the following occurs:  a joint venture or separation, takeover, name changes, 
legal changes, ownership changes, gradual activity change or relocation within the 
same market. The firm only has to register as a new entry if any of these changes 
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coincides with a drastic change in the activity or production process, or creates a 
new market, or when a firm has a change of structure due to a joint venture or 
takeover being registered as a new entry (Kloek, 2002). But even just to recognize 
the firm’s identity, the firm needs to be constituted using the three concepts 
described in Section 2.2.3, or follow the given definition ‘a firm is a trading 
business unit, based around one or more production processes, with the right to use 
and benefit from its production factors’ (Brouwer and Koster, 2002). When looking 
at long-lived firms from this view, these three issues need to be determined over a 
long period of time. 
Penrose (1959) describes the difficulty in determining the boundaries of a 
particular firm of any given time; it is also sometimes difficult to trace the growth 
of a firm and to determine whether a succession of legally different firms should be 
treated as events in history within a single firm. “In practice the name of a firm may 
change, its managing personnel and its owners may change, it geographical location may 
change, its legal form may change and still in the ordinary course of events we would 
consider it to be the same firm and could write the story of its ‘life’” (pp.22-23). The 
identity of the firm can be maintained through many kinds of changes, but it cannot 
survive the dispersal of its assets and personnel, nor its complete absorption in an 
entirely different administrative framework. A very successful firm may find it 
more profitable to merge with another firm, and thus lose its identity, than to 
continue independently. When an acquiring firm absorbs another other firm in its 
own administrative framework, the acquiring firm maintains its own identity. 
Alternatively, the merger may be classed as a new firm if the change in 
administrative structure of both firms is so extensive that is seems more appropriate 
to do so. In both cases firms have disappeared without failing. In one case a new 
firm is created, in the other not. Survival in this sense is something as much 
determined by the legal framework within which a firm operates as by the 
economic viability of the firm. 
Or as Cyert and March put it, back in 1963, the firm has in the theory of the firm 
hardly any resemblance with the actual business firms we see in daily life. Such 
theoretical firms are identified by the fact that they have no complex organization, 
no problems of control, no standard operating procedure, no controller, and no 
middle management. Apparently, some indicators (such as brand name and 
product) exist that define a firm beyond doubt. It remains to be seen, however, 
whether these common sense indicators can be used in scientific approaches. “The 
use of the word ‘firm’ in economics may be different from the use of the term by the plain 
man” (Robinson, 1932, pp.12). Despite the doubts about compatibility, the idea of 
regarding the firm as a set of indicators is nevertheless useful, especially in the 
field of firm demography with its focus on boundaries between firms. One can 
define a firm as a societal structure qualified by its economic aspect. This 
definition views the firm as an independent societal structure having a distinct 
character of its own. The distinctive nature of an enterprise is implicit in its 
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economic goal (Van Langevelde, 1999). Also Thompson (1989) places an 
emphasis on the difference in ‘definition’ between large corporations and small 
business firms. This concept of the business firm or company, while appropriate for 
small, owner-managed enterprises, is at considerable variance with reality when 
applied to the modern large enterprise. The firm as a comparatively small, owner-
managed, single business proprietorship with localised markets for its product is 
one thing, the firm as a large, diversified portfolio of businesses, managed by a 
team of professional managers and having thousands of employees and 
stockholders is another. 
Taking these ideas together, the immortal firm, the firm’s identity and the common 
sense approach in the present research into old firms, the investigated firms will be 
constituted by a combination of these ideas. 
It is important to determine which of the factors may change over time without 
damaging the identity of the firm, and which factors will change the identity of the 
firm if another direction is chosen. It is also possible that only a few changes at one 
time are allowed. When all the factors within a firm change at the same time, then 
even the 'general feeling' in the ordinary course of events will be that this is no 
longer the same firm. Whether the product, the name or the management is the 
most important determining factor in a firm's identity is a difficult question. The 
current problem is thus not what is a firm, but whether these 'old' firms remain the 
same firms over the entire period under investigation. That is, which changes in 
factors allow a firm's unique identity to continue, and which changes are fatal for 
the firm’s continuity?  
For this research the following definition is used: A firm stays the same firm if the 
product stays the same or is differentiated in the same product-line, and the name 
of the company has been unalteredii. Age is defined in years since founding, old are 
those firms that were founded before 1851 and still exist today. Changes in 
management and ownership are not included in this statement, because the period 
of investigation is such that changes in these factors are inevitable and are 
considered not to affect the firm's identity as such. Furthermore, other changes, 
such as location and personnel, are allowed, as long as both the name and the 
product of the 'original' firm are continued. 
The reason to choose the year 1851 is twofold. Firstly, the aim of this research is to 
investigate a total population of old firms. To meet this objective it was necessary 
to go back in time to 1851 to create a population of old firms that was small 
enough to be studied in detail (see the following section and Chapter 3). Secondly, 
following the year 1851, the industrial revolution took off in the Netherlands 
(Brugmans, 1956; Kooij, 1988). Choosing a research population founded before 
this year would ensure that all these old firms were founded before modern 
industrial businesses had takeoff. A further advantage of this is that all the firms in 
the risk population have survived the same important events in modern business 
history. 
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2.4 Search for data 
 
According to the CBS (1902), the first statistical registration of firms, or what were 
then considered to be important economic actors in the Netherlands, was made in 
1813 by D’alphonse during the French period (see, for a more elaborate 
description, Chapter 3). Other studies were made at several other historical points, 
such as in 1858 and 1874, and the four Dutch censuses of industry in 1930, 1950, 
1963 and 1978. Some of these sources contain very detailed data on the number of 
firms and the total number of employees in a sector, as well as on all kinds of  
factories, such as the historical Atlas by Everwijn (1912), Brugmans ‘Paardekracht 
en Mensenmacht’ (horse power and human control); and his ‘statistics of the Dutch 
industry in the first half of the 19th century’ (1956 and 1961). However, although 
interesting and useful, these sources do not provide names, products and founding 
years for the various firms described. 
Other sources, with perhaps more historical information, were also explored, 
however all proved fruitless. These included branch organizations through the 
VNO-NCW (the Confederation of Netherlands Industry and Employers); MKB 
Nederland (the small and medium sized businesses organization); the Internal 
Revenue Services, and their old registration books in their museum; and 
municipality registers and archives. All attempts led to the same conclusion; 
‘complete’ data on statistical business units, as are produced nowadays are very 
‘modern’ in origin. Before this, only the number of firms in a specific sector was 
registered in a certain year, if at all. Furthermore, the foundation for ‘Royal’ firms 
was contacted, since firms that have been honoured (mostly for a 100-year 
anniversary) with either the royal seal or with the phrase ‘purveyor to the court’. It 
became apperent that only a selected group of old firms have been given this award 
and, unless one excluded the majority of old firms, these sources were not of use. 
Also other avenues were tried, like for example only including limited companies, 
and by trying to explore old data on the registration of stocks and shares. The same 
conclusion was reached. Certificates of limitation, with information of founding, 
changes and disbandment are published in the Nederlandsche Staatscourant. These 
are accessible since 1891. Comparable information could be found in the 
Staatsalmanak, which gives information about limited companies since 1885. 
However, including only limited companies would mean ignoring the many small 
firms that before 1850 were even more numerous than at present. It was decided 
(using Birch’s 1979 argument) that small firms needed to be included. The same 
problems arises with the ‘naamloze vennootschappen’ (limited company) published 
in Van Nierop and Baak’s Naamloze Vennootschappen (limited company 
registration), from 1882 to 1924, but which do include additional information about 
the registered companies, such as biannual balance sheets. Furthermore, in 1888-
1890, Struve and Bekaar did a survey, in the Netherlands, in which the names and 
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products of several firms were described. However, here the founding dates were 
missing and only larger firms, with more than ten employees were included. 
It was decided, after several fruitless attempts, to abolish an cohort approach since 
in none of the older sources was the combination of name and founding year found. 
Since the name of firms has only relatively recently been used as an indicator 
(CBS, 2000), the cohort approach was rejected, simply because it was not possible 
to track down an appropriate group of firms. This was very unfortunate since it 
would be very attractive to be able to complete an entry and exit analysis of the 
cohorts and, through this, really investigate long-term survival chances. The cohort 
approach was replaced with a so-called historical inductive approach, in which the 
survivors are studied in a more spatial event-history view of firms, describing the 
values of qualitative variables concerning strategy and behaviour of a firm in a 
particular observation period (Van Geenhuizen, 1993). The events that firms live 
through and the actions firms take in reaction to these events will influence a firm's 
survival chances. In an event-history of firms, the study of the spatial history of 
firms can be a useful and complementary contribution to understanding the 
demography of firms. The spatial history of firms gives insights into the nature of 
the spatial changes in the life of the firm (Van Geenhuizen, 1995). This spatial 
history perspective can indicate the various changes in a firm, such as the transition 
to another product or relocation. This can be used to see how these spatial changes 
have influenced the status quo of the firm (Van Geenhuizen, 1993). This type of 
company history analysis is different from the usual historic analysis because of the 
spatial angle. The spatial dimension is emphasised by explicit attention on the 
localised unit, the establishment of the firm, and with this the spatial organisation 
of the firm under study (Van Geenhuizen, 1989). 
Currently, several databases exist that register firms, or companies or enterprises, 
which can be seen as statistical units of economic activity as described earlier. The 
Dutch Statistical Bureau (CBS) and the Chambers of Commerce (KvK) have 
collected data respectively since 1901 and 1920 respectively. In searching for old 
firms, I ideally needed the year of founding and the name of the firm given that, if 
the name changed drastically then the date of founding also changed (in the 
registration of the KvK). The differences between the several current databases are 
understandable since all registers serve different purposes. The ABR of the CBS 
has, in principle, a registration of all firms in the Netherlands with the following 
characteristics being recorded: name, address, activity and number of employees. 
The data in the ABR comes from several sources, such as the business register of 
the KvK and internal CBS research. Given these sources, the ABR has an 
incomplete registration of some points, such as corporate figures that have no 
obligation to register at the KvK. These are the liberal professions, firms in 
agriculture and fishery and those firms that have no employees within these groups, 
these are not registered at the ABR (Kloek, 2002). To keep the ABR up-to-date, 
especially for small firms, a random sample is surveyed to determine whether the 
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entry is still economically active. Here the cut-off of at least one active person per 
firm for a minimum of 15 hours a week is used. Firms that are not included in the 
ABR are those that have no obligation to register, wich are firms without 
personnel, firms in fishery and the liberal professions; thus similar to the 
requirements in the business register of the KvK (Kloek, 2002). The ABR is not a 
suitable source for this particular research since the year of founding is not 
included. The same is true for LISA. LISA has data about all the establishments in 
the Netherlands where paid labour is carried out. Including address information, 
number of employees and sectoral information are known. LISA covers all of the 
Netherlands, but has no historical data whatsoever. The data from LISA is very 
good for economic-spatial research, such as to investigate the development of the 
labour market; however, for historical economic-geographical research the data is 
useless (Lisa, 2004). The business register of the KvK does provide the information 
necessary: economic activity, name and year of founding. However, the data from 
the KvK needs to be studied with care since the files contain several errors and 
mistakes (compare Wever, 1984).  
The Chambers of Commerce (KvK) are regionally-based registration offices of 
business and industry. Some started as early as 1720 (The Chamber for the 
province of Zeeland), but it was not until after the French period (1813) that the 
KvK was legalised through a royal decision. In the 19th century the number of 
Chambers increased rapidly and all the separate Chambers were financially 
dependant on the various municipalities. At the beginning of the 20th century the 
Chambers were revitalized, with major changes including the addition of 36 
regional Chambers and with a new law in 1920 through which the Chambers 
gained, besides their advisory duties, additional executive duties. The Chambers 
were now financially independent, receiving their resources directly from the 
registrations in the business register. In 1924, the Society of Chambers of 
Commerce (VVK) was founded, which is not a hierarchical institute but rather a 
collective service point (Blink, 1924). However, in 1985 the KvK was reorganised 
and since then the number of regional offices in the Netherlands has decreased to 
21 offices. The VVK has also been influenced by these reorganizations since the 
most important data files, the business register and the associations and foundations 
register (now included in the business register) are now, since the 1970s processed 
in a cooperative centre in Woerden (Van Hoeve, 1985). Given the long and 
relatively consistent registration of firms in the business register of the KvK, this 
register seemed most appropriate as a starting point for the research using historical 
inductive approach. The database REACH / Van Dijk (http://reach.bvdep.com/) is 
an electronic database from which the necessary information could be obtained and 
based on the business register op the KvK. 
The REACH / Van Dijk database, is a Dutch commercial database which includes 
all firms in the Netherlands, covering all sectors and sizes. In this database firms 
can be selected on name, legal status, economic activity, financial records, number 
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of employees, geographical location and year of foundation. In principle, REACH 
includes all firms that are registered in the business register of the Chambers of 
Commerce, the only missing firms being the so-called liberal professions 
(Verhoeven et al, 2002). The REACH database gets updated every month by the 
mutation balance of the KvK. The year of founding in this database is in many 
cases the year of registration of the firm in the business register of the KvK. For 
firms in the KvK, file registration is obligatory, so the year of registration will in 
most cases be the year of founding. However, since the business register was not 
been installed until 1920, firms founded before 1920 had to imput their own year of 
founding. 
The firms chosen for this investigation were selected from REACH on the basis of 
having a foundation year before 1851. According to REACH, 1188 firms in the 
Netherlands founded before 1851 still exist. After an inspection for typos; input 
mistakes; double entries; empty holdings (see also Wever, 1984), and after the 
decision to exclude agricultural firms, the hotel and catering industry, the retail 
business and 'street trade'; 467 old firms remained. These 467 firms were all 
contacted and this resulted in a reduction in the number of firms to 362. This 
reduction was caused either by the name of the firm beging changed, the firm not 
being founded before 1851 or no longer existing (closure, bankruptcy), the firm 
being a non-Dutch firm (such as an 'old' foreign firm with an establishment in the 
Netherlands), or belonging to one of the excluded sectors. These firms were 
removed from the database. The reason for excluding the 'hotel and catering 
industry' and retail businesses was that, in a preliminary control survey, it was 
discovered that a considerable number of firms in these sectors were not as old as 
claimed. This was due to the fact that, on many occasions, the year of founding was 
not the year of foundation of the firm but the year of construction of the premises.  
'Street trades' were excluded since these do not have a fixed location for doing 
business, which is the main topic of this research. 

2.5 Old firms in the Netherlands in 2000 
 
The data used in this section results from the procedures above. In total, 362 firms 
were found that satisfied the definition as used in this investigation. In the study of 
old firms from a spatial view point, the first question that rises is how this 
population is spatially distributed in comparison with the total population of firms 
in the Netherlands. In order to determine the regional dispersion of old firms, two 
steps were taken. First a map was constructed with all the 362 contacted firms, 
including the location of the old firms and whether these firms have been located 
on the same location since foundation (see Figure 2.2). Secondly, using a non-
parametrical Chi-Square test it was examined whether the distribution of old firms 
over the twelve provinces was as expected from the distribution of the total firm 
population over these twelve provinces. The proportional distribution of old firms 
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in comparison with the entire firm population, and the sectoral distribution of the 
old firms, are also described in the following subsections. 

2.5.1 Absolute distribution of old firms 
 
Figure 2.2, shows all the old firms in the REACH database that satisfy the 
definition chosen for the present research. This map also gives a preliminary view 
of the response and non-response findings of the telephone survey, as will be 
described in more detail in Chapter 5. For the non-responding firms, only the 
present location is known and not whether these firms moved to this location. 
Furthermore, some firms did not know whether they had relocated in the past, due 
to a 'memory gap'. When this occurred, the firms was placed on the map as 'place 
of foundation unknown'.iii 
The first impression from Figure 2.2 is that the distribution of old firms over the 
Netherlands seems rather equal. However, on closer examination, it appears quite 
different and unequal, especially considering the distribution of the present firm 
population over the Netherlands. Today’s firm population is mostly in the Randstad 
provinces in the west, and also higher concentrations of firms are found in Noord-
Brabant’s cities in the south, and the Arnhem-Nijmegen region in the southeast. 
Given this, it seems that the distribution of old firms is rather surprising. In the 
province of Fryslân in the north, there is a quite a high concentration of old firms, 
and in the neighbouring provinces of Drenthe, Groningen and Overijssel there are 
relatively few. Furthermore, the high concentration of ‘oldies’ in the provinces of 
Noord Holland and Zuid Holland is also apparent. This is quite easy to explain 
since, at the founding time of the firms being studied, these provinces were already 
highly urbanised with high population densities in the 18th and 19th centuries 
(Stuijvenberg, 1977). In an area with a high concentration of people there will most 
certainly also be a high concentration of firm activity, and wherethere where more 
firms founded it is not strange to see many survivors. The relative ‘emptiness’ of 
the provinces of Drenthe, Groningen and Overijssel is also fairly easy to explain. 
Before 1851, these regions were mostly agricultural in nature and any industry was 
mostly home employment (Stuijvenberg, 1977). In the founding era, there were not 
many new start-ups in these areas and hence few survivors nowadays. One might 
think that this would also be the case for the province of Fryslân, but this province 
was fairly industrialised before 1851, with a number of potteries, brewers and a tile 
industry which can be traced back in the present population of old firms. In 
Chapter 3, this process will be described in more detail. 
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Figure 2.2: Present location of old firms in the Netherlands (2001) 
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Figure 2.3: Percentage of old firms per province, present location (national average = 0.09%) 
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In Figure 2.3, the share of very old firms in the total firm population is close to one 
in a thousand, but for the individual provinces there are significant differences 
from this averageiv. The percentages range from 0.01% for the new polder province 
of Felvoland (where firms established before 1850 could only have settled after 
recent relocation) to 0.26% for Zeeland. Next to Zeeland in the southwest and 
Fryslân in the north, Overijssel and Gelderland in the east have the highest density 
of old firms. Limburg, Utrecht and Zuid Holland have a relatively low density of 
old firms. The absolute density is highest in the provinces of Noord and Zuid 
Holland. The concentration of old firms in the largest cities (indicated by the 
shaded areas on the map) is noticeable. Naturally this involves Amsterdam, and its 
neighbouring city of Zaandam, centre of the Zaanstreek region, which was well 
known for an early concentration of manufacturing firms processing raw materials 
such as coffee, tea, cocoa, pigments and wood that were brought from all over the 
world to Amsterdam’s staple market before it collapsed in the Napoleonic era. 
Further Rotterdam, Den Haag, Utrecht and the cities of Leeuwarden, Groningen, 
Zwolle, Enschede, Arnhem and Nijmegen in the north and east stand out as having 
old firm concentrations. As Figure 2.2 shows, many firms relocated to such cities 
in an early phase of their existence, but considerable numbers have also resided in 
smaller towns since they were founded. The issue of relocation of old firms will be 
elaborated in later parts of this thesis. 

2.5.2 Relative distribution of old firms 
 
The distribution of old firms over the twelve provinces is examined with a non-
parametrical Chi-Square test to see if it is is as to be expected from the distribution 
of the total firm population. The province of Noord-Holland is divided into the 
Amsterdam region, the urban area of this province, and the Kop van Noord 
Holland - the more rural part. The following values resulted (Table 2.1): 
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Table 2.1: Relative spatial distribution of old firms in the Netherlands  
 
 Observed 

number of  old 
firms 

Expected number 
of old firms  

Residual 

Groningen 28 30.8 -  2.8 
Fryslân 77 37.3   39.7 
Drenthe  26 26.8 -  0.8 
Overijssel 118 66.6   51.4 
Gelderland  212 136.9   75.1 
Utrecht 52 94.6 - 42.6 
Limburg 47 69.1 - 22.1 
Noord Brabant 117 183.1 - 66.1 
Zeeland 63 24.5    38.5 
Zuid Holland 186 254.4 - 68.4 
Kop van Noord Holland 139 122.5   16.5 
Amsterdam region 121 118.8    2.2 
Flevoland 2 22.6 - 20.6 
Total 1188   
Test statistics:  Chi-square: 273.390, df : 12,  Asymp. Sig:  .000 
Source: REACH 2003 (The used data came from the 'polluted' REACH database, and are not 'cleaned' 
of mistakes or double entries. Assuming that the pollution of the database is more or less equal for all 
age-cohorts, this will not effect the analysis.) 
 
As can be seen from this table the dispersion of old firms in the Netherlands differs 
significantly across the provinces in the Netherlands (see Figure 2.4). Generally 
speaking, old firms are over represented in the peripheral provinces in the northeast 
and southwest, and underrepresented in the provinces in the west and the south of 
the Netherlands. The latter provinces are either more urban or more industrial, both 
representing a more 'dynamic' and modern economy. However, in the province of 
Noord Holland there are more old firms than expected. The region around the city 
of Amsterdam is located in this province and is a very economic and dynamic area 
of the Netherlands. In all the other 'dynamic' provinces there are less old firms than 
expected. Nevertheless, the explanation for this can perhaps be found in the fact 
that the greater Amsterdam region (including the Zaandam region) is very 
dynamic, in contrast with the north part of Noord Holland - 'de kop van Noord 
Holland' - that is known as a less dynamic area. Dividing the province into these 
two regions does largely confirm this.  From Table 2.1 and Figure 2.4, it can be 
seen that with the division of Noord Holland into more and less dynamic parts, the 
less dynamic part has an overrepresentation of old firms, while the more dynamic 
part of Noord Holland - the greater Amsterdam region- has a distribution of old 
firms which is close to the expected number.  
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Figure 2.4: The residual figures for the share of old firms in the provinces of the Netherlands 

 
 

2.5.2 Age distribution of firms  
 
Figure 2.5 shows the firm-age pyramids for the Netherlands as a whole and for the 
different provinces. It is very clear that the youngest age group is the largest with, 
for all provinces, more than 50% of the total population. The province of Flevoland 
has the largest percentage of firms younger than 10 years: 68.9% of Flevoland's 
total firm population. This can be explained by the fact that Flevoland is a rather 
'new province' which was created by the 'polder' land creation in the second half of 
the 20th century. 
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Figure 2.5.: Age-pyramids of firms in the Netherlands 
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The lowest percentage of the youngest group is in the province of Zeeland, which 
possibly can be explained by the fact that Zeeland is a province in the more 
peripheral regions of the Netherlands, consisting of several peninsulas, with less 
connecting infrastructure than other parts of the Netherlands. In general, all the 
provinces have the same pyramid shape with a very large basis of young and 
'middle-aged' firms. For the Netherlands as a whole, the sum of the first three age 
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groups (0-10 year, 11-25 years and 26-50 years) covers 95.4% of the total firm 
population. The individual provinces display similar images. 
The oldest age group is, for this research, the most interesting age-category in these 
pyramids. It is quite clear that this group is a very small percentage for all the 
provinces as well as for the Netherlands as a whole. Again the provinces of 
Zeeland and Flevoland hold the extremes for this category. In the province of 
Flevoland, the age group 151 years or older only represents 0.01% of the firm 
population. This can be explained using the same argument as for the high 
percentage of young firms in the same province. The province was non-existent in 
1851, so the few old firms that are now located in Flevoland must have moved to 
there. For the province of Zeeland it is less clear why this province has the largest 
percentage of old firms of 0.26%. As explained using the results of the non- 
parametric Chi-Square tests in Section 2.4.2, this province is 'less dynamic' and 
therefore the high percentage of old firms is consistent with the assumption that in 
dynamic areas there are relatively fewer old firms and, in less dynamic areas, there 
are relatively more old firms.  

2.5.4  Sectoral distribution of old firms  
 
In defining firms for this investigation, the economic activity of the firm is also of 
importance. This is the product that they produce and/or the services that they 
offer. In the REACH database the economic activity of the firm is classified using 
the Chambers of Commerce BIK code. The BIK code is the Dutch taxonomy of the 
United Nations’ industrial classification (ISIC). The BIK code is to a large extent 
attuned to the SBI codes as used by the Dutch Statistical Bureau. Both coding 
systems have similar main categories, however, the sub-classification of the BIK is 
larger, so that the activities of the firms can be classified in more detail.  
For reasons of comparability later in this research, the sectoral division of old firms 
has been categorized in the same way as was done in 1820, as has the classification 
of industry into manufacturing groups in absolute number of firms (Brugmans, 
1956). The classification has been recategorized from the BIK code as used in 
REACH database, back to the classification system used in 1820 (see for a more 
elaborate discussion of this the next chapter). The old firms in the Netherlands  can 
be divided into the sectors presented in Table 2.2, as found in REACH database. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  45 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

Table 2.2: Sectoral division of old firms over the provinces in absolute numbers N = 362  
 
 Sectors 
 Trade Construction Services Transportation Industry Total 
Groningen 4 1 2 0 3 10 
Fryslân 11 6 2 1 12 32 
Drenthe 1 1 2 0 0 4 
Overijssel 1 7 4 1 14 27 
Gelderland 8 13 1 4 36 62 
Utrecht 4 2 6 1 11 24 
N Holland 17 11 13 3 26 70 
Z Holland 13 15 14 5 22 69 
Zeeland 0 6 2 1 10 19 
N Brabant 2 11 6 1 13 33 
Limburg 3 1 2 1 5 12 
Total 64 74 54 18 152 362 
Source: REACH/ Van Dijk (2001) 
 
From Table 2.2 it can be seen that the old firms are mostly active in the industry, 
construction and trade sectors. This is understandable given the sectoral 
distribution at the period of founding, which will be further discussed in the next 
chapter. The industrial sector is the largest sector overall and, for this reason, the 
industry sector is also divided into manufacturing groups according to the 
classification as used in 1820. The results are presented in Table 2.3 below.  
In Tables 2.3 and 2.4 the old industrial firms are recategorized into the 
manufacturing groups that they would have been classified in producing this 
product in 1820. Where the old firms in other sectors could be reclassified back to 
these manufacturing groups, this was also done. For example, one firm in Drenthe 
that is now in services, could be reclassified into the manufacturing group ‘clothing 
& (dry) cleaning’. Since the definition used in this research requires that the basic 
product or activity of a firms has not changed significantly, it can be assumed that 
the recategorization shown in Tables 2.3 and 2.4 gives a fair representation of the 
categories these firms would have fallen in at the time of founding. It can be seen 
that in all provinces within the industrial sector, the ‘construction’ manufacturing 
group was present in all provinces. The ‘book printing’ and ‘shipbuilding & other 
vehicles’ manufacturing groups are also present in most provinces. The 
manufacturing groups that are present in the highest absolute numbers of old firms 
across all provinces are ‘construction’ and ‘foodstuffs & beverages’, followed by 
‘book printing’, ‘metal construction’ and ‘shipbuilding & other vehicles’. In the 
following chapter, the growth of various sectors and manufacturing groups over 
time will be discussed in more detail and compared to older data sources 
containing information about the Netherlands. 
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Table 2.3: Manufacturing groups in absolute number of firms in 2001, recoded to the 1820-
classification, selected per province 
 
 Manufacturing groups 
Groningen 
 

Chemicals (1), construction (1), leather, oilcloth & caoutchouc (1), mining (1), 
shipbuilding & vehicles (2), and wood, straw works & cork (1)  

Fryslân 
 
 
 

(Electric) machinery & apparatus (1), book printing, lithography & 
photography (1), clothing & (dry) cleaning (1), construction (6), foodstuffs & 
beverages (3), furniture (1), metal construction (1), ceramics, glass, lime & 
stone (2), shipbuilding & other vehicles (3), textile manufacturing (3), wood, 
straw works & cork (2), other (1) 

Drenthe Chemical industry (1), clothing & (dry) cleaning (1) and construction (1) 

Overijssel 
 
 
 

(Electric) machinery & apparatus (2), book printing, lithography & 
photography (2), chemical industry (1), clothing & (dry) cleaning (1), 
construction (7), foodstuffs & beverages (3), gas, water & electricity (1), metal 
construction (2), shipbuilding & other vehicles (2), and textile manufacturing 
(2) 

Gelderland 
 
 
 
 

(Electric) machinery & apparatus (4), book printing, lithography & 
photography (6), chemical industry (1), construction (13), foodstuffs & 
beverages (7), furniture (2), lightning, oil, varnish & fat (2), metal construction 
(5), ceramics, glass, lime & stone (2), shipbuilding & other vehicles (6), steam 
& other engines (4), textile manufacturing (1) and wood, straw works & cork 
(1) 

Utrecht 
 
 
 

(Electric) machinery & apparatus (3), chemical industry (2), clocks & 
instruments (1), clothing & (dry) cleaning (2), construction (2), foodstuffs & 
beverages (2), metal construction (1), ceramics, glass, lime & stone (1), 
shipbuilding & other vehicles (1), textile manufacturing (2) and wood, straw 
works & cork (1)    

Noord Holland 
 
 
 

Book printing, lithography & photography (10), chemical industry (5), clocks 
& instruments (1), clothing & (dry) cleaning (2), construction (12), foodstuffs 
& beverages (6), furniture (1), lightning, oil, varnish & fat (1), metal 
construction (4), paper (3), ceramics, glass, lime & stone (1), shipbuilding & 
other vehicles (2), steam & other engines (1) and wood, straw works & cork (3)   

 
Zuid Holland 
 
 
 

Book printing, lithography & photography (5), clocks & instruments (1), 
clothing & (dry) cleaning (2), construction (15), diamonds & other gemstones 
(1), foodstuffs & beverages (10), furniture (2), gas, electricity & water (1), 
metal construction (2), ceramics, glass, lime & stone (1), shipbuilding & other 
vehicles (4), steam & other engines (2) textile-manufacturing (1) and other (2) 

Zeeland  
 
 

(Electric) machinery & apparatus (1), book printing, lithography & 
photography (1), construction (6), foodstuffs & beverages (3), metal 
construction (1), mining (1), shipbuilding & other vehicles (1), steam & other 
engines (2) and other (1) 

Noord Brabant 
 
 

Book printing, lithography & photography (1), chemical industry (1), clocks & 
instruments (1), construction (11), diamonds & other gemstones (1), foodstuffs 
& beverages (4), furniture (1), metal construction (2), ceramics, glass, lime & 
stone (1), textile-manufacturing (2) and wood straw works & cork (1) 

 
Limburg 
 

Book printing, lithography & photography (1), construction (1), foodstuffs & 
beverages (1), metal construction (3), ceramics, glass, lime & stone (2), and 
other (1) 

Source: REACH/ Van Dijk (2001) and Brugmans (1956) 
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Table 2.4: Absolute number of old firms for each manufacturing group 
 
Manufacturing group Number of old firms 
(Electric) machinery & apparatus 11 
Bog ore, coals & peat extraction (mining) 2 
Book printing, lithography & photography 27 
Ceramics, glass, lime & stone 9 
Chemical industry 12 
Clocks & instruments 4 
Clothing & (dry) cleaners 9 
Construction 75 
Diamond & other gemstones 2 
Foodstuffs & beverages 39 
Furniture 7 
Gas, electricity & water 2 
Leather, oilcloth & caoutchouc (rubber) 1 
Lightning, oil, varnish & fat 3 
Metal construction  21 
Paper 3 
Shipbuilding & vehicles 20 
Steam- & other engines 8 
Textile manufacturing 11 
Wood, straw works & cork 9 
Other  5 
Total old firms in manufacturing groups 280 
Source: REACH/Van Dijk (2001) and Brugmans (1956) 

2.6 Concluding remarks 
 
In this second chapter, the definition of firms in general and more particularly the 
definition of old firms for this specific research has been discussed. Although, in 
theory, a large discourse exists about defining firms, in practice researchers are 
forced to be more pragmatic in defining their research object since they need to 
adjust their wishes to reflect data availability. In this investigation this is most 
certainly the case, especially since the investigation covers such a long period of 
time and data for old firms was quite hard to find. The definition chosen for this 
investigation is the following. ‘A firm stays the same firm if the product stays the 
same or is differentiated in the same product-line, and the name of the company 
has been unaltered. Age is defined in years since founding, old are be those firms 
that were founded before 1851 and still exist today’. 
362 old firms were found in the Netherlands that met this definition and the initial 
results concerning the firms selected according to the chosen definition show that 
the population of old firms is not evenly distributed over the Netherlands and that a 
sectoral bias exists within the group of old firms, and also over the provinces. A 
preliminary conclusion is that regional differences do indeed exist within the age-
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distribution and sectoral distribution of firms in general, and more particularly with 
old firms in the Netherlands. This could indicate that survival chances for firms 
differ within sectors and between regions. The impression arises that old firm are 
mainly represented in the so-called old-fashioned sectors, which is hardly 
surprising given the founding date of these firms. In Chapters 3 and 4, first a 
historical overview of the development of trade and industry is given, followed by 
theoretical considerations on long-term firm survival. In Chapters 5 and 6, the 
dataset selected in this chapter will be more thoroughly investigated and confronted 
with a set of younger firms. 
 
 
 
 

 
i For a more detailed discussion on the theory of Organisational Ecology see Chapter 4. 
ii The name may have modest adjustments and still be considered unaltered in this investigation. The 
decision is between drastic and complete name changes and minor changes. Drastic changes are for 
example from ‘de Kaashal’ to ‘t Kaeswienkeltje’, and from ‘Bruins’ to ‘Bedrijfsreclame R.B. VOF’ 
which would be considered name changes in this research.. A minor name change is for example from 
‘W. Th van Dijk’ to ‘W. Th. van Dijk and son’ which is condisered not to be a change in name in this 
research (compare Van Steen, 2004). 
iii This map has been published before in Pellenbarg, P.H. and P.J.M. van Steen (2003) The 
Netherlands in maps (2003-4) Demography of firms: old firms. Tijdschrift voor Sociale en 
Economische Geografie 94 (4), pp. 534, the data however, originates from this research. 
iv This figure is based on the total number of old fims found in the REACH / Van Dijk database and 
includes all sectors, including the sectors excluded in the survey. This explains why in the map there 
are no old firms in Flevoland, but the diagram gives a small percentage for this provice. 
 



   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

3 HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF DUTCH 
TRADE AND INDUSTRY, FROM 1820 TILL 2000 

 
Old firms in the Netherlands have a long history and have experienced major 
changes in their ‘economic and business environment’. For an understanding of 
how the population of old firms in the Netherlands is spatially distributed at 
present, as already discussed briefly in Chapter 2, an insight into the economic 
history is necessary. This chapter tries to get a grip on those past changes in the 
business environment that have influenced the composition of the survivors. 
Ideally, this investigation would follow a cohort of firms over time, and pinpoint 
the time and reasons for certain firms to exit the cohort, thereby explaining the 
survival chances of old firms. This would give detailed information about the 
group of old firms over the long term. Unfortunately, due to insufficient data 
sources, this is not possible as was described in the previous chapter. As an 
alternative, Chapter 3 will discuss the historical setting, the evolution of industry 
and trade in the Netherlands, and the development of the firm population in the 
provinces. Subsequently, the data available on old firms, however imperfect these 
may be, are analysed to gain some insight into the historical background of the old 
firms in the Netherlands. 
The period described in this chapter is very long and many historians have written 
about parts of this period, and there is still much debate about the Dutch economic 
past. This chapter does not pretend to give a full and complete overview of the 
economic history of the Netherlands, but will provide a broad impression in very 
general terms of the economic development of the Netherlands in this period, as 
well as the development of industry and trade in each region. This will provide the 
understanding needed to comprehend the basics of this research since, according to 
Van der Werf (1989), geographical variations from the past influence the social 
organization of the economic situation of the present. There is a historical process 
for every spatial economic pattern, and for every level, be it international, national, 
regional or local. 

3.1  Historical perspective 
 
The economic history of the Netherlands has been largely determined by the 
structural deficiency in raw materials for industrial processing leading to a foreign 
orientation. This made the Dutch economy quite vulnerable during its development 
(Stuijvenberg, 1977). In spite of this, the Dutch economy has shown a steady 
growth since the late middle Ages, and can be seen in European history as one of 
the most prosperous economies of Europe (Van Zanden, 1989). With its favourable 
position on the coast, and at the interchange of trade routes from the North to the 
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South and from the East to the West, the strong urbanization, and a thrifty, active 
population - with an entrepreneurial attitude, became the engine for this early 
economic growth. This economic growth, however, stagnated at the end of the 18th 
century and at the beginning of the 19th century (Stuijvenberg, 1977).  

3.1.1  Pre-industrial period 
 
The Netherlands was already highly urbanized in the early 16th century (Kooij, 
1988) and, from this, originated a strong tradition of trade and a prosperous 
traditional industry. At this time, in the provinces of Noord Holland and Zuid 
Holland, only 25% of the working population was active in agriculture and more 
than 40% in industry. Such a high percentage has not that often been reached in  
national statistics of the 19th and 20th centuries (Van Zanden, 2001). Next to the 
growing commerce, to which agriculture and fisheries also made large 
contributions, agriculture in the rural provinces was of major importance to the 
entire Dutch economy (Van Houtte, 1977). The sectors with the most impact on the 
economy in the early 16th century can be seen in Figure 3.1. In the areas now 
known as Noord Holland and Zuid Holland, agriculture was prominent in the rural 
areas, and trade and industry were more present in the urban areas. Fisheries and 
peat exploitation were, not surprisingly, more prevalent in the rural areas. 
In the 17th century, the economy thrived, with the so-called ‘Golden Age’ of the 
Netherlands. The Dutch Republic was a leader in the field of technology with high 
levels of per capita income (Smits et al., 1999). With the rising prosperity from 
overseas merchandising, the Dutch gave very little attention to the development of 
pre-industrial production. Even in the declining economy at the end of the 18th 
century hardly any investments were made in new production techniques. The 
Dutch men of wealth kept their money or decided to keep investing in more 
traditional objects of trade. This was a serious impediment to the development of 
new industry (Klein, 1977; Schot, 1995). Nevertheless, the Dutch economy - 
especially in the provinces Noord Holland and Zuid Holland - had an exceptional 
economic development in terms of early-modern economic expansion in the period 
1500-1800 (Van Zanden, 2001). The capital market and state expenditures during 
the 16th and the first half of the 17th centuries have modern characteristics. In the 
‘Golden Age’ of the Dutch economy, a process of specialization took place in the 
rural areas of the coastal provinces. This led to the creation of a relatively large, 
capital-intensive agricultural sector and to a considerable rise in agricultural 
productivity. An interaction took place between the developments in agriculture 
and the economic expansion of Holland in this period. On the one hand, the 
agricultural progress was made possible by the growth of industry, and of cities as 
markets for agricultural products in Holland. On the other hand, these changes in 
the rural provinces made large contributions to the modernization of Holland’s 
economy (Van Zanden, 1989). 
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Figure 3.1: Structure of labour force in 1514 in Noord- and Zuid Holland in percentages 
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Source: Van Zanden (2002). 
 
By the middle of the 17th century (between 1640 and 1680), the economic 
expansion of the Dutch economy ground to a stop, 150 years of relative decline 
followed, which ended with deep crises in 1809-1813, the so-call French period. 
The relative stagnation of the economy up to 1780 was mainly the result of the 
uneven development of the most important sectors. Industry and fishing showed a 
marked decline, while at the same time trade remained stable and the financial 
sector and agriculture grew (Van Zanden, 1989). In the 18th century, the 
Netherlands continued to be a densely populated and strongly urbanized country. 
The focus of the economy was still on shipping and trade. Half the working 
population at this time was employed in agriculture and only the Zaanstreek area 
developed any true industrialization. The industry in this period was mainly 
through small craft businesses and home employment (Brugmans, 1970), together 
with the rise of the labour-intensive textile industry in some rural parts of the 
country. Economic development in the 18th century fluctuated. Even though some 
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sectors such as agriculture, trade, shipping, transportation made slow progress, in 
general the economy of the 18th century demonstrated a relative decline. After 1770 
much of the labour-intensive production ceased due to cheap imported goods from 
abroad, leading to structural unemployment. The technological development in the 
Netherlands came to a halt because of the weak basis of Dutch industry, a shortage 
of raw resources and a relatively small market (Faber, 1977; Schot, 1995). The 
explanation for the Republic’s economic decline can be found in the emancipation 
of the neighbouring countries. This foreign mercantilism led to lower demands for 
Dutch services and industrial products, as well as the psychological factor of a lack 
of entrepreneurship (in Dutch the so-called Jan Saliespirit). Although, De Vries 
(1978, as quoted in Van Zanden, 1989) claims that this psychological factor was 
the result of the difficult economic situation and not the other way around, labour 
productivity in the Netherlands grew by only with 0.7%, vis-à-vis the European 
growth of 1.1% in the period of 1850-1870 (Smits et al., 1999). The Netherlands 
continued this lethargic progress until the middle of the 19th century when the 
reorganization of industry through mechanisation began. 

3.1.2  Industrial revolution 
 
The 19th century was a crucial period in the economic history of the Netherlands. 
This period can be seen as the link between the Golden Age and the strong growth 
in the 20th century with much emphasis on industrialisation. Historians have 
concentrated on the stagnation in the middle of the 19th century and the late start to 
industrialisation in the Netherlands. The main causes of this late start have been 
mainly ascribed to the lack of resources and the high wages in the Netherlands as 
well as to the mentality of the entrepreneur - the so-called Jan Saliespirit (Smits et 
al., 1999). 
The industrialization of the Netherlands can roughly be placed in the period 1850 - 
1914i. In this period, the Dutch economy was transformed from an agricultural and 
trade-economy one to an industrialized one. The period prior to the Dutch 
industrial revolution (1813-1850) is described by Brugmans (1961) as the pre-
industrial period. The prosperous days of the Dutch staple market (merchandise 
entrepôt) were over, and its function was taken over by the London and Hamburg 
markets. The buying and selling of goods on the basis of securities replaced the 
system of the staple market. The Dutch were more interested in trading goods than 
in fabricating these goods themselves (Atzema and Wever, 1994). In this period, 
handicraft was the dominant form of industry in the shape of small businesses, with 
a ‘boss’ who worked along with his family and perhaps a few employees, with only 
limited tools and equipment, and serving a local market (Brugmans, 1970). The 
industrial revolution can also be marked by the introduction of larger companies, 
although this type of  ‘takeoff’ did not really appear until 1895 (De Jonge, 1968). 
In England the industrial revolution took place from 1760 to 1830 and the first 
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steps towards a modern-capitalistic society were made. This enabled England to 
flood the Netherlands with cheap products. The decline in prices caused the Dutch 
economy to become lethargic, as described in more detail in the preceding section. 
Only when France (after 1830) and Germany (1840-1850) made the step towards a 
modern capitalistic market, did the Netherlands initiate its industrial revolution 
(Brugmans, 1961).  
In the period 1850 - 1870, major changes were implemented in the Dutch 
institutional environment. These made the ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ of the Dutch 
blossom. In this period agriculture flourished and a higher general level of wealth 
caused the Dutch economic politics to adopt a more liberal attitude. The rates for 
in, out, and carry through lost their protectionist character (rate law of 1862). The 
shipping laws of 1850 freed the national sea shipping and shipbuilding industries of 
several prohibitions. The herring fisheries and madder industry (organic substance 
for colouring paint) were liberated in 1858 and 1845 respectively from many 
regulations (Brugmans, 1970). As well as the constructions of the railways in the 
same period, improving the Dutch infrastructure made a substantial contribution to 
the industrialisation of the Netherlands (Grootte, 1995; Schot and Rip, 2003). 
Before the railways, the Netherlands already had quite an extensive waterway 
infrastructure, but the rail connections improved travel time tremendously, for 
example, travel from Amsterdam to Groningen improved from 48 hours to 5 hours 
in 1868 (Thurkow, 1984). The liberal attitude of the Dutch government, together 
with the improved infrastructure, resulted in a change in entrepreneurial spirit. In 
the period prior to 1860, entrepreneurs would react to decreasing profit margins 
with defensive methods such as cutting back activities, instead of changing over to 
cost saving innovations. After the 1860s the entrepreneurs responded with much 
more aggressive strategies, such as investing in labour-saving technology to 
strengthen their market share and competitive position (Smits et al., 1999). 
Although the Dutch industrial revolution did not really take off before 1850, in the 
period prior to this some textile factories were already present. These factories 
faced tough competition from their English counterparts, one of the reasons for the 
delayed start of the Dutch industrial revolution. These textile factories were the 
first actors in the transition phase from manual labour to the mechanization of 
production. After this first step in the mechanization process, the iron, tobacco, and 
shoe industries followed. For the Netherlands, the industrial revolution was 
primarily a the step towards the mechanized production of goods (Brugmans, 1961 
and Everwijn, 1912).  
The answers as to why the Netherlands was so late in industrialization in 
comparison with its neighbouring countries are twofold, as dicussed in Section 
3.1.1. It was either the economic circumstances or the lack of entrepreneurship - an 
absence of courage to invest in new forms of industry (Atzema and Wever, 1994). 
Stuijvenberg (1967) described this as follows: after the crises of 1813, a feeling of 
languidness was dominant in the Netherlands which hindered the re-orientation of 
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the economic life and industry. The prevailing thought was that the Netherlands 
was predestined to remain a trading country. Because of the lack of ores and coals, 
the development of mechanisation started late, and further the British trade 
embargo did not allow the export of steam engines until 1843. Furthermore, 
through a lack of purchasing power and a small domestic market, there was hardly 
any domestic demand for industrial mass production, and since there was no export 
opportunities for the Dutch traditional products there was a late start to 
mechanization. The most important cause, for the late industrialization appears to 
be certain unfavourable costs factors: the absence of coal mining and a competitive 
engineering industry; relatively high transportation costs; the prices of coal, and 
steam engines and raw material were higher than elsewhere; alongside the major 
influence of expensive labour costs and low productivity. This had an even 
stronger influence in the Dutch inland provinces since the transportation system 
was extremely underdeveloped. Consequently, entrepreneurs were not only 
unwilling but also unable to switch to the newly mechanized production 
techniques. Modern industry was late to develop because the cost structure was 
unfavourable to change and, as a result, traditional production techniques remained 
competitive here for a longer time. Once changes in infrastructure and a rise in 
wage levels occurred after 1855, entrepreneurs quickly adopted the new 
techniques. The relationship between firm size and the possibility of using steam 
engines must be stressed since the use of steam engines was only profitable if the 
scale of production was sufficiently large (Van Zanden, 1989). Since the 
Netherlands was a country of mainly small businesses, this could be another 
explanation for the slow start to industrialization (Brugmans, 1970; Atzema and 
Wever, 1994).  
From the Dutch historical national accounts, Smits et al. (1999) argue the 
following: that the impression is that until 1860 the increase of productivity was 
minimal, with even a small decline in the period 1840 - 1865. From the 1860s 
onwards, a continuous growth in labour-productivity took place in Dutch industry. 
The pattern of private consumption by households changed essentially from a focus 
primarily on foodstuffs to more luxury products such as clothing and household 
wares. This was possible because of the strong increase in the share of wages in the 
gross domestic product (GDP). The Dutch national accounts indicate that important 
structural changes occurred in the 1860s and 1870s, which agree with the views of 
Brugmans (1961, 1970). However, when the process of economic modernization is 
defined in Rostowianic terms, with a strong emphasis on the rise of large industrial 
companies and the significance of investments, the ‘takeoff’ in the Netherlands is 
indeed not until 1895 as described by De Jonge (1968). Table 3.1 shows the sectors 
that were prominent from the period 1849 – 1909. In 1849 the sectors that focused 
on ‘consumption’ such as foodstuffs and textiles (I and II) were leading. Between 
1889 and 1909 a strong increase in the number of workers appeared in the more 

56 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   



 

capital-intensive sectors such as the metal industry and sectors that were using new 
technologies (V and VI) (De Jonge, 1968; Atzema and Wever, 1994).  
 
Table 3.1 Percentage of workers employed in the industrial sectors  
 

Employment to sector (%) Growth of sector (%)  
 1849 1889 1909 1849/1889 1889/1909 

I Foodstuffs, tobacco and 
spirits 

11 15 16 22 19 

II Textile, clothing, shoes and 
leather 

42 29 25 8 15 

III Wood working  9 12 10 17 7 

IV Construction 22 27 25 35 22 

V Metal and engineering 11 12 15 12 22 

VI Paper, chemicals, printing, 
services 

3 4 5 7 9 

VII Other 2 1 3 -1 6 

Total 100 100 99 101 100 

Source: De Jonge (1968, pp. 228-229) 
 
In Figure 3.2, by contrast, it can be seen that the annual share of GDP by sector 
seems much more constant over time. From the 1870s onwards the share of 
agriculture declines, with an increase in the shares of both industry and services. 
From this figure it can be seen that services, here including trade, did already 
contribute a large share of the annual Dutch GDP from the early 19th century.  
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Figure 3.2: GDP per sector as a percentage of annual GDP in the Netherlands 
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3.1.3  Second industrial revolution or modern capitalism 
 
The transition to a more ‘modern’ economy in the Netherlands accelerated after the 
Second World War. Brugmans (1961) refers to this period as the second industrial 
revolution in the Netherlands. In this second revolution, the introduction of new 
energy sources such as natural gas and electricity took place, and this led to many 
new products. The key techniques changed from the 19th century cluster of steam 
engines, railways and the use of iron, to the 20th century with electricity, the 
internal combustion engine and its use in new modes of transport such as cars and 
airplanes, new communication techniques (telephone and radio) and synthetic 
chemicals (Schot and Rip, 2003). As Van Gerwen and Seegers (2003) describe it, 
the second half of the 19th century did not see a decrease in the importance of crafts 
industry. The end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries, were 
characterized by the relative decline of the crafts industry and the rise and growth 
of medium-sized mechanized firms. This process was accelerated by the 
institutional innovations described earlier (Brugmans, 1970; Van Gerwen and 
Seegers, 2003). 
The stagnation of the Dutch economy in the 1930s was mainly the result of 
structural factors. The Netherlands was still primarily an agricultural country - a 
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large portion of the exports was foodstuffs - and the service sector was relatively 
backward. The severeness and length of the 1930s depression was caused by the 
collapse of the agricultural market and by the dependence on international trade, 
given that the Dutch economy was small and open (Van Zanden, 1989). The 
process of industrialization in the Netherlands from 1895 onwards,  interrupted by 
two World Wars and a world depression, continued to slowly but progressive. This 
process of industrialization caused drastic changes in the economic structure, with 
more emphasis on the industrial and service sectors. Especially after the Second 
World War, a more equal distribution of the sectoral structure within the different 
regions of the Netherlands took place. Importantly, alongside mechanisation, also 
economies of scale were introduced, and the average size of firms increased. 
Furthermore, the Dutch government became increasingly important and became a 
large employer, taking up more of the national means every year (De Vries, 1977). 
From Table 3.2 it can be clearly seen that services and industry, as well as the 
government, have become more important in the labour market since the beginning 
of the 20th century. The primary sector, agriculture and fisheries, shows a steady 
decrease in the share of the Dutch labour force. This change in structure is mainly a 
continuation of the growth that started in the period 1850-1895, as described in 
earlier sections together with an increase in the GDP (except for the periods of the 
world wars and the world depression) (De Vries, 1977). The modern economic 
growth is associated with a systematic increase in capital intensity, the rise of 
urbanization, mobility of production factors between sectors and regions, as well as 
changes in the average size and organizational structure of firms (Van Gerwen and 
Seegers, 2003). 
 
Table 3.2: The Dutch labour force since 1899 per sector in percentages of total workforce. 
 
 Primary sector Industry Government Services 
1899 30.8 31.1 0.5 35.8 
1909 28.4 32.0 0.7 37.9 
1920 23.5 34.5 1.2 39.7 
1930 20.6 35.5 1.0 41.8 
1947 19.3 35.9 1.0 42.4 
1960 10.7 41.2 1.2 44.6 
1975 6.4 33.0 0.9 59.5 
Source: De Vries (1977). Note: in 1960 and 1975 the government did absorb a larger percentage of 
employment, but due to the used data this cannot be seen in this table 
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3.2 Development of trade and industry by sectors and size 
 
In this section the development of various sectors in industry and trade (and later 
also in services) in the Netherlands from the early 19th century up to the present is 
discussed. Van der Werf (1989) writes in his dissertation: “The development of 
regions can be imagined as an accumulation of several layers, as a layered development or 
evolution. The geography of production can be seen as the basis of the spatial economic 
pattern, but also vice versa. The historical process where geographical variations from the 
past influence the social organization of the present, that by itself will influence the 
geographical variation of the future” (pp.6). From this quote the relevance of the 
analysis speaks for itself.  Furthermore, since it is impossible to follow a cohort of 
old firms over time (see Chapter 2), such an exercise might add to the explanation 
of the sectoral distribution of the ‘old survivors’ in 2000. With the description of 
the developments in industry and trade, the different data sources and their 
problems are also discussed. 

3.2.1  Data from the 19th century 
  
In investigating historical data of firms in the Netherlands, several sources are 
found. These are very diverse in nature. According to the Dutch bureau of statistics 
(CBS, 1902), the first contribution to official statistics in the Netherlands was the 
report from Baron D’Alphonse authorized by the French government, in 1813. The 
Baron undertook an extended inspection and wrote a report about the state of the 
(crafts-) industry in seven Dutch departments (Geudeker, 1931). Given that this 
report does not cover the entire area now known as the Netherlands, this data is not 
used in this study. Van Gerwen and Seeger (2003) in their research on 
industrialization and larger companies (adding to the debate on the start of the 
industrial revolution in the Netherlands) give a good overview of the available data 
sources and the usefulness (or sometimes uselessness) of these sources in this 
period. According to them, the sources that give insight into the industry of the 
Netherlands in the 19th century are:  

1) Statistics of Dutch industry in the first half of the 19th century, 1820 
(Brugmans, 1956).  

2)  The state of the Dutch factories according to the reports of the 
municipalities (1859) and  

3) Statistics of the factories and craft manufacturers in the Netherlands (1874).  
The major problem with all three sources is that the results are given in absolute 
numbers of factories, with every different kind of factory being mentioned 
separately for each province. However, by categorizing this data, it can be used to 
give an indication of the ‘magnitude’ of certain industries despite the fact that the 
impact of an industry could be much better analysed by the number of employees 
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and by also incorperating smaller firms. However, due to the nature of the 19th 
century data, this is not possible (Van Gerwen and Seegers, 2003).  
The 1820 source was an inquiry by the Dutch ministry of agriculture, industry and 
trade into the state of Dutch factories at the end of 1819. The result is two heavy 
volumes where the collection of tables of provincial lists were combined, such that 
for each industrial sector the number of firms per province was indicated. Also the 
provinces from areas that are now Belgium are described. Unfortunately, for the 
province of Noord Holland, several kinds of factories are missing. According to the 
figures in the books of 1820, there were no wallpaper makers, bookbinders, turning 
shops, or bakeries in Noord Holland in 1820. This seems unlikely, so it is assumed 
that the data for the province of Noord Holland is incomplete. From the inquiry of 
1820, the main conclusion is that the population of firms under investigation are 
mainly small businesses (Brugmans, 1956; Damsma et al., 1979).  
The inquiry of 1820 was followed by an inquiry in 1843. However, for this year, no 
tables were found for the separate provinces since the approach of the inquiry was 
very different (Brugmans, 1956; Damsma et al., 1979). In 1853, a renewed attempt 
was made to get more information about the state of Dutch industry based on the 
municipalities. This database gives just the total number of factories per province, 
and not divided by sector. Thus an overall impression of industry in the 
Netherlands in 1853 is not found (Geudeker, 1931). The major findings of this 
particular source can be seen in Table 3.3 below. 
 
Table 3.3: Number of factories as found in the statistics from 1853, 1859 and 1874 
 

 1853 1859 1874 
Groningen 1115 2545 4465 
Fryslân 1208 2392 3993 
Drenthe 298 348 637 
Overijssel 533 700 959 
Gelderland 1287 980 3132 
Utrecht 287 275 400 
Noord-Holland 1942 2738 3769 
Zuid-Holland 2135 2460 3988 
Zeeland 533 434 789 
Noord-Brabant 1509 5299 9614 
Limburg 707 1246 1894 
Total 11554 19417 33640 
Source: Nederlandsche Maatschappij ter bevordering van nijverheid (1959) and Geudeker (1931) 
 
More elaborate statistics of industry were published in 1859 by the Dutch Society 
of Industry in Haarlem, based on the lists from the municipalities. These lists 
contain the largest factories, the number of steam engines and the number of 
employees in their domain in 1857. This report is also not perfect, and for several 
municipalities the data is very incomplete. From this same source a description of 

  61 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

the state of factories and the crafts industry was published in 1874, again with the 
same disadvantages (CBS, 1902). In 1874 a new attempt was made, in which the 
arrangements of statistics from 1858 were copied, so the 1874 edition is only 
different in size, and not very much in content. Moreover, in this survey the 
diversity of the industry is missing. ‘Comparable’ results from these three sources 
can be found in Table 3.3 (Geudeker, 1931 and Nederlandsche maatschappij ter 
bevordering van nijverheid, 1859). From the 1859 statistics, the most dominant 
industries in the provinces can be seen (see Section 3.2.3).  
Van Gerwen and Seegers (2003) highlight the importance of the 
‘Nijverheidsenquete’ (industry survey) compiled by Struve and Bekaar in 1888-
1890. This was a survey by a governmental commission, considering the child 
labour law and the state of factories and workshops, which has not so far been used 
very much in economic-historic research (Reudink, 1995). This source is very 
detailed but, only contains industrial factories with more than ten employees and/or 
with the use of power engines. Further, the province of Limburg is missing. For 
this reason, this particular survey only included 3339 factories in the Netherlands, 
with is many fewer than in Table 3.3, which also includes small businesses and the 
crafts industry (Geudeker, 1931; Reudink, 1995). Unfortunately, the Struve and 
Bekaar survey did not consider the small and medium sized firms, which in those 
days, as at present were numerically the most dominant (Van Gerwen and Seegers, 
2003). Small firms, both in industry and in services, have the flexibility and 
specialization possibilities to create a ‘niche’ and, by this, eliminate direct 
competition (Van Gerwen and Seegers, 2003). 

3.2.2  Data from the 20th century 
 
For the 20th century, various sources are available from which to gain insights into 
the spatial and historical distribution of firms and sectors in the Netherlands. The 
earliest is Everwijn’s economic historical atlas (1912) which gives a very detailed 
description of the kinds of firms and factories in the Netherlands in two volumes 
and an atlas which indicates the sectors with the highest numbers of employees 
regionally distributed. The maps compare the situations in 1858, 1874 and 1906. 
Other good sources for the 20th century are the four general industry censuses in the 
Netherlands. The first census was in 1930, the second in 1950, the third in 1963 
and the fourth in 1978. 
The Dutch censuses of industry are executed by the Dutch bureau of statistics 
(CBS) and, even though the four censuses are were completed by the same 
institute, the methods, definitions and the presentation of the results are quite 
divergent among the four. The Netherlands was late in introducing its first industry 
census in 1930. In Austria, for example, the first census was already done in 1841. 
The main reason for delaying the census in the Netherlands was the poor state of 
the Dutch government’s financial situation (Atsma, 1999). However, the Dutch 
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bureau of statistics was persistent in its attempt to get sufficient funding for such a 
census, since they argued that there was a need for reliable data about the economic 
situation and the development of business. With the first census in 1930, the main 
goal was to demonstrate the structure of business by type and economic activity, 
the regional dispersion, and the mutual coherence of the economic activities 
(Atsma, 1999) The censuses of 1950, 1963 and 1978 had an additional aim: to 
bring the general firm register up-to-date (Atsma, 1999).  
In the first census primarily the industry sector was investigated, but later this 
expanded to cover all firms, including other sectors. Furthermore, the goal was to 
have a census of industry every ten years, but this failed. Classifications changed 
over the course of time, and especially the mutations in sector classification affect 
the comparability of the censuses. The classification needed to be updated in order 
to be combined with economic statistics and new international arrangements 
(Atsma, 1999). Fortunately, in the census of 1950, comparisons with 1930 are 
included, and in the censuses of 1963 and 1978 recoding schemes to earlier 
versions have been appended (CBS, 1950; 1963 and 1978). Another source is 
concern are the variations in regional classifications. In the census of 1930, the 
regional classification was based on economic-geographical areas, while later 
municipalities and provinces where used. Municipalities, unfortunately, have been 
subjected to many realignments which makes comparison of the results of different 
censuses on the municipality level very difficult. This is the main reason for the 
analyses in the following sections being at the provincial level, since this is a level 
that did not change. All this leads to the conclusion that only rough comparisons 
are possible between the censuses. The comparisons become more valid when 
studied at a less detailed level (Atsma, 1999; CBS, 1930 and 1978).  

3.2.3  Analysis over time  
 
Some economic historians provide descriptions of industrial development and 
where specific kinds of industry can be found. For example, Kooij (1988) finds that 
from the Golden Age onwards, specific specialities or products were regionally 
distributed in either towns or regions. Example region-specific products were 
potato flour and strawboard in Groningen; cottons in Overijssel; shoe, leather and 
wool production in Noord Brabant; butter in Fryslân; and fruit preserves in 
Gelderland and Limburg. Kooij concludes that the economy up to 1860 mainly had 
traditional, region-oriented handicraft industries. Next, it is investigated whether or 
not this continued after the industrial revolution. 
As the group of old firms originates from the period prior to the industrial 
revolution, it is interesting to see how industry was distributed over the different 
manufacturing groups over the entire period under investigation. In Table 3.4, the 
shares of the different manufacturing groups in percentages of industry (total 
industry = 100) are shown. We have to take into consideration that in the data 
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sources from 1820 up to 1890, industry was the only sector studied, while from 
1930 onwards industry was studied alongside to other sectors such as agriculture 
and services. Furthermore, for the sake of consistency, the manufacturing groups as 
classified in the survey of 1820 have been used over the entire period. This has 
meant that several categories have had to be recategorized from the data to fit the 
1820 classification. For 1858 and 1890, the classifications were very similar but, 
from 1930 onwards, the recategorization has had to be done using indications given 
by the CBS (1930, 1950, 1963 and 1978). The data for 2001 is from REACH-
database (see Chapter 2), where the BIK coding was used, The BIK code is very 
close to the thus classification of 1978 and was recategorized by the same means. It 
is important to realise that Table 3.4 is not a reflection of employment percentages. 
The average firm size and the average number of employees per firm differs widely 
in each period and each sector. The percentages only indicate the percentages in 
numbers of firms. 
From Table 3.4 the development of manufacturing groups within the industrial 
sector can be followed. In 1820, the largest manufacturing group (by percentage of 
number of firms and / or factories) was ‘foodstuffs & beverages’, followed by 
‘wood, strawworks & cork’ and ‘manufacturing of textiles’. The first group 
remained important up to 1978, while the other two groups declined quite strongly 
at the beginning of the 20th century. ‘Foodstuffs & beverages’ remained a large 
group, probably since there was a high input from agriculture, and the processes in 
this group could ‘easily’ be adapted to mechanization. While this latter argument 
should also be true for ‘wood, strawworks & cork’ and ‘textile manufacturing’, 
these products might well have been relocated to ‘cheap-labour countries’ at an 
earlier time. 
In this table, the enormous growth in the share of ‘construction’ is striking. This is 
not just because of a growth in the need for construction, but also because of the 
way the data were collected. Up to 1930, only large firms and factories were 
included in the surveys, and especially in the earlier period, ‘construction’ was a 
typical family business and would generally be too small to be included in these 
specific databases. Also ‘bookprinting, lithography & photography’ saw an 
extensive growth in its share. This could be expected, especially in the 20th century, 
since in that period the Netherlands made the change towards a service-oriented 
economy. 
Clearly, it can be seen that the manufacturing of steam engines increased during the 
industrial revolution, reaching a maximum in 1930. Later this manufacturing group 
declines, however, it seems to have maintained a steady share. ‘Shipbuilding & 
other vehicles’ demonstrates an oscillating course in Table 3.4, this is probably 
caused by the created category of shipbuilding combined with the manufacturing of 
other vehicles. Nevertheless, it can be seen that ‘shipbuilding & other vehicles’ has 
had a persistent share of Dutch industry. 
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Table 3.4: Percentages of firms per sector in the period 1820-2001 
 

Percentage of firms in manufacturing groups  
 1820 1858 1890 1930 1950 1963 1978 2001 
Ceramics, glass, lime & 

stone 
1.3 1.8 11.6 1.4 1.5 1.8 2.6 1.7 

Diamond & other 
gemstones 

0.03 4.7 - 0.01 0.6 - - - 

Book printing, 
lithography & 
photography 

0.8 1.3 7.3 1.9 2.1 2.5 7.0 7.4 

Construction 6.5 0.7 2.0 18.5 31.9 33.9 41.6 54.4 
Quarrying  - 3.4 - 0.3 0.2 - 0.2 - 
Chemical industry 4.7 5.6 2.0 1.1 0.8 0.9 1.4 1.3 
Wood, straw works & 

cork 
14.2 9.6 10.0 7.9 1.9 5.3 3.3 1.8 

Clothing & (dry) 
cleaners 

8.6 7.9 7.0 9.7 17.9 11.1 2.8 1.6 

Crafts - - 0.3 0.3 - 0.2 - - 
Leather, oilcloth & 

caoutchouc (rubber) 
11.7 5.3 1.2 5.7 1.1 0.8 2.2 1.6 

Bog ore, coals & peat 
extraction (mining) 

4.5 - 1.0 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.5 

Metal construction  10.0 7.7 6.0 7.1 6.2 7.1 9.1 6.5 
Paper 0.6 1.4 2.1 0.9 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.5 
Shipbuilding & vehicles 1.0 8.3 2.5 2.1 9.8 11.4 2.8 2.6 
Steam- & other engines - 0.1 4.1 7.9 1.5 2.1 4.0 4.2 
Manufacture of textile 10.4 8.4 12.7 2.1 1.4 1.0 1.8 1.2 
Lightning, oil, varnish & 

fat 
- 4.3 4.4 - - - - - 

Gas, electricity & water 2.8 1.1 - 0.4 0.8 1.9 0.5 0.5 
Foodstuffs & beverages 22.8 25.9 25.8 30.1 15.4 12.3 12.4 4.2 
(Electric) machinery & 

apparatus 
- 0.6 - - 0.4 1.6 1.6 1.7 

Clocks & instruments - 0.8 - - 3.0 0.2 1.2 2.0 
Furniture - 0.9 - - 2.7 1.7 3.3 6.4 
Other 0.3 0.1 - 1.6 0.2 3.6 0.5 - 
Totals N= 

50925 
N= 

11566 
N= 

3339 
N= 

130207 
N= 

150756 
N= 

127967 
N= 

68837 
 N= 

199838 
Source: Struve and Bekaar, 1890; Department binnenlandsche zaken, (1859); Geudeker (1931); 
Brugmans (1956); CBS (1930, 1950, 1963, 1978); REACH (2001). For the survey of 1888/1890 the 
province of Limburg is missing. The comparison is not perfect since the survey from 1888/1890 gives 
only 9% of the total industry, since only larger companies and factories were taken into consideration. 
Furthermore, in the censuses of 1963 and 1978 other classifications were used and, for this table, 
those are transferred to the categories used here using the guidelines of the Dutch Bureau of Statistics. 
In 1820 some firms in Noord Holland are also missing, the 1858 survey only indicates ‘factories’ and 
so in this year no mining is present 
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In Table 3.5, the provincial division of the labour force in manufacturing industry 
in percentages can be seen from 1889 up to 1978. This table shows that the 
provinces of Noord and Zuid Holland were throughhout this period, the regions 
with the most employment, which could be expected given high urbanization rate 
in these provinces. As could be seen earlier in Section 3.1.1, these were always the 
regions with the highest dynamics (Van Zanden, 2002), and this did not change 
during the 20th century. 
 
Table 3.5: Labour force in manufacturing industry per province, in the period 1889-1978 
 

Labour force in manufacturing in percentages                        
 1889 1930 1963 1978 
Groningen 5.8 4.5 4.0 3.3 
Fryslân 7.2 3.6 3.3 3.3 
Drenthe 2.9 1.8 2.1 2.3 
Overijssel 7.0 7.1 7.0 6.6 
Gelderland 11.0 8.9 9.9 10.4 
Utrecht 4.8 5.0 5.6 6.3 
Noord Holland 18.0 22.3 19.8 17.9 
Zuid Holland 20.4 26.9 25.5 22.8 
Zeeland 4.5 2.4 2.0 2.3 
Noord Brabant 12.9 10.9 13.1 17.6 
Limburg 5.5 6.7 7.7 7.1 
Total in absolute numbers 1660137 1875238 3418085 3189959 
Source: Fisher et.al (1994, pp.79) 
 
From the figures in Table 3.5 it can be seen that the peripheral provinces, 
Groningen, Fryslân, Drenthe, Zeeland and Limburg experienced a decrease in their 
share of labour force, in favour of the provinces of Noord and Zuid Holland, as 
well as a very strong increase in Noord Brabant. After the Second World War, a 
decrease in the labour force is shown for Noord and Zuid Holland, which indicates 
the start of industrial deconcentration (compare Pellenbarg, 1985). Pellenbarg 
(1985) finds that, after 1950, industrial employment was no longer largely 
concentrated in the west of the Netherlands but spread over the other provinces. 
From 1950 to 1970 the industrial employment in the west decreased from 50 to less 
then 40 % with a growth seen in Drenthe, Gelderland, Utrecht, Zeeland and Noord 
Brabant. 
The distribution of firms up to 1930, as described by Scheffer (1942), is very much 
in the same proportions as the distribution of employees, and the same tendency 
can still be found (compare Table 3.2.). Table 3.6 indicates that industry was 
already the most important sector in the Netherlands in 1899 and continued to grow 
in the decades that followed, and consequently there was a decline in  agriculture. 
This growth of industry in number of firms continued up to 1963, after which the 
industry started to decrease on account of the changing economic structure, with 
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the Netherlands becomming a service-oriented economy. This can be seen by the 
substantial growth in the shares of ‘trade & transport ‘ and ‘other’ in Table 3.6. The 
figures for the changes in labour force (Table 3.2) demonstrate the same trend. This 
trend has been described by Pellenbarg et al. (1987) as the de-industrialisation of 
the Netherlands. 
 
Table 3.6: Percentage of firms in four sectors from 1899 to 2001 
 

Percentage of firms in four sectors   
 1899 1909 1920 1930 1950 1963 1978 2001 
Agriculture 29.6 27.3 22.9 20.1 11.4 - 1.2 0.7 
Industry 33.8 35.2 37.8 38.8 24.9 32.3 20.3 27.5 
Trade & 
transport 

16.8 18.4 19.6 21.8 51.2 49.2 47.8 44.1 

Other 19.8 19.1 19.8 19.3 11.9 18.5 26.3 27.7 
Source: Scheffer (1942); CBS (1930, 1950, 1963, 1978); Atsma (1999); Statline (2002). The censuses 
of 1963 and 1978 use different categories and for this table the categories are converted to the 
categories used up to 1950, by the guidelines of the Dutch Bureau of Statistics. The censuses of 1950 
and 1963 had different sector classifications and did not take in to consideration the primary sector 
(1963) and not all of the sectors (both censuses), which might cause deviances in the data. Further, the 
inclusion of construction in the industry sector up to 1930, whereas from 1950 onwards construction 
was a category of its own, is not indicated in this table 
 
The three tables in this section indicate that even after the industrial revolution the 
Netherlands had regionally distributed industries. A clear change in important 
manufacturing groups was found: a shift towards a more mechanized industry. 
Furthermore, a change in regionally distribution of the labour force occurred, as 
well as a decrease in the importance of industry in favour of services. Nevertheless, 
it can be concluded that in the period after the industrial revolution regionally 
distributed industries were still found. This is further investigated in Section 3.3.  

3.3  Spatial distribution of industry 
 
However interesting the figures in Tables 3.4, 3.5 and 3.6 might be, for the study of 
old firms in the Netherlands it is more important to find out where the different 
manufacturing groups were before the Dutch industrial revolution, and how this 
developed within the Netherlands, at the provincial level, over the course of time. 
This will be done by a series of maps from 1820 toll 2001. To get a more general 
impression of the Dutch economy, from 1930 onwards the development of the 
service sector and trade are also incorporated. For earlier times, data on these 
sectors are not available. As can be seen in Chapter 2, Table 2.2 and 2.3, the 
survivors are very much in the so-called ‘old-fashioned businesses’ that can be 
traced down to the manufacturing groups described earlier. Furthermore, also some 
of the ‘oldies’ are in services and trade. Unfortunately, due to lack of data, these 
sectors can only be represented in the maps from 1930 onwards.  
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In the maps of before 1930, only the industrial sector is represented in the three 
highest shares (in percentages of numbers of firms or factories) of manufacturing 
groups. From 1930 onwards, the main sector (industry, services, trade, etc.) is 
given as well as the most common manufacturing-groups within industry, so as to 
make comparison with earlier maps possible. For Figures 3.3 to 3.12 the 
percentages are based on the absolute numbers of firms or factories (depending on 
the source) except for the figures of 1874 and 1906-1912, which are based on 
descriptive sources. Figures 3.8 to 3.12 are based on the censuses of industry and 
on absolute numbers of establishments. For Figures 3.3 to 3.12, on the following 
pages, all the manufacturing groups have been recategorized back to the 
classification system as used in Table 2.3 and Table 3.6, to allow easier 
comparison. In the legend, all manufacturing groups that are of importance 
somewhere in the Netherlands are included but this does not imply that all these 
groups are necessarily present in all provinces. 
The earliest data found on the industry in the Netherlands are represented in Figure 
3.3 ‘Foodstuffs & beverages’ was, in all provinces, the most dominant 
manufacturing group in 1820, as described in Section 3.1. In 1820, agriculture was 
still very important and contributed large inputs to the foodstuffs & beverages 
manufacturing sector. Firms in this group include for example factories for 
chocolate, cigars, flour and biscuits, and also distilleries and breweries. As Kooij 
(1988) described, most industry in those days were craft industries in small firms.  
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Figure 3.3: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province, based on absolute number 
of firms and factories in 1820. Numbers for Noord-Holland are slightly less reliable because of data 
errors 
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Source: Brugman (1956) and Damsma et al. (1979) 
 
The statistics of 1820 only take into account the larger firms and factories, however 
a reflection of the crafts industry can also be seen in these groups. Alongside 
‘foodstuffs & beverages’, ‘wood, straw works & cork’ is an important 
manufacturing group. This group is of importance in all provinces except for 
Noord Holland, Noord Brabant and Limburg. This manufacturing group includes 
‘factories’ such as woodturning shops, stavemakeries and woodcarvers. A third 
important manufacturing group in 1820 was ‘textile’. The non-mechanized textile 
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manufactures are, for instance hair spinning mills, yarn twineries, thread weaving 
and knitting factories. Textiles are mostly found in the provinces of Overijssel, 
Noord Brabant and Limburg, due to the cheap labour in these areas (Brugmans, 
1956). 
 
Figure 3.4: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province, based on absolute number 
of firms and factories in 1858. Reclassification to 1820 categories 
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Source: Departement Binnenlandse zaken (1858) 
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In Figure 3.4, of 1858, again ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ (now including sugar 
refineries) is an important manufacturing group all over the Netherlands given the 
continuous input from agriculture. In the ‘Wood, straw works & cork’ 
manufacturing group, the same kind of work was done as in 1820, and again all 
over the Netherlands. In the North of the Netherlands, ‘shipbuilding & other 
vehicles’ became of much greater importance than in 1820. In Noord Brabant and 
Overijssel, textile manufacturing (now represented by cotton factories) is replaced 
as the dominant sector, by the manufacture of ‘clothing & (dry) cleaning’ (e.g. 
shoemakers, corsets and hats). Also ‘metal construction’ is mentioned in many 
more provinces in 1858 than in 1820. Perhaps this shift to metal construction could 
be seen as the first step towards mechanization, although the data does not reveal 
much about the production methods in these firms and factories. Examples of firms 
in ‘metal construction’ are hooperies, iron foundries, hammer, scales and iron 
works. In the manufacturing of ships and other vehicles group, shipyards are the 
most mentioned, not surprisingly found in coastal provinces given that these 
provinces already had extensive waterways necessary for shipyards (Departement 
Binnenlandsche zaken, 1859; Thurkow et al, 1984).  
In  1874, ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ are still of major importance but, as Figure 3.5 
indicates, no longer in the top three of manufactruing groups in all provinces. The 
data of 1874 are mainly descriptive, and do not describe ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ 
to be of major importance in all provinces. However, in Figure 3.6 of 1888-1890, 
this manufacturing groups is again among the most important in all provinces, and 
it seems likely that this category would have been important in all provinces in 
1874 as well. The kind of factory most mentioned under ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ 
in 1874 are root beet sugar factories, breweries and cigar manufacturers. It is 
interesting to see that the ‘ceramics, glass, lime & stone’ group is much more 
important in 1874 than in all the previous years. Examples of firms in this group 
are: pipemanufactures and tile & pottery factories. New are the manufacturing 
groups of the chemical industry in Zeeland (the madder industry) and the paper 
industry in Gelderland located near rivers since this industry needs clean water 
(Geudeker, 1931; Pellenbarg et al, 1987). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  71 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

Figure 3.5: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province, based on descriptive 
information of different factories in 1874. Reclassification to 1820 categories  
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Source: Geudeker (1931) 
 
Figure 3.6 below, is constructed on the basis of the Struve and Bekaar survey of 
firms and factories with more than ten employees and/or that use power engines. 
The fact that steam engines are mentioned as a selection tool in this particular 
survey indicates that the era of mechanization has clearly arrived. This survey 
covers only 9% of the Dutch firm population in 1888-1890. Nevertheless, Figure 
3.6  does not show strong deviations from the earlier series.  
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Figure 3.6: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province in 1888 – 1890 based on the 
absolute number of firms and factories with more than 10 employees and/or a power engine. No data 
for the province of Limburg. Reclassification to 1820 categories  
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Source: Struve and Bekaar (1890) 
 
Again ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ are important all over the Netherlands. ‘Wood, 
straw works & cork’ is also a major group, except in the southeast part of the 
country. ‘Textile manufacturing’ is still found in Overijssel and Noord-Brabant. 
The major difference with the earlier maps is that the group of ‘ceramics, glass, 
lime & stone’ is now also found in the provinces of Utrecht, and Noord and Zuid 
Holland. The importance of this group can be better understood by knowing that 
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Struve and Bekaar also included ‘diamonds & gemstones’ manufacturing in this 
category. Diamond setting and gold & silver jewellery were also present in these 
provinces at earlier times, mainly in the larger cities, although never in such 
quantities that they entered the top three manufacturing groups. Together with the 
ceramics group, this category has increased in importance by this year. The 
transition to steam engines in the Nethelands did not only lead to larger factories, 
but also to the modernising of smaller workshops and firms (Lintsen, 1995). Since 
the Stuve and Bekaar survey only investigated larger firms and factories, a large 
portion of the Dutch industry at that time was effectively overlooked. 
The major differences between 1888-1890 and 1906-1912 (Figure 3.7) are found in 
the ‘shipbuilding & other vehicles’ manufacturing group. This group did not appear 
on the maps of 1874 and 1888-1890 but is now found to be of importance in the 
provinces of Fryslân, Groningen, and Noord and Zuid Holland. Differences in data 
can be used to explain this. Figure 3.7 is created on the basis of Everwijn’s 
historical atlas (1912) that indicates the most important manufacturing groups by 
numbers of employees present in the Dutch municipalities. Shipbuilding is mainly 
found in coastal provinces. Textile manufacturing is found in Overijssel, 
Gelderland and Noord Brabant, which were also the regions for textile 
manufacturing earlier, since even mechanized, it was still a labour intensive 
product. These provinces offered cheap labour and, together with the 
improvements to the infrastucture in these areas in the supply of resources and 
coal, this was the best location for this kind of industry (Lintsen, 1995). Leather is 
also a labour intensive product and cheap labour was to be found in Noord Brabant. 
Furthermore, the province of Noord Brabant has traditionally been a region of 
cattle farmers, which provided the raw material for this kind of industry. 
‘Foodstuffs & beverages’ is still of major importance in the entire Netherlands. 
‘Ceramics, glass, lime & stone’ is now only found in Groningen and Limburg, 
which can be explained by the presence of clay, either from the Groninger polders 
or the river Maas in Limburg. On the maps of Everwijn, diamond setting becomes 
its own manufacturing group again, and so the ceramics group is no longer found 
in Noord and Zuid Holland in 1906-1912, in contrast with Figure 3.6. 
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Figure 3.7: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province based on the absolute 
number of employees per municipality in the concerned manufacturing groups in the period 1906-
1912. Reclassification to 1820 categories 
 

0 10 50 km

foodstuffs & beverages
leather & oil clothing
textile manufacturing
metal construction
shipbuilding & vehicles
ceramics, glass & limestone
paper

most important 
manufacturing groups
less  important 
manufacturing groups

Manufacturing groups
1906 - 1912

 
  
Source: Everwijn (1912). Note: not all manufacturing groups are discussed in Everwijn (1912) 
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Figure 3.8: Most important industrial manufacturing groups per province based on the absolute 
number of establishments of firms and factories in 1930. Reclassification to 1820 categories 
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Source: CBS (1930) 
 
Figure 3.8 represents the situation of 1930 and is the first map based on a Dutch 
census of industry. This map shows the major manufacturing groups in each 
provice. In the maps that follow information is also provided on other sectors in 
addition to industry. In the census of 1930, besides industry only retail and 
transportation is discussed (CBS, 1930). ‘Construction’ was now the most 
important manufacturing group within industry in all provinces, together with 
‘foodstuffs & beverages’ (with the exceptions of Overijssel and Gelderland). This 
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sudden appearance of the construction group can mainly be explained by changes 
in data collection. In the industry census all firms, even those with none or one 
employee were counted, since the data is processed on the establishment level. In 
the earlier sources, primarily the larger firms and factories were taken into 
consideration and smaller businesses were ignored. Winsemius (1949) found in his 
elaboration of this data that manufacturing based on raw materials from excavating 
was mainly based in the south of the Netherlands, the centre and some smaller 
parts in the northeast of the Netherlands. Wood-straw and cork work was mostly to 
be found in the middle of the Netherlands, close to the rivers. Cheap labour 
industry, such as textiles were found in Noord Brabant and the province of 
Overijssel. Winsemius found, furthermore, that because of the infrastructural 
improvements (rail construction) at the beginning of the 20th century that 
industrialisation had spread more evenly over all the provinces (compare 
Pellenbarg, 1985). 
In Figures 3.9 through 3.12, a different visualisation structure is applied. Now, 
alongside the most important manufacturing groups, also the other sectors (e.g. 
services and trade) are shown. The legend for these maps shows two indicators. On 
the left side are the three most important sectors: the most important at the top and 
decreasing importance downwards. This is indicated in the text as the ‘first level’. 
On the right side, the manufacturing groups appear, corresponding with the groups 
shown in Figures 3.3 through 3.8. These represent the most important 
manufacturing groups within industry, even if industry is not one of the most 
important sectors as given on the left-hand side. This is indicated as the ‘second 
level’ in the text. 
In 1950, the second industrial revolution was already underway in the Netherlands. 
Figure 3.9 below shows, on the first level, the most important sectors. The 1950 
census makes a distinction between the industry, trade, traffic & transportation, 
hotel & catering, and other services sectors (CBS, 1950). Not surprisingly, traffic 
& transportation is in none of the Dutch provinces the most populus. It is 
interesting to see that trade is the most important sector in the so-called ‘Randstad’ 
provinces (Utrecht, and Noord and Zuid Holland) as well as in the province of 
Fryslân. Since the Randstad was always the most ‘forward’ and dynamic region in 
the Netherlands, it is hardly surprising that in this region in which the first step to 
other means of income generation was taken. In all the other provinces the industry 
sector is dominant and, looking at the second level, the distribution of the most 
important manufacturing groups within industry (recategorized to be comparable 
with the groups of 1820), in the Netherlands in 1950 gives a very even image. In all 
provinces, the ‘construction’ manufacturing group has the most establishments, 
followed by ‘clothing & (dry) cleaning’ and ‘foodstuffs & beverages’. Considering 
that 1950 was in the period of reconstruction after the Second World War, the need 
for basic necessities seems hardly surprising.  
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Figure 3.9: Most important sectors (first level) and most important industrial manufacturing groups 
(second level) per province based on the absolute number of establishments in 1950. Reclassification 
to 1820 categories 
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Source: CBS (1950) 
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Figure 3.10: Most important sectors (first level) and most important industrial manufacturing groups 
(second level) per province based on the absolute number of establishments in 1963. Reclassification 
to 1820 categories 
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By 1963, the most important sector (first level) in the Netherlands as a whole is 
trade, as shown in Figure 3.10. Industry is now the second most important sector in 
the Netherlands. In the census of 1963, the studied sectors were industry, trade, 
traffic & transportation, hotel & catering and other services; the same as in 1950. 
The step to a new means of business that, by 1950 had already been made in the 
Randstad now permeated to the more peripheral provinces as well. On the second 
level, the distribution of the industrial manufacturing groups, ‘construction’ is still 
the most important manufacturing group in terms of establishments in all 
provinces, as well as a continuing emphasis on ‘foodstuffs & beverages’. This is 
not surprising, since housing and food are always needed and are a fairly secure 
investment. It is interesting to see the re-emergence of ‘shipbuilding & other 
vehicles’ in Figure 3.10. In 1963, this group also includes, reflecting improved 
technology and prosperity, automobiles. In the coastal provinces and in the vicinity 
of the Rotterdam harbour this group reflects primarily the manufacture of ships. 
The situation in 1978 had not changed very much at first sight. Figure 3.11 
indicates that trade is still the first sector measured in absolute number of 
establishment. The census of 1978 differentiates between the following sectors: 
agriculture & fishing; mining & quarrying; manufacturing (except construction); 
public utilities; construction & installation; trade, hotels, cafes, restaurants & repair 
of consumer goods; and transport, storage & communication, banking, insurance & 
business services; and other services (CBS, 1978). Construction is now considered 
a separate sector, and has become quite important overall. The importance of 
construction was already evident on the previous maps. In 1978, the industry sector 
is no longer the second most important. In the provinces of  Fryslân, Overijssel, 
Gelderland and Noord Brabant industry is still second in rank, but in the provinces 
of Groningen, Drenthe and Noord-Holland construction is larger in terms of 
numbers of establishments. The provinces of Zuid Holland, Zeeland, Utrecht and 
the newcomer Flevoland, have the banking, insurance and business services sector 
as the second most important. Following the line of argument from Figure 3.9, with 
banking now important in the Randstad provinces,  an emergence of this sector can 
be expected on the following map. This indicates a movement from a trade- and 
industry-based economy towards a service-oriented one. In the period around 1978 
the general level of wealth did increase sharply in the Netherlands, making such a 
transfer possible. At the second level, the manufacturing groups, not surprisingly 
‘foodstuffs & beverages’ and ‘construction’ dominate the picture. Only in Zuid 
Holland, does the ‘book printing, lithography & photography’ group (in modern 
terminology the ‘graphics industry’) seem important. Traditionally, this 
manufacturing group has been stronger here, with the Dutch government settling in 
Den Haag attracting the printing industry already early as the 18th and 19th 
centuries (Brugmans, 1970; Everwijn, 1912). 
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Figure 3.11: Most important sectors (first level) and most important industrial manufacturing groups 
(second level) per province based on the absolute number of establishments in 1978. Reclassification 
to 1820 categories 
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Source: CBS (1978) 
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Figure 3.12: Most important sectors (first level) and most important industrial manufacturing groups 
(second level) per province based on the absolute number of establishments in 2001. Reclassification 
to 1820 categories 
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Source: REACH / Van Dijk (2001) 
 
The last map in Figure 3.12, gives the most recent picture. The situation in 2001 
does indeed gives an image of a country that is primarily service-oriented. Public 
services and other services are dominant everywhere in number of establishments, 
and there is also a strong presence of trade. Industry is found in the top three 
important sectors in the province of Overijssel, and the construction sector is only 
of major importance in Zeeland. On the second level, again construction leads in 
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all provinces. Surprisingly, ‘foodstuffs & beverages’, for the first time since 1820, 
is no longer among the leading manufacturing groups, probably due to 
delocalisation of production to cheap labour countries (Mariotti, 2004). A strong 
rise in the number of establishments working in ‘metal construction’ is seen in 
Drenthe, Overijssel, Flevoland, Gelderland, Noord-Brabant and Limburg. The 
printing industry (book printing, lithography & photography) is now an important 
manufacturing group not only in Zuid Holland but also in Groningen, Noord-
Holland and Utrecht, linked to a strong public sector. In Fryslân, ‘shipbuilding & 
other vehicles’ is a strong manufacturing group. With the long experience in 
shipbuilding in this province, production has, however, now mostly switched from 
freighters to pleasure yachts, and this sector can be seen as traditionally Frysian. 

3.4 Concluding remarks 
 
The period described in this chapter can be summarized as a period in which the 
Netherlands moved from a crafts industry and trade-based economy at the 
beginning of the 19th century towards a service-oriented economy at the end of the 
20th century, through two periods of industrialization. The first industrial revolution 
from the middle of the 19th century until approximately 1914, can be characterized 
by strong mechanization. The second period of industrialization started after the 
Second World War, and introduced micro-electronics and plastics, after which we 
witness a bending of the economy towards a stronger emphasis on services. 
The development of industry, as described it in this chapter, naturally reflects this 
development path. The crafts industry played an important role before 
mechanization, and was later replaced by mechanized processes in manufacturing. 
Later, this was replaced by services and trade, with the production industry moving 
to cheap labour countries. The most important manufacturing groups in the 
Netherlands are now ‘construction’, ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ and ‘printing’. The 
first two can be seen as providers of basic necessities, and for that reason are 
strongly represented over the entire period of study. It can furthermore, be 
concluded that the Randstad provinces (Utrecht, Noord- and Zuid-Holland) have 
been ‘leading’ regions in respect of moving towards new sectors. This can be most 
clearly seen in the period 1950–1963, as well as in the period 1978-2001. 
Linking these developmente to the group of survivors (see Table 2.2, Table 2.3 and 
Map 2.1 in Chapter 2), explain the sector and manufacturing groups that these 
‘oldies’ are in. From Table 2.3 it is apperent that many of the ‘oldies’ in all 
provinces are establishments in trade, industry and construction, which have been 
the sectors with a long history in the Netherlands. Taking a look at the second level 
(manufacturing groups), the provincial distribution can be traced back to long-
standing manufacturing groups in certain provinces. Many old firms in this 
investigation are still producing goods that have been around for the whole period 
under study, such as shipbuilding, tools & instruments, tiles and traditional 
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foodstuffs. It seems that the ‘oldies ‘ have survived from manufacturing groups 
that were much larger at the founding time of these firms. The manufacturing 
groups ‘construction’ and ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ for example, which are 
represented strongly in the group of survivors, were always present in large 
numbers in the Netherlands and, as argued earlier, ‘safer’ investments than more 
experimental industries. People always need food and housing, and also stimulants 
(tobacco and spirits) seem to have a never-ending demand. The oldies in 
‘foodstuffs & beverages’ do produce the more traditional products, such as gin, 
cigars and sweets. A preliminary conclusion is that these old firms are the survivors 
of groups of manufacturers whose goods were once daily necessities but which, 
over the course of time, have become somewhat obsolete or used only for specific 
purposes. The groups of survivors either had the best competition-position or 
adapted their production processes to modern standards. This created a niche for 
themselves in a market for ‘traditional’ products, perhaps sometimes only still 
existing to for keep alive memories and nostalgia. 
 
 
 
 

 
i In the field of economic history a debate on the exact start of the Dutch industrial 
revolution continues. More information can be found in among others Van Zanden (1989; 
2001), Smits et al. (1999). 



4 ORGANIZATIONAL ECOLOGY AND 
INDUSTRIAL ORGANIZATIONS; FRAMEWORKS 
FOR PATH DEPENDENCY AND LOCK-IN OF 
OLD FIRMS  

 
In Chapter 2, the firm was defined, both from its relationship with its environment 
and as a unit of analysis. As explained in that chapter, the latter vision fits into the 
theory of organisational ecology (Van Wissen, 2002), which Hannan and Freeman 
(1989) introduced with a focus on the boundaries between the organisation (firm) 
and the market. From their theory of organisational ecology, which is the basis of 
the demography of firms, emerged the necessity to view the firm as a unit of 
analysis. Nevertheless, the interactions that a firm has with its environment are still 
important (Carroll and Hannan, 2000).  
The insights from organizational ecology (Hannan and Freeman, 1989) have 
already been briefly introduced in Chapter 2. Other pioneers in this field of study 
are Nelson and Winter (1982), who advocate the evolutional approach to economic 
development through the theory of industrial organization. The theory of 
organizational ecology was derived from sociology, and takes the study of entry 
and exit data as the main theme. The number of firms (density) in an industrial 
sector is the core variable in the explanation of entry and exit rates of firms. The 
relationship between these two concepts is described in the so-called ‘density 
model of competition and legitimation’. The potential limit to the number of firms 
in a certain sector is called the carrying capacity. One of the shortcomings of 
organizational ecology is the lack of attention to individual firms. The school of 
industrial organization does pay attention to individual firms; however, in the 
literature on industrial organization, too little attention is given to the relationship 
between industry dynamics (entry and exit) and the age of firms. These concepts 
will be discussed in more detail in the following sections. Both theories have the 
firm itself as the unit of analysis, and also incorporate the interactions with its 
surrounding environment (Swaminathan, 1996). The evolutionary character of 
these theories also makes use of the concepts of selection, adaptation, inertia and 
path dependence (Antonelli, 1997; Forday, 1997).   
This chapter will discuss organizational ecology and, in less detail, also industrial 
organizations and then apply the theoretical insights, such as the ‘density model of 
competition and legitimation’, to a conceptual framework for explaining the long-
term survival of firms incorporating the use of selection, lock-in and inertia. 
Further, attention is given to the evolutionary notion of path dependence. All the 
described concepts will be viewed from a spatial angle and developed into testable 
hypotheses in order to investigate some of the characteristics of (old) firms in terms 
of the questions posed in Chapter 1. As Krugman (1991a, pp.80) argues: “if there is 
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a single area of economics in which path dependence is unmistakable, it is in economic 
geography – the location of production in space. The long shadow cast by history over 
location is apparent in all scales, from the smallest to the largest”. 

4.1 Introduction 
 
Two theories that provide insights into the entry and exit of firms are the industrial 
organization and organizational ecology ones. Nelson and Winter (1988) introduce 
a broad evolutionary perspective that can be used to analyse the various aspects of 
economic change, such as the response of firms and industries to changed market 
conditions. The theory of industrial organization is concerned with the 
environmental settings in which firms operate, and how firms behave in these 
settings: as producers, as sellers and as buyers. In other words, there is no internal 
consideration: firms are viewed in terms of their market behaviour. A major 
emphasis is placed on the competitive forces in the various industries and markets. 
Correspondingly, the analysis takes place in the industry, or in the competing group 
of firms, rather than in the individual firm (Davies and Lyons, 1988). This focus on 
evolutionary change provides a dynamic explanation of variety and diversity 
(Peneder, 2001). 
Organizational ecology focuses on organizations (firms) in trying to explain long-
term social evolution, particularly the rise and fall of organizational populations. It 
views the market as a field for organizational actions. “The organization population is 
defined broadly as the set of organizations characterized by a particular organizational form 
and dependent on a common set of material and social resources” (Carroll, 1997, pp.2). 
This way of thinking encompasses a very specific research design that involves 
going back to the origins of a specific organizational population or industry, and 
describing all the organizations that enter or exit from it using a prescribed 
definition of organizational form (Carroll, 1997). The core variable in 
organizational ecology is the number of firms (density) in an industrial sector 
since, it is argued, this explains entry and exit rates. The relationship between these 
two concepts is described in the so-called 'density model of competition and 
legitimation'. The potential limit to the number of firms in a certain sector is called 
the carrying capacity (Hannan and Carroll, 1995). One of the main shortcomings of 
organizational ecology is its lack of attention to individual firms. The school of 
industrial organization does pay attention to individual firms but, in the literature 
on industrial organization, too little attention is given to the relationship between 
industry dynamics (the frequency of entry/exit) and the age of firms. In Section 4.1, 
firstly, an evolutionary view on the development and survival of firms is given 
from the industrial organization and organizational ecology perspective. Secondly, 
the density model of competition and legitimation is described in more detail, 
followed by the liabilities that can arise from this for firms of different ages. 
Section 4.1 then concludes with a spatial description of the earlier described 
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concepts in the context of old firms. In Section 4.2, the evolutionary concept of 
path dependence is described. First a general overview, followed by the 
incorporation of this concept in organizational ecology and industrial organization 
theories. Then, a discussion on age, inertia and lock-in follows: are these concepts 
path-dependent? Section 4.2 concludes with a discussion on spatial path 
dependence. In Section 4.3, the spatial implications of this evolutionary view of old 
firms are discussed. The variables influencing long-term firm survival are further 
elaborated, and the section ends with several hypotheses, for later testing, about old 
firm survival.  

4.2 An evolutionary view on development and survival of firms 
 
In this section, a general overview of the two introduced theories is first given, 
followed by an explanation of the model of density dependence, and the diverse 
liabilities that indicate survival chances of firms at different ages. The section ends 
with an elaboration of three concepts: adaptation, selection and structural inertia. 
The interactions among these three concepts are described along with the way these 
concepts might explain long-term firm survival. 

4.2.1  Industrial organization theory 
 
Industrial organization theory emphasizes entry and exit (the birth and death of 
firms), variations in size, and market share (mobility) and changes in the control of 
firms, as demonstrated by a firm’s behaviour in the market. The main focus is not 
on the individual firm, but on the total industry or group of interacting individual 
firms (Caves, 1998). Industrial organization studies contribute to the understanding 
of how a market works from birth to maturity, and is associated with firms' 
behaviours. Recent studies have enhanced the insights into industrial dynamics. In 
general, the results show considerable short-term entry and exit turnover in most 
industrial markets; while, in the longer term, the market structure is relatively 
stable. Further, firms may behave in a competitive way because of the danger 
posed by potential entries. In other words, not only the number of existing firms, 
but also the potential number of new firms, determines the competition forces (Van 
Kranenburg, 1999). 
Alongside competition, both growth and size are important determinants of the 
mortality and survival of firms. Following a study on mobility, entry and exit, 
Caves (1998) came to the following conclusions. Mean growth rates of surviving 
firms are not independent of their size, but tend to decline with size and with the 
unit's age for a given size. The entry and exit of firms are closely linked with 
growth-size relationships. Entry is more likely to occur in small size classes, and 
the likelihood of a unit's exit declines with size. Growth rates are almost 
independent of size among larger firms. However, the failure to sort firms into 
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industry groups deprives the results of clear implications. The evidence on entrants' 
growth and failure rates suggests the processes by which firms can succeed and 
that they do not initially position themselves with the unique, optimal size. 
Industries with high entry rates will also show high exit rates. The survival of 
mature firms is determined by the extent of depreciation or obsolescence in their 
original cumulative learning capabilities (Caves, 1998). When a firm ages and 
grows, it becomes more certain about its costs and, therefore, the mean and 
variance of its growth rate should decline. Although many industrial organization 
studies have contributed considerably to the understanding of the various market 
structures and firm behaviours, they are not sufficient to explain the evolution of 
industries. The industrial organization literature, it is argued, pays too little 
attention to the relationship between industry dynamics and the age of the industry 
(Van Kranenburg, 1999). 

4.2.2 Organizational ecology theory 
 
The development of organizational ecology theory took place in the late 1970s 
(Amburgey and Rao, 1996). Studying the ecology of organizations (and firms) is 
an approach that builds upon general ecological and evolutionary models of change 
in populations of organizations (firms). The goal of this perspective is to 
understand the forces that shape the structures of organizations over long period of 
time (Hannan and Freeman, 1989). Organizational ecology treats organizations as 
complex systems with strong limitations on flexibility and speed of response. The 
features of the theory are as follows. First, ecological models are used as 
frameworks to study these sociological processes. Second, the theory concentrates 
on dynamics, particularly on the dynamics of processes that shape entry and exit 
rates in the populations of organizations, and these processes are studied over long 
periods of time. Third, in the process of studying such dynamics, the theory 
considers entire populations of organizations over the full history of these 
populations (Hannan and Freeman, 1989). This is in line with the concept of path 
dependence as will be described in Section 4.3 (Antonelli, 1997) 
Reasons for the development of the theory of organizational ecology were an 
interest in the causes of vital events (birth, death, and mobility of firms and 
organizations), as well as a desire to structure the connections between 
organization theory and social history. Research at the population level leads to an 
interest in history since the study of population dynamics frequently requires an 
analysis over long periods of time. Furthermore, it leads to an understanding of the 
institutional context of organizational populations (Hannan and Freeman, 1989). 
According to Carroll (1988), the existing organizational theories were ignorant of 
the founding and mortality processes. The focus should be more on the vital rates, 
the entries and exits, which are the distinguishing features of ecology, and which 
could be found in the present theory. Singh (1990, pp.11) defines the central theme 
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of the theory of organizational ecology as: "the investigation of how social 
environments shape rates of creation and death of organizational forms, rates of 
organizational founding and mortality, and rates of change in organizational forms." 
Organizational ecology does not subscribe to the adaptation model of 
organizational change: it challenges many of the fundamental features of the 
adaptation model and offers instead a selection model of organizational change. In 
the approach of the selection model, adaptive change by firms is not impossible but 
is seriously constrained. In this view, strong, inertial forces characterize 
organizations, and these forces are seen to limit the flexibility to change. From this 
viewpoint, then, most organizational changes occurring in any historical period are 
the result of processes of organizational selection and replacement, rather than 
internal firm changes and adaptations. In this way, organizational ecology forces 
attention towards patterns of organizational founding, mortality and survival: the 
visible outcomes of the selection processes (Carroll, 1988). 
The most important element in organizational ecology is the population of 
organizations. The crucial assumption is that organizational populations can be 
defined so that they have a unitary character: the members of the population must 
have a mutual understanding with respect to the processes of interest (creation, 
dissolution and transformation) (Amburgey and Rao, 1996). However, empirical 
studies have found similar outcomes for different types of industrial groups, 
implying that the general assumption might well be applied to a more 
heterogeneous population (Amburgey and Rao, 1996). A criticism of the theory of 
organizational ecology is that, in the population set, very large and very small firms 
within one industry are seen as one homogeneous population of firms, despite the 
fact that very large firms have different routines and characteristics than small 
firms and, through this, have very different effects within the population (Winter, 
1990). The reason for defining the population in this way is that the new and small 
firms are potentially competitive with the large firms. Furthermore, the large firms 
in the population started as small firms. Excluding the small firms from the 
population until they become competitively significant would introduce selection 
bias and obscure the many underlying processes of evolution, whatever the 
eventual outcome (Winter, 1990). 

4.2.3  Density model of competition and legitimation 
 
The density model of competition and legitimation identifies a relationship 
between entry and exit rates. The number of firms (density) in an industrial sector 
is the core variable in the explanation in the entry and exit rates (Hannan and 
Carroll, 1995). In this model, insights from both the organizational ecology theory 
and the industrial organization theory are used. The model assumes that a change in 
populations occurs mainly through the selective replacement of different 
organizations, rather than through the adaptations of individual organizations. 
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Carroll (1997) assumes that there are two forces in selection: social legitimation 
and diffuse competition. Social legitimation refers to the taken-for-granted nature 
of a particular firm as the 'natural' way of doing certain things. Diffuse competition 
refers to the competition that arises when organizations depend on the same set of 
finite resources (for example skilled labour). Diffuse competition implies that the 
viability of particular types of organizations will fall when many firms acquire 
these resources (Carrol, 1997). Low or absent legitimation means that managing 
will become difficult: capital suppliers are cautious; suppliers and customers need 
to be informed; employees may be hard to find and hire; and often institutional 
rules have to be changed. As more firms appear, legitimation increases. Initially, 
when the number of firms is low, the effects on legitimation of adding another firm 
is large. When many firms are present in the population, legitimation increases 
only little, or not at all, when the density rises. To put it succinctly, the legitimation 
of an organizational population increases with density at a decreasing rate (Carroll, 
1997; Carroll and Hannan, 2000). This interaction between competition and 
legitimation in the model can be observed in the births and deaths of firms in a 
particular population. When legitimation increases, entrepreneurs see an 
opportunity and are more willing to start such a type of business. Firms founded 
during periods of growing legitimation also find it easier to attract capital, 
suppliers, customers and employees. These firms encounter relatively few 
institutional obstacles. With the rise of legitimation, not only do founding rates 
increase but mortality rates also decline. By contrast, if diffuse competition in an 
organizational population intensifies quickly, entrepreneurs become cautious 
(Carroll, 1997). This interaction process is illustrated be seen in Figure 4.1.  
When density is low, competition is minimal. Competition intensifies as the size of 
the population increases, resulting in a higher likelihood of mortality for some of 
the population members. Decreasing birth rates and/or increasing death rates are 
the result, slowly causing the population's overall growth rate to decline and 
eventually fall to zero. A continuing increase in the number of deaths indicated an 
unhealthy environment for firms. The effect of density on the mortality rate is 
predicted to be negative at low densities and positive at high densities (Hannan and 
Carroll, 1995). Entrepreneurs respond to an unhealthy environment by not starting 
up new firms, and hence the number of foundings decline. Similarly, an initial 
increase in the creation of new firms encourages the creation of other firms, since 
this is a sign of a supportive environment (Aldrich and Staber, 1988). This 
competition can also be indirect; the growth of one population of organizations 
may reduce the growth of another population even though the members of these 
two populations never interact directly (Hannan and Freeman, 1989). 
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Figure 4.1: Founding and mortality rates according to the density dependence model  
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Source: Carroll (1997, pp.128) 
 
Firms founded in a period of high density are expected to have higher age-specific 
mortality rates. Resources can be scarce in high-density periods, conditions that 
could cause mortality in weaker organizations (Swaminathan, 1996). Furthermore, 
Bigelow et al. (1997) found that the effects are age-dependent: the effects of 
density diminish with age. They found empirical results for this in very different 
sets of industries and the outcomes were similar over long time periods. The 
density dependence model does predict similar patterns of entry and exit for 
different industries and perhaps, therefore, the prediction can also be applied to a 
more heterogeneous group of firms (compare Bigalow et al, 1997) since markets 
also can be defined independently of the particular firms that inhabit them 
(Geroksi, 2001). From the results in Chapter 3, it is clear that the density 
dependence model is no longer effective after a certain period. The carrying 
capacity is reached and entry and exit rates become equal. The old firms in this 
investigation are the outcome of this cycle, these old firms have survived so long 
that they passed through the entire development cycle as shown in Figure 4.1. The 
survivors can be seen as the outcome of the density dependence model. 
Van Wissen (2004) compares this model of density dependence with the concept of 
agglomeration economies, since both involve a positive feedback between size of 
the population and growth. However, van Wissen emphasizes that in the density 
dependence model spatial heterogeneity does not exist, and this is a serious 
shortcoming since firms do not only differ in size and activity, but also in 
geographical distribution. Other criticisms of the density model are: first, the 
concept of social legitimation is not very clear, it is hard to find direct measures for 
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this concept and it should be broadened to include legal and sociopolitical 
legitimacy (Baum, 1995). Second, the density variable is an incomplete way to 
measure evolution. The variable should also include, for example, size or location 
(Van Wissen, 2004). Third, the diffusion competition component could be better  
replaced by a direct competition component that would give a better representation 
of evolution (Carroll, 1997). One of the advantages of the density model is its 
generalizability since it can be applied to very diverse populations of firms, 
including firms of all sizes (Winter, 1990; Amburgey and Rao, 1996). 

4.2.4  Liabilities and aging firms 
 
In population ecology several rules-of-thumb are to be found, that are called 
liabilities. Firms have a lower or higher likelihood of survival at specific times 
during their lives. When firms are young, the ‘the liability of newness’ hypothesis 
argues that new firms in a population have a lack of social agreement, lack stability 
and insufficient resources. These limitations increase the risk of failure for new 
firms. Empirical evidence indicates that firm mortality tends to decline with 
increased size, and therefore large firms are expected to be less vulnerable to the 
risk of failure. Older firms are generally also the larger firms (Baum and Oliver, 
1991). Furthermore, the liability of newness argument links problems faced by 
young organizations, such as barriers to entry, inability to attract skilled labour, and 
difficulties wih internal organization, to an increased risk of failure. Hannan and 
Freeman (1989) add that new firms also fail at higher rates than old ones, because 
they are more vulnerable being strangers in the population and having to create 
roles and routines: that is legitimation. Therefore, these new firms cannot rely on 
the generalized skills and experience available in the labour market. Hence 
mortality rates will drop sharply with age, even when the initial size of a firm is 
taken into account. The possibility exists that age variation in mortality rates is 
deceptive in the sense that it only reflects the operation of unobserved but age-
dependent heterogeneity in cohorts of firms. 
Next to the liability of newness, liabilities of adolescence and aging (senescence & 
obsolescence) also exist. The liability of adolescence argues that when firms have 
survived the liability of newness, they seldom fail until the initial resources become 
scarce or the initial investments need to be replaced. In this situation, the failure 
rates in the population will increase: firms need to realise in time that they need to 
adapt to changing circumstances; unsuccessful firms will fail and those firms that 
undergo a learning process and evaluate their performance wil survive (Brüderl and 
Schüssler, 1990). This brings the ‘adaptive behaviour’ argument back into the 
discussion. Firms that adapt have increased survival chances (Thornhill and Amit, 
2003). Ranger-Moore (1997) identifies another liability, the so-called liability of 
aging, which can be divided into two types: senescence and obsolescence. Both 
liabilities occur in firms that ‘grow old’ and have survived the first two liabilities. 
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According to Ranger-Moore, old and large firms suffer from time-dependent 
processes and become less efficient and less effective, and loose their ability to 
respond adequately to changing conditions. Firms that experience senescence are, 
in other words, just growing older, and their internal processes age and lead to 
performance loss, just as in biological organisms. Those firms that experience 
obsolescence have become outdated or antiquated. In obsolescent firms, the 
internal processes become inert and are less able to respond to changing conditions. 
There are increased likelihoods of mismatches with resources, capabilities and the 
demands of competitive environment (Thornhill and Amit, 2003). The notion of 
inertia in older firms will be further elaborated in Section 4.1.5. Amburgey et al. 
(1993) use the same idea, but describe it differently. In older firms, internal roles 
and formal structures become more established and standardized over time. These 
old firms have lived so long that they have developed routines for internal and 
external linkages. So if changes in the environment disrupt the firm, the internal 
and external patterns of the old firm will suffer heavily. Furthermore, Hannan and 
Freeman (1984 and 1989) add that every attempt at organizational change may end 
in a so-called ‘re-setting of the liability of newness-clock’, and so by adapting and 
changing, the firm has to start over every time and renew its risks of failure and 
termination once more. This is an argument against adaptation favouring survival. 
With these liabilities, the age of a firm can be seen as a proxy for the internal 
organizational processes in the firm that evolve over time (Thornhill and Amit, 
2003). 
The mortality rates of firms in a particular cohort may depend not only on the age 
of the firm, as suggested by the diverse liabilities, but also on the interaction 
between age and initial conditions, such as the environmental ones, at founding 
(Swaminathan, 1996). This is a first step towards the idea of path dependence 
(Liebowitz and Margolis, 1996). This is also strongly dependent on the initial 
conditions as will be discussed later. Empirical testing of the liabilities of aging by 
Ranger-Moore (1997) indicated that the relative effects of age are greater in 
obsolescence than in senescence. This implies that inert and older firms will only 
be in danger of exiting in turbulent times. During calm periods these firms have the 
advantages of reliability and accountability. Furthermore, a firm needs inertia to 
survive, to gain sufficient levels of reliability and accountability. However, if the 
levels of inertia are too high, a firm cannot keep up with changing conditions 
(Ranger-Moore, 1997). 

4.2.5  Adaptation, selection and structural inertia in old firms 
 
From the previous sections it is clear that some concepts are seen as important in 
the discussion about the survival of old firms from an evolutionary perspective. 
These are adaptation, or selection and structural inertia. These concepts are not 
mutually exclusive, but are to an extent accumulative and can occur at the same 
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time within the same firm (Amburgey, et al., 1993). With the aging of firms, these 
processes grow stronger within a firm and are influenced by history. No firm exists 
for a very long time without ever having adapted. The development of routines and 
habits by a firm results in inert behaviour and this must result in a positive 
selection by the environment since these old firms are the survivors. The main 
issue for these concepts is the level at which one looks at the firm: either from the 
population level - selectivity; or from the individual firm responding to its 
environment - adaptation and inertia. The latter also gives an opening to the study 
of a more heterogeneous group of firms. With the incorporation of history in this 
evolutionary view, not only is the survival of firms studied, but also the description 
of the experience that firms go through as they inevitably change over time 
(Geroski, 2001). According to Bruderer and Singh (1996), environmental selection 
influences adaptation; and adaptation, in turn, influences the selection process. 
Learning and selection are fundamentally interdependent processes because 
adaptation enhances inertia, just as inertia accelerates the process of environmental 
selection. There are three processes that influence organizational evolution: 1) the 
occurrence of variation, or the birth of innovative organizational forms; 2) firms 
learning as an example of adaptation and the maintenance of a positively selected 
option; 3) selection, that is the death of firms related to their fitness or consistent 
criteria for selection (Aldrich and Pfeffer, 1976; Bruderer and Singh, 1996). These 
three processes all occur simultaneously in the population of firms (Freeman, 
1981). This selection process  can be called evolution, but is also titled natural or 
ecological selection. Aldrich and Pfeffer (1976, pp.80) prefer natural selection to 
evolution, because evolution implies that there is a movement towards higher 
forms of social organization, or to better firms. However, this is not the case: “The 
process of natural selection moves towards a better fit of the firms with the environment, 
nothing more.” Alongside the model of natural selection, Aldrich and Pfeffer (1982) 
describe the model of political economy, that argues for greater attention to a 
firm’s internal political decision-making processes and to the perspective that firms 
seek in managing or strategically adapting to their environment. Both models agree 
on the importance of a firm’s environment for understanding its decisions and 
structures (Aldrich and Pfeffer, 1976). However, when considering the long-term 
time frame this latter model is omitted. 
According to the model of natural selection, selection is based on the survival of 
different structural forms, rather than on the adaptation of a single form. 
Furthermore, the selection process does distinguish between the survival of long-
existing structures and of newly emerged firms. This is because the length of a 
firm’s 'generation' is not known, if such a thing exists. In the long run, only those 
firms that best fit the environment will survive (Aldrich and Pfeffer, 1976). Hence, 
in investigating a group of old firms, one can expect to see common characteristics 
in structural form, since all these firms have been positively selected. This fitness 
of the firms to the environment reflects, according to Freeman (1981), how many 
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firms of a given kind can be observed in a locally bounded area. He described two 
characteristics that influence this fitness. First, the way that a firm acquires 
resources and, second, how many similar firms are in the same bounded area 
(competition). Aldrich and Pfeffer (1976) add that, for the survival of firms,  
economies of scale, cost barriers and product differentiation are also important. 
Pfeffer (1982), furthermore, argues that the market of buyers and suppliers have an 
influence on the survival of firms. This raises the issue of legitimation again. As 
legitimation rises, not only do organizational founding rates increase but also  
mortality declines (Carroll, 1997), compare Section 4.1.3. Institutional theorists 
argue that a firm is more likely to survive if it obtains legitimacy and social 
support.  
Much research has been done on age dependency in firm survival; especially on the 
short-term time frame, and many populations exhibit a liability of newness. 
Stinchcombe already in 1965 wrote that, in any population, new organisations are 
more likely to die than older organisations and, at any age, organisations of a new 
form are more likely to die than organisations of an old form (Freeman, 1990). At 
the same time, Swaminathan (1996) argues that firms who survive the first years of 
their existence in a 'hard' environment will have higher survival-rates in the long 
term, they have been 'hardened by battle'.  Jovanovic's model (1982) predicts that 
firm survival will increase with age and size of a firm. However, Agarwal (1997) 
argues that this model is unrealistic over an extended span of time because it does 
not allow for a mutation of the environment in which the firm operates and 
competes. Also Boschma and Lambooy (1999) argue for such a 'context-
dependency' for firms and other organisations. They claim that regions are 
regarded as rather stable homogenous entities in terms of their collective 
knowledge, institutional structures and social conventions. Amburgey et al. (1993) 
call this the historical and structural embeddedness of relationships. Within this 
embeddedness, firms are resistant to change, and these relationships can turn into 
long-term dependencies that constrain the behaviour of a firm. Romo and Schwartz 
(1995), find this embeddedness in the migration behaviour of firms. They find that 
embedded firms do not leave the original region, even when cost structures in other 
regions of the country or the world might be more beneficial. Whichever, the 
survival of firms has to be studied from two angles. First, the individual firm and 
its inert and/or adaptive behaviour and second, the firm in its population, the 
selection process of the market and the environment. 
Selectivity in entry and exit from a population, in combination with internal change 
of the surviving members, is a relevant field of study in firm populations (Van 
Wissen, 2002). However, the influence of the environment and the influence of 
other members of the populations do not fully explain why some firms become so 
much older than others. The effect of organisational age on demographic events 
remains to be fully understood, and also needs to be studied on the level of the 
individual firm. On the one hand, ageing implies learning, and thus becoming 
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better equipped. On the other hand, ageing may mean increased structural inertia, 
leading perhaps to obsolescence (Van Wissen, 2002; Brüderl and Schüssler, 1990; 
Ranger-Moore, 1997). Inertia, or resistance to change, is one of the main forces 
determining firm behaviour. Geroski (2001) describes structural inertia as a 
consequence of ‘rent displacement’; in other words, firms have already invested in 
existing activities that have a known amount of earnings. This suggests that 
structural inertia is a consequence of success. Hannan and Freeman (1984) claim 
that all firms are subjected to inertial forces, and that the selection process favours 
those firms whose structures are difficult to change due to this structural inertia. 
They argue that firms that change less are seen as more reliable and have higher 
accountability. In other words, those firms are more ‘trustworthy’. The strength of 
inertial forces varies with age, size and the complexity of firms. Structural inertia is 
mostly internal to the firm; such as sunk costs in location, plant, equipment, and 
personnel. However, structural inertia is also found in the investments made in 
network relationships. Development of trust and routines takes time, so structural 
inertia increases with the age of a firm. Formalizing goals and standardizing 
patterns of activities, at a fixed location, stabilizes the organizational structure. This 
institutionalisation and standardization offer the advantage of reproducibility, but 
does increase resistance to change (Kelly and Amburgey, 1991). The reliability and 
accountability of a firm, in turn, increases as the firm gains experience and 
becomes better at the tasks it performs. According to the findings of Dobrev et al. 
(2003), path-dependent learning induces reproducibility of structure, which in turn 
makes the set of organizational actions of a firm more reliable. To put it differently, 
past experiences simultaneously creates survival advantages in the selection 
processes, and liability to inertia that endangers this survival. Which of the two 
assets determines the outcome of change depends on how the organization-
environment dynamics unfold (Dobrev et al., 2003). Or, as Sorenson (2003) says, 
firms get better at making things as they gain experience producing them – they 
learn by doing. Through repeating processes, firms can continually improve their 
performance although, over time, these routines may become inert behaviour. The 
creation of knowledge within firms is an uncertain activity. Firms can handle such 
situations by developing internal procedures (habits) and routines when searching 
for possible solutions. A firm’s habits and routines are mostly based on its 
successful behaviour in the past, and these habits are used as long as they are 
acceptably effective (Nelson and Winter, 1982). However, it is difficult and costly 
to unlearn once successful habits, even when they hinder future changes that would 
improve performance. Former success stories of firms often result in situations of 
structural inertia (Arthur, 1989). 
Summarizing, large firms have strong structural inertia: larger firms have a lower 
speed of response to environmental changes (Hannan and Freeman, 1984). So, as a 
firm grows older and larger, structural inertia increases, making the firm slower in 
its responses and ability to change. At the same time, the firm becomes more 

96 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   



trustworthy and reliable; implying a greater likelihood of survival. Aging has 
advantages, such as improved capacities and more secure structural positions 
which tend to protect older firms from damage caused by changes in the 
environment. Hence, the life chances of firms improve with ageing (Carroll and 
Hannan, 2000). Or, as Ranger-Moore (1997) put it, inertia, while tending to hinder 
change, is itself the product of past change, commitment to sunk costs, 
entanglement in external relationships and so on; all of which represent 
organizational changes that increase inertia. Furthermore, change that modifies the 
visible mission of the organization (e.g. location or premises) undermines its 
legitimacy, based in part on reliability of performance (Delacroix and 
Swaminathan, 1991). Dobrev et al. (2003), see the concept of inertia as valuable 
for path-dependent learning. Past experience creates reproducible structures, which 
give firms reliability and survival advantages. The concept of path dependence is 
discussed more elaborately in the next section. On the other hand getting old has its 
drawbacks; lower response rates, higher costs and the possibility of becoming 
obsolete. 
Thus, in population ecology, the environment acts as the source of selection 
mechanisms: the environment selects certain types of organizations to survive and 
others to perish based on the fit between their structural characteristics and the 
characteristics of their environment. Firms either fit or they fail. Although it is 
generally accepted that inertia inhibits firms from changing (Hannan and Freeman, 
1984), the fact that, individual firms adapt to their environment is also accepted 
(Hannan and Carroll, 1995). In population ecology, the focus is on selection in 
populations; the principal, however, is not individual firms changing (Oinas, 1995). 
The key to connecting this idea to geography is understanding the range of 
processes that affect population dynamics, and not just the observed birth and death 
rates, since the world can be divided into spatially-delimited firm environments 

4.3  Path dependency in explaining the survival of old firms 
 
The concept of path dependency in its most familiar form is portrayed by  
examples such as the QWERTY keyboard and Betamax versus VHS video 
recording systems (Liebowitz and Margolis, 1995; Arthur, 1989). Other examples 
include driving in the left in Britain, and the rail gange in Russia and Spain versus 
the rest of Europe. Or, more on the firm level, the regional concentration of 
software producers in Silicon Valley and of pig and poultry producers in the 
northwest of Germany and the southeast of the Netherlands (Balmann et al., 1996). 
All of these cases share some initial advantage with increasing returns to scale and 
on network externalities. All of which result in so-called ‘locked-in’ situations. In 
other words, an equilibrium that may be inefficient, but which can only be 
abandoned at extremely high costs according to the founding fathers of path 
dependency: David (1985) and Arthur (1989). Antonelli (1997) argues that the 
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notion of path dependence can help in explaining the evolution of industries, and of 
individual firms. Firms are characterized by high levels of heterogeneity; including 
differences in size, age, organization, levels and methods of innovation, costs, 
market size, performance and, of course, different locations. This diversity in firm 
characteristics is persistent and in Antonelli’s view, self-reinforcing due to path 
dependence. Antonelli considers industry groups and/or individual firms within a 
region, and not as Krugman (1991b), a core-periphery model concept of locational 
path dependency. 
In this section, the concept of path dependence in evolutionary studies is defined 
and applied to the explanation for the existence of very old firms, with special 
attention to locked-in situations. Do old firms have a - spatial - path dependence 
and, if so, how did this path dependency either help or resist their long-term 
survival? Peneder (2001) argues that the models of Nelson and Winter, on 
evolutionary change, also provide a dynamic explanation of variety, arguing the 
continued reinforcement of diversity by means of the path dependent nature of 
behavioural routines, emphasizing the initial uniqueness of firms. 

4.3.1  Path dependency; an introduction  
 
In claiming path dependency, the most important argument used is that past events 
influence future events. This can be seen in two ways. Either those events that 
happened at an earlier point in time will affect the potential outcomes of a 
succession of events occurring later in time. Or, as the impacts of decisions made 
in the past persist into the present, they define the number of alternative choices in 
the future. In organizational evolution, path dependence is mostly seen as past 
directions enclosing or restraining directions for coming changes (Mahoney, 2000). 
According to Arthur (1989), path dependency has the following economic 
implications: future development can be predicted either, to only a small extent at 
specific times or, at other times, to a very large extent when the firm is locked in. 
In path dependency, a small event has long-lasting consequences (Antonelli, 1997). 
Once a path is taken, it can only be left at a high cost. In other words, path 
dependency is an allocation, under increasing returns, when actors choose between 
various options. 
In a path dependent series of economic changes, the outcome is determined by 
historical, small events, or temporally remote events, including happenings that 
take place by chance rather than by systematic forces. Path dependence is thus 
stochastic. The dynamic process itself takes on an essentially historical character 
(David, 1985; Arthur, 1989). Putting it differently, firms cannot shake off the 
effects of past events, and do not have an unlimited choice of future options 
(David, 1993). Path dependence can be seen as a macroeconomic process, in which 
the actors have bounded rationality (limited information and time) on their actions 
and the timing of these actions. Furthermore, in path dependence, time matters, 
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because of the irreversibility of changes, which causes inert behaviour and affects 
the selection processes. Three forces create path dependence: irreversibility, 
indivisibility and the structural actions of actors. These forces provide a construct 
in which the effects of history on the behaviour of firms can be explained, in either 
their evolution or in their current status (Antonelli, 1997). According to Peneder 
(2001), with the survival of initial variety, firms in this way converge to unique 
(and optimal) behaviour. 
Although David (1985) and Arthur (1989) emphasize the role of increasing returns 
to scale and the role of network externalities in explaining path dependence, 
Balmann et al. (1996) show that path dependence can occur even when increasing 
returns to scale and network externalities are absent. Balmann et al. claim that the 
time structure of necessary reinvestments and sunk costs cause locked-in situations,  
which is the first step in the spatial application of path dependency. The example 
that Balmann et al. (1996, pp.163), give concerning: sunk costs as being of major 
importance when locked-in situations occur. The example is as follows: “Consider a 
natural monopoly held by firm F. This firm has a plant which cannot be sold, and therefore, 
has no better option than to stay in the market despite the attempts of a potential entrant E 
to take over the monopoly. F will hold the monopoly as long as sunk cost are significant. If 
all costs were variable, E could threaten to enter at any time.” This shows that locked-in 
situations always have an inherently historical character. This historical character, 
as described in the example, can also be explained the following way: once the 
investment is made, it cannot be abandoned for a significant period of time unless 
the firm is willing to suffer extremely high costs. 
Liebowitz and Margolis (1995) define three types of path dependence. According 
to them, three possible outcomes can occur in a dynamic process, depending on the 
initial conditions. In first-degree path dependence, this does no harm. The initial 
actions put the firm on a path that cannot be left without some costs, but it turns out 
to be best possible path. There is no direct inefficiency as a result. Second-degree 
path dependence occurs when the actors have bounded rationality, and the 
decisions made are not always the most efficient ones. Here the inadequacy of the 
chosen path is unknowable when the decision is taken, and at a later time one may 
discover that another path would have been more efficient. In other words, the 
sensitivity to initial conditions led to undesirable outcomes that are costly to 
change. However, the existence of a better, alternative path was not known at the 
time of the initial decision. Third-degree path dependence is also sensitive to initial 
conditions, leading to undesirable outcomes, but now the outcome could have been 
known at the time of the initial decision. Nevertheless, the path can be changed 
with costs. The first type of path dependence is an example of past-dependence but 
with no direct undesirable outcomes. The second type also has the same 
dependence on the past; however, due to bounded rationality, the most efficient 
path was not chosen. The third type is also dependent on initial conditions but the 
error could have been anticipated and avoided. 

  99 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

To summarise, history matters, or the past influences the future. Time matters 
because the outcome of any change in market dynamics is dependent upon the 
character of the initial setting of the market and the behaviour of actors at any point 
of time (Antonelli, 1997). According to Mahoney (2000), path dependency is more 
than simply tracing a given result back to a specific set of historical events but also 
involves showing that these specific events were themselves contingent episodes 
that cannot be justified solely on the basis of preceding historical conditions. 
Consequentely Mahoney (2000) claims that there are two types of path dependent 
sequences. The first is the ‘self-reinforcing sequence’, characterized by the 
formation and long-term reproduction of a given institutional pattern. ‘Self-
reinforcing sequences’ often demonstrate what economists call ‘increasing returns’. 
With increasing returns, a once adopted pattern, delivers increasing benefits by 
repeatedly adopting the same pattern. Thus, over time, it becomes increasingly 
difficult to transform the chosen pattern or select other, previously available, 
options, even if these options would have been more efficient in the long run. This 
is comparable to path dependency as described by David (1985) and Arthur (1989). 
The second type are the so-called ‘reactive sequences’, which are chains of 
temporally ordered and causally connected events. This kind of sequence is 
reactive in the sense that each occurrence within the sequence is a reaction to an 
earlier event. Thus, each step in the chain is dependent on prior steps, similar to the 
sunk cost approach by Balmann et al. (1996). With this kind of sequence, the final 
event in the sequence is typically the outcome under investigation, and the overall 
chain of events can be seen as a path leading up to this outcome. In this specific 
research, the survival of old firms.  
In Figure 4.2, an example of a reactive sequence as given by Mahoney (2000) is 
shown. On the basis of initial conditions, present at a certain time, the reason for 
adopting option B cannot be predicted or explained. In a reactive sequence, given 
the initial conditions, one could theoretically ‘re-run’ history many times, and there 
is no reason for believing that option B was the optimal choice, or any reason why 
any of the other options (A or C) should be adopted over option B. The initial 
adoption of option B is a contingent event. As Figure 4.2 implies, once B is 
contingently selected, it is stably reproduced over time in the future. The options 
that Mahoney (2000) give are either first degree or second-degree path 
dependencies in the definition given by Liebowitz and Margolis (1995). This is 
also the most likely path dependency for old firms in this specific investigation. 
Since history matters, in order to cope with the uncertainties and incremental 
character of learning processes, firms develop routines that are very durable over 
long-term periods and this, in turn, will tend to establish path-dependent ‘learning 
trajectories’ (Maskell and Malmberg, 1999). Over time, generations of embedded 
knowledge and other sunk costs will solidify the once chosen investments, and thus 
limit the choice of options the firm can take in future, as well as explain the choices 
made in the past (Dosi, 1990). 
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Figure 4.2: Path dependency when initial conditions favoured B 

A

B

C

B B, B, B

Time 1
(Initial conditions)

Multiple options (A,B,C)
Are available for selection.
Theory is unable to predict 
or explain  the option that 
will be adopted

Time 2
(Critical juncture)

Option B is initially favored 
over competing options. 
This is a contingent event.

Time 3
(Self-reinforcement)

Option B is capitalized on
Initial advantage and is 
stably reproduced over time

Source: Mahoney (2000) 

4.3.2  Path dependence in organizational ecology and industrial 
organizations theories 

 
The condition of a particular industry at any time is dependent on the condition of 
the industry in the period previous to the current period. The description of the 
transition between these periods is, according to Nelson and Winter (1982) the 
application of evolutionary theory. In this way path dependence can be 
incorporated in the models of organizational ecology theory and industrial 
organization theory. Antonelli (1997) described this as the dynamic processes in 
which the transition from one state to another depends on earlier conditions. The 
complexity of outcomes from the interactions of actors (firms), that are fully 
embedded and localized in the structural characters of the system, are still 
influenced by evolution through to a variety of structural actions (Antonelli, 1997). 
This is a first-degree, and reactive sequence, path dependency as explained in 
Section 4.3.1. But is this accurate? As Forday (1997) puts it: Do real-world 
competitions between different technologies show a lock-in to an inferior 
technology because of initial and trivial circumstances? Is path-dependent selection 
likely to occur, rather than natural selection, in the real world? With natural 
selection, the fittest survives (see Section 4.2.5). By contrast, in path-dependent 
selection (except for the third-degree, see Liebowitz and Margolis, 1995), the 
observation is that the sequence of choices determines what is the best fit instead of 
an objective best choice (Forday, 1997). However, these processes do not have to 
be mutually exclusive. Mueller (1997) finds that most industrial groups experience 
the following scenario, which is similar to the density dependence model. In a 
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Schumpeterian way, the industry starts after a significant innovation. Then, 
imitator-firms, often in great numbers, follow these successful innovators. During 
this start-up phase, output expands fast and prices fall. This implies product 
improvements. At some point in time, the market starts selecting the best fit, that is 
the best model designs and firms start to develop the best ways to produce this 
product. The firms that have chosen the best ‘path’, either in product or process, 
survive and the others exit. Following this so-called ‘shake-out period’, the 
dynamics become increasingly stable and the numbers of entries and exits no 
longer change dramatically. This mature phase of the product life cycle may go on 
indefinitely, so for the survivors that have chosen the right path there is no reason 
to exit.  
Antonelli (1997) developed the following argument. The parameters of the market 
are not exogenous or static, but are the outcome of the past behaviour of actors as 
well as the dynamic properties (density, legitimation and competition) of the 
market itself. The notion of path dependence can be seen as a general framework in 
which the evolution of industrial economics is explained. This explanation goes 
beyond the standard evolutionary approach. Since, in reality all firms are different 
in terms of size, age, costs and other capabilities, a set of structural factors in a 
given environment can be assumed to act as selective tools. This explanation, based 
on the idea of path dependence, provides a more general framework which takes 
into account both the decisions of the actors and the structural factors in an 
interactive way. The past behaviour, choices and decisions of the actors can 
account for the possible adaptation, learning and creation of inert routines by the 
firms in response to the changing structural factors of the environment, now and in 
the past. Or, as Antonelli puts it: “Hence, path dependence provides a framework to 
understand and model the effects of historic time on the behaviour of agents which however 
are able at each point to modify their evolution” (pp.669). In this way Antonelli argues 
that “the growth and diversification of economies of scale, economies of scope and 
learning processes play a central role in explaining the evolutionary path of firms through 
markets, products, countries and technologies so as to explain the variety of specialization 
profiles and the variety of processes of growth. The interaction between different learning 
processes, sunk costs and industrial structures play an essential role in assessing the 
evolution of the performances and the strategies of firms and hence the persistence of 
economic profits and innovative activity on the long run” (pp.669).  

4.3.3  Age, inertia & historical lock-in: path-dependent? 
 
Path dependence illustrates the mechanism that explains the way in which the 
legacy of an industry or an individual firm can influence present choices and 
outcomes (Scott, 2001). In other words, small events that happened long ago still 
have an influence on how a firm functions in the present. Within a firm, several 
generations of firm-owners or managers have made decisions that determined 
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choices (e.g. about investment in plants, or technology), and will determine other 
choices in the future (Scott, 2001). David (1993) describes this as a path between 
three points, the present we live in, the point of departure and the series of 
occurrences connecting the point of departure, with the present. If we want to know 
the meaning of the present we need to know the history. Path dependence can be 
seen as a form of inertia. Path dependence implies a level of irreversibility, 
persistence and durability either in a technical, institutional or economic sense. 
This path dependence inertia is caused by two factors: first, the level of 
investments in the old technology, materials and location (sunk costs); second, the 
uncertainty that firms have about the behaviour of others (Forday, 1997). Mueller 
(1997) also acknowledges inertia in firms, but from the buyers and consumers side. 
Each time a product is bought that has a greater utility than costs, there is a high 
chance that this will be repeated. As long as the purchase of the product maintains 
this advantage, the consumers and buyers will repeat this action and it will become 
a habit, i.e. one buys the product almost without thinking. In behavioural 
psychology this is called the result of operant conditioning (Mueller, 1997) or, as 
earlier described, this raises the level of legitimation, that can be explained as 
follows. 
Antonelli (1997), as described earlier, sees path dependency as having three 
factors: irreversibility, indivisibility and the structural actions of actors. 
Irreversibility can be defined as the difficulty of changing a given behaviour or 
choice - the costs that have to be incurred in any attempt to change a commitment 
to a given behaviour or decision taken at an earlier time. All sunk costs are 
irreversible. Indivisibility leads to economies of scale, externalities and economies 
of scope, i.e. transaction costs. For firms with indivisibility and irreversibility the 
outcome is the firm’s reputation (Antonelli 1997; Peneder, 2001). Mahoney (2000) 
labels this the particular circumstances that caused a tradition to be started, which 
is reproduced by social patterns of habits. This can all be recognised as first-degree 
path dependence. According to Liebowitz and Margolis (1995), all economies or 
firms have long-lasting characteristics that reflect first-degree path dependency. 
What is today, is in part a consequence of what was and has been done yesterday. 
This is called the inheritance of capital stock, language, customs, laws, grudges and 
skills. Heffernan (2003) refers to these habits as response patterns that evolve out 
of behaviour and methods used within individual firms as well as out of the 
behaviour of customers. Liebowitz and Margolis (1995) give the following 
example. A firm with fixed assets will continue to use an inferior technology when 
the average costs of the old technology are lower than the costs of a new 
technology. Under such circumstances, the old firms might be considered ‘locked-
in’ to this inferior, but still more profitable, technology, exhibiting a first-degree 
form of path dependence. In the longer term, however, this old technology might 
become part of their culture, reputation and corporate identity: the lock-in is here to 
stay. In this way the endowment of one generation is the bequest to another 
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generation (David, 1993). Mahoney (2000) argues the same, however calling it 
legitimation. Legitimation explains that, once a given tradition is chosen, the 
repeating of this tradition will increase the legitimation, even if other possible 
customs would have been more acceptable in the longer term. Increasing 
legitimation, as described in Section 4.1, is important in increasing the likelihood 
of survival. This results in a cycle of self-reinforcement. The tradition that is 
chosen at the start creates a standard for legitimacy, and is for this reason 
reproduced. This by itself creates even stronger forces for reproduction of the 
tradition (Mahoney, 2000). From this perspective, the persistence of traditions that 
seem less functional and less supportive of elite interests can also be explained. Or, 
as Peneder (2001, pp.40) describes this, “the initial variety of firms is preserved along 
its particular path of development, which is shaped and constrained by the firms’ specific 
set of critical and irreversible choices made in the past.” The longer a firm exists, the 
stronger this kind of inertial forces become which can be traced back to earlier 
events through path dependence. Old firms get locked-in by their reputation, the 
legitimation of their product, and identity.  Over generations this becomes a self-
reinforcing process within the firm. 

4.3.4  Spatial path dependence 
 
According to Forday (1997), the initially chosen path is likely to be continued, 
rather than changing paths. This is due to increasing returns, especially through 
learning by doing, learning by using or some other similar dynamics.  In this sense, 
it can be said that localized learning can be seen as an irreversible, path dependent 
mechanism (Malmberg and Maskell, 2002). If this spatial process can be seen as 
path dependence, how about other spatial processes, for example the choice of a 
firm’s location? Is this path dependent?  
Liebowitz and Margolis (1995, pp.217) use the following example of the choice 
between alternative locations where there is a spatial agglomeration economy 
under circumstances of increasing returns. They assume that payoffs depend on the 
number of prior adopters, and that adopters have some knowledge of the increasing 
returns of payoffs. “…firms can locate at one of two geographic sites, A or B. As a result 
of agglomeration economies, payoffs increase with the number of firms that choose each 
location. These are of course, the increasing returns conditions that are held to bring about 
lock in. But there are two questions that arise here. First, given the pattern of returns, how 
does either location attract any firms, given that there appears always to be a return to 
delay? And second, which location prevails? The solution to the problem of getting any 
firm to locate at any location comes fairly readily. It is landownership. In either a Ricardian 
or Von Thunen framework, any unique advantages of a particular location accrue to the 
landowner as site rents. Under conditions that are reasonably likely, owners of land can 
expect to extract the rent created by any locational advantages that eventually attach to the 
land. Where agglomeration economies are fairly localized, a pioneer firm can appropriate 
the rents that result from agglomeration economies by acquiring all the land in the close 
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proximity to the initial plant. Alternatively, ownership of other unique resources, such as 
transportation facilities, may constitute opportunities to internalise the agglomeration 
economies. Someone must capture and redistribute these rents, or else payoffs like those in 
the table provide no way of getting started: everyone want to go last. … Landowners have 
incentives to offer adequate inducements to potential early entrants. They can offer long-
term leases at lower rents, or subsidize infrastructure, or even pay direct subsidies to early 
arrivals. Rewards offered to initial entrants will be recaptures out of the larger surpluses 
generated by subsequent entrants. The exogenously determined rewards … thus can be 
understood as incorporating artificial rigidity of incentives or inflexible prices of productive 
inputs and outputs.” This view, however, considers the firms to be neo-classical 
actors, and ignores all notions of individual behaviour and bounded rationality as 
described by Simon (1955) and Pred (1967). 
Considering the earlier described three degrees of path dependency, this can be 
read that, for most firms in this particular research, location is a form of either first-
degree or second-degree path dependence. Most firms have the tendency to locate 
in the vicinity of the founder’s home, since this is the region they know best. New 
entrepreneurs look around for a location in their familiar, often immediate local 
environment and make a fast decision, rather than carry out an extensive search for 
an ‘optimal location’ (Simon, 1955; Stam, 2003). Hence, the initial location 
decision is a non-economic one. For example, the Dutch Ministry of Economic 
Affairs (1998) found that more than 60% of current firm start-ups were begun from 
the entrepreneur’s own house. In the founding era of old firms, before 1850, this 
can be expected to have been even more so, due to the prevalence of crafts 
production, and slow and difficult transportation (see Chapter 3). So, firms choose 
their location ‘by chance’ but this could still be to be the optimal choice through 
first-degree path dependence. Or second degree, if the firm’s location was first 
chosen more by bounded rationality and, in the course of time, they discovered that 
another location might have been more efficient and that relocation (different path) 
was an option, however, only at considerable costs. In the same way, firm 
relocation can also be seen as second-degree path dependence, despite substantial 
costs having to be incurred to move to another location (or path). Nevertheless, in 
most cases, the firms could not have anticipated the need for relocation such as due 
to growth of the firm, at the moment of the initial location decision. Furthermore, 
some firms see the need to relocate, realising that other locations would be more 
beneficial but due to the high cost of changing paths, they are ‘locked-in’ to their 
initial location. This is also related to legitimation or identity as described in 
Section 4.3.3. If a choice acquires a ‘momentum’, in other words the opportunities 
for change are more dramatic than the opportunities for remaining the same, this is 
called a negative lock-in. According to Håkansson and Waluszewski (2002), 
‘negative lock-ins’ are caused by the interrelatedness of technology, the 
compatibility of systems, the economies of scale and the irreversibility of 
investments. However, not all lock-in situations are without question negative. 
Peneder (2001) finds lock-in effects that are critical in the preservation of initial 
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variety, which is important for firms to get positively selected in organizational 
ecology. Through ‘positive lock-ins’, individual firms generate functional 
differentiation in an evolving system. Identity can be created by positive lock-ins. 
In contrast to what Krugman (1991b) argues, not all firms converge towards the 
same type of behaviour. Krugman assumes that spatial path dependence is caused 
by transportation costs and economies of scale due to agglomeration economies 
(comparable to the example of Liebowitz and Margolis, 1995). This path 
dependence creates core and peripheral regions with a geographical concentration 
of specific sectors. However, in this particular research a specific set of individual 
firms are investigated, and regardless of whether their behaviours correspond they 
are all treated as individual cases with their own specific behaviours. Path 
dependence on the level of the individual firm can occur through, for example, 
technological consideration as in the examples of Arthur and David, but also as a 
result of the choices or adoption of a set of rules (Balmann et al., 1996; Heffernan, 
2003). These rules can become habits, tradition and identity, and create ‘positive 
lock-in’, including the location, vicinity and the region in which the firm is located.  

4.4  Spatial implications of the evolutionary view on old firms 
 
Theories concerning Regional Science can take two different approaches towards 
the firm and the environment. First, one can infer the behaviour and functions of 
firms from the environment in which the firms are located. The spatial environment 
is, in this view, of overriding importance for the formation, behaviour and 
performance of the firms. Here, little space is left for the firm to influence the 
environment in which it is located. Second, one can see the environment in which 
the firms are located as the result of the firms' behaviours and activities. In this 
view, the firms have more freedom of choice. There is close attention to the firms’ 
decisions and structures and the influence these have on the spatial environment. In 
the current research the first approach is chosen. It is assumed that the survival, the 
'aging' of firms, is to a large extent specified by their environment. The spatial 
environment in which the firm is located, and how the old firm behaves in this 
given environment is presumed to contribute to the chances of survival. Variables 
that can determine this survival include: the density in the location region, the size 
of the firm and the size of the firm's market, transportation and firm accessibility, 
and the size of the competition.  

4.4.1  Variables in long-term firm survival 
 
In population ecology, the firm population is studied on the level of entry and exit 
of organisations in specific industries. This study, as such, does not study old firms 
in the Netherlands on such a population level; however, the models and 
propositions resulting from research in the field of population ecology do provide 
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interesting approaches to investigate old firms, and also several industrial sectors at 
the same time. With the long time frame of this investigation, it is not possible to 
acquire entry and exit numbers for the population at stake (see Chapter 2 for a 
more detailed discussion). Nevertheless, it is interesting to investigate just the 
survivors, and see whether they have the characteristics that one might expect from 
theory. Which firms have a higher survival probability, why are there these 
differences in firm survival, and what are the population consequences? As argued 
earlier, the interaction of the firm with its regional environment is a crucial 
determinant of firm behaviour. This regional environment can be described as 
linkages of customers, suppliers and deliverers, local and regional competition, and 
more generally a network of relationships with usually a strong spatial dimension. 
New explanations of these phenomena have focused on the concepts of history 
dependence, chance and learning regions, which are familiar terms in the field of 
evolutionary economics (Van Wissen, 2002). Now that the theories and 
instruments have been discussed in some detail it is important to develop the 
theoretical concepts into useable construct within a spatial context. After all, this 
research wants to find spatial factors that influence the long-term survival of firms 
in the Netherlands. Therefore, the goal is to find the critical variables affecting 
survival, with the necessity to derive measures for these variables in a spatial 
context, in other words the location of the firms. 

Spatial adaptability and inertia 
Caves (1998) and Ranger-Moore (1997) argued that the survival of mature firms is 
determined by the degree of depreciation or obsolescence in their original 
cumulative learning abilities. This means that if the firm's abilities for learning 
become out-moded or old-fashioned it will likely perish. When these learning 
abilities reduce over time, this will also decrease the likelihood of survival of the 
firm. But what are these learning capabilities? The learning abilities of firms can be 
seen as the way firms adapt to changes in their environment. The environment of 
the firm, according to Walker (1975), includes all factors not in control of the firm. 
These include the actions of suppliers, buyers, government departments, and the 
whole range of events that comprise the general economic and social conditions in 
the society in which the firm operates. Vaessen (1993) uses Walker's view in his 
research 'Small business growth in contrasting environments', although Vaessen 
clearly makes a distinction between the 'business' environment and the 'spatial' 
environment. Vaessen (1993) adds the location of suppliers, customers and other 
actors relative to the location of the firm. This is the approach that will be applied 
in this study. The learning process that copes with the spatial dimension is referred 
to as the spatial adaptation (Stam, 2003). The term spatial adaptation is used for 
those types of adjustment in which a deliberate effort is made to cope with the 
spatial dimension: for example, the price of inputs from various sources, the sizes 
of demand in different areas, or the cost of transportation changes. As a result of 
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environmental changes, a firm may adjust its pattern of good linkages to improve 
its profit record. One form of spatial adaptation could be locational adaptation; in 
this case, management decisions directly affect the location of the firm's 
production, for example through the building of new plants or the expansion or 
closing of existing ones (Walker, 1975), or by making adjustments at the current 
site. Watts (1975) agrees with this view: the survival of a firm in the long run 
depends on the ability of the firm to extend or intensify its market area. Vaessen 
(1993) agrees that a firm can learn to survive in contrasting environments through 
the extension of its market to a national, or international, level. In the case of the 
survival of a firm, the legitimation can be seen as a certain amount of 
embeddedness in a bounded environment or region (Stam, 2003). The more 
institutional links a firm has in its own region, with for example suppliers, 
customers and governmental departments, the more it is generally accepted that the 
firm 'belongs' there, and the likelihood for survival will increase. With this 
increased embeddedness of the firm in its location over time, the firm develops 
inertia to change, and locational adaptation in the form of relocation becomes less 
likely since this kind of change would be very disruptive and reset the liability-of- 
newness-clock (Hannan and Freeman, 1989). 
From the above, it can be inferred that long-term surviving firms show higher -  
locational - inertia since these firms have not suffered from loss of competence in 
the longer term (Delacroix and Swaminathan, 1991). In other words, inert 
behaviour can be seen as a measure of long-term success. This argument, however, 
does not fit with the population ecology tradition but rather fits the organizational 
learning point of view, the position adopted by March (1991). March argues that 
organizational change may be beneficial in the short run but harmful in the long 
run. The ability of firms to change is limited by the structural conditions, both 
internal and external, in which the firm is embedded. This argument is opposite to 
the argument that firms are adaptive to environmental shifts and are supposed to be 
able to adapt, as illustrated in a long-term study on the evolution of firms in the US 
automobile industry (Dobrev et al., 2003). Kelly and Amburgey (1991) argue that 
structural inertia varies with a firm’s age and size. Since old firms have had time to 
formalize relationships and standardize routines, the result is increased structural 
stability. This increasing stability, in turn, increases resistance to change, so inertia 
also increases with age. Consequently, the probability of change in firms declines 
with age because locked-in learning and inertia result from past changes and 
experiences (Dobrev et al., 2003). In transferring this observation into the research 
of old firms, it can be expected that old firms may have demonstrated adaptative 
behaviour in the early periods of their lives but with the increase of age, these firms 
display increasingly inert behaviour, which in the spatial perspective comes back to 
less locational adaptation.  
A relocation decision, however, is not a common occurence in most firms, since 
there is much uncertainty attached to the relevant procedures (Townroe, 1979). The 
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first of these is the cost of finding and developing a new site. Frequently, large 
expenditures are required to collect the necessary information from a thorough 
search, as well as in the purchasing and development of the land, and the building 
of the premises or factory. Costs will be incured as well from the interruption to 
production (especially in the case of relocation) and the time spent in bringing a 
new site into commercial production. These costs tend to discourage firms from 
considering new locations, especially relocations, unless the firm is facing major 
problems at its existing site. Thus sunk costs also encourage locational inertia. A 
second aspect is that locational decisions inevitably involve a large element of risk 
or uncertainty. Such decisions require the provision of fixed capital with several 
years of payback while the future conditions facing the firm cannot be know for 
certain (Pred, 1967; Walker, 1975; Townroe, 1979). With locational adaptation, the 
liability-of-newness clock might also be reset (Amburgey et al., 1993). The concept 
of adaptation can be rephrased as locational change reflecting both changing 
environments and the reaction of firms to these changing environments.  
The focus on individual firms is important in identifying some of the key aspects of 
locational adaptation. For the purpose of understanding the dynamic development 
on an industrial space economy, however, it is crucial to transfer these insights to 
the aggregated situation (Walker, 1975). As Wintjes (2001) finds in his research on 
the embeddedness of foreign firms in the Netherlands, the involvement and 
commitment of firms to their local environment is based on each individual firm’s 
actions as an economic actor based on its specific background: culture, tradition 
and identity. If the firm shares ‘local habits, culture and knowledge’ with its 
environment, the region and the firm become more committed to each other. Also 
Vaessen (1993) argues this, that the firm influences its own local environment, by 
improving the circumstances in the environment. An example is infrastructure 
since it helps the firm to function but, on the other hand, also increases the 
embeddedness of the firm with its local environment. According to Wintjes’ 
findings, the activities of the firms and the characteristics of the region do influence 
each other mutually over the course of time. The firm cannot be seen without 
considering the development of its regional economy. Also Malmberg (1997) find 
evidence for this, in Sweden. According to him, most regions retain their once- 
adopted specialization, indicating that an embeddeness that grew over time can 
sometimes last longer than the resources on which this specialization was once 
built. 
From the above, it can be anticipated that old firms will be generally large, and 
exhibit inert behaviour. This inert behaviour can be internal to the firm (product, 
culture, routines etc.) but also in locational adaptation. Old firms are not expected 
to change locations after a long period of  ‘embeddedness’ at their current location, 
having become intertwined with their regional economy. 
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Density and competition 
The density of firms in a region is also important for the chances of survival. Firms 
founded in periods of high density are expected to have higher age-specific 
mortality rates. Resources can be scarce in high-density periods, conditions that 
could cause mortality in less strong organizations. In this framework, the density 
variable is an incomplete way to measure evolution since not only the number of 
firms is useful in measuring evolution: size and location should be included 
(Swaminathan, 1996; Carroll, 1997). The higher the density is in a certain area, the 
more competition there will be in this region, but also there will be increased levels 
of legitimation. Larger firms will have more power to reach the resources and, 
because of economies-of-scale, a better competitive position against the smaller 
firms (Aldrich and Pfeffer, 1976). This is also applicable for the location variable. 
When a firm is situated in a better location (for example, with greater accessibility 
and closer to resources and customers than its competitors in a high-density region) 
it clearly has a higher likelihood of survival.  
In most cases, the birth of a firm takes place in an urban environment, whereas the 
growth of firms often takes place in a suburban environment. It is found that 
economic dynamism, reflected in high birth and death rates, is generally higher in 
urban regions than in rural ones (Pellenbarg and Van Steen, 2003). Or, as Oinas 
(1995) put it, core regions ‘select’ contact-intensive industries with high 
requirements in terms of the quality of labour. Peripheral regions on the other hand, 
due to their specific environmental conditions, tend to ‘attract’ firms with 
production or service functions requiring a less-skilled low-wage workforce. In this 
last explanation, the nature of the industry is important. This will be elaborated 
further in the subsections below. Van der Knaap and Van Geenhuizen (1988) also 
argue that the role of the environment is important for firms, especially for the 
level of innovativeness. Firms located in a metropolitan or urban environment have 
advantages due to ‘localized learning’ (Malmberg, 1997). Firms with higher levels 
of innovations are better able to ‘fight’ competition, and hence have a higher 
likelihood to being positively selected. The competitive environment is seen as 
being more local than institutional, in other words the distance to the competitors is 
of importance (Bigalow et al., 1997). For survival, the competitive environment of 
firms has to be investigated in terms of close proximity. Increasing the density in 
the region of more or less the same kind of firms increases competition. 
Furthermore, a firm itself becomes more competitive (and positively selected) with 
increasing firm age and size (Rodríguez et al., 2003). On the other hand, the stiffer 
the competition in the firm’s environment, the greater the need for improvement 
(Walker, 1975). However, due to structural inertia, it is not always possible or 
desirable to change internal or external habits and routines. 
From the arguments, old firms can be expected to have survived strong 
competition, in order to obtain legitimation for their product. In the long term, this 
can be traced back to earlier times when the firms would have had sufficient 
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competition at a regional level. Furthermore, old firm are expected to have 
flourished more in urban areas through gaining positive influences of localized 
learning, economies of scale and greater innovativeness. 

Size of firm and market 
Empirical evidence indicates that firm mortality tends to decline with increased 
size, and therefore large firms are expected to be less vulnerable to the risk of 
failure (Baum and Oliver, 1991; Freeman, 1981). It should be recognized that there 
is some evidence that the concentration of resources in fewer large organizations is 
increasing, and therefore that these larger firms will dominate many aspects of 
current economic life (Aldrich and Pfeffer, 1976; De Jonge, 1969). As stated 
earlier, larger firms have more power and better economies of scale, and therefore 
will have greater survival chances. Another way of reasoning is that large firms 
started as small firms, and have managed to survive until now. Due to their long-
term success, it can be anticipated that older firms are, in general, larger than 
average (Dunne and Hughes, 1994; Rodríguez et al., 2003). Size, in this research is 
measured by number of employees, although there are many other ways of 
measuring firm size and growth (Brouwer and Henrich, 2001). It is chosen to 
measure firm size in number of employees, since this information is freely 
available. The growth of firms, also measured in terms of numbers of employees, 
can represent value creation for the firm or can indicate organizational 
strengthening (Rodríguez et al., 2003). They argue that the growth of a firm 
contributes to its survival and competitiveness, however, when a firm age, its 
growth diminishes. Dunne and Hughes (1994) tend to agree, although they refer to 
this as that the survival of firms is mostly related to past growth. Firms display 
slower growth over time, since as firms grow older they generally tend to be larger, 
develop formalization, routines and internal consistency (inertia), which reduce 
growth rates (Entrialgo et al., 2001). Growth, or this proven survival or fitness, 
could be due to location, product differentiation, lack of competition or innovation, 
etc. Increase in market size is also an important variable. An increase in market 
size, such as from a regional market to a national or international one, can be a 
positive determinant in long-term survival (Vaessen, 1993). From a spatial 
perspective, this increase in market can be achieved by delocalisation of production 
and distribution or by opening branches in other parts of the country or abroad 
(Mariotti, 2004), or by structural adjustment at the initial location (Knaap and Van 
Geenhuizen, 1988). 
Gibrat’s stochastic model from 1931 is often used to explain the growth dynamics 
of firms (as quoted in Rodríguez et al., 2003). According to Gibrat’s law of 
proportional effects, size does not influence growth. Growth is described as a 
phenomenon resulting from several factors, but not directly linked to the size of the 
firm. Jovanovic (1982) finds that small and young firms grow fast although, with 
the evolution of the industry, growth shows an inverse relation with firm age and 
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size. This is due to the ‘learning process’ firms go through with aging. According 
to Jovanovic, larger firms are more efficient than smaller ones and this is the result 
of the selection process, in which efficient firms grow and survive, while 
inefficient firms stagnate or exit the industry. Since this process takes time, larger 
firms are inherently older, which according to Jovanovic implies that there is a 
positive age-efficiency relationship.  
Older firms can be expected to be, on average larger (in number of employees) and 
have a larger product market. Furthermore, while it is expected that old firms have 
experienced periods of growth in numbers of employees, this does not need to have 
been in their recent past. 

Founding circumstances 
The mortality rates of firms in a particular cohort may depend not only on 
organizational age, but also on the interaction between the firm’s age and initial 
conditions such as environmental conditions at founding. In adverse environments, 
weaker firms are eliminated quickly and the survivors are hardened by battle. 
Firms founded in adverse environments thus experience higher initial mortality 
rates. However, beyond a certain age, the survivors among such firms have 
mortality rates that are lower than firms founded in less adverse environments. 
Perhaps the adverse founding conditions eliminate the weaker firms more quickly, 
leaving behind a surviving cohort of stronger firms which results in a population 
with lower mortality rates (Swaminathan, 1996). This reflects Walker’s (1975) 
conclusion that the fittest firm in the struggle for life will be the survivor. How can 
these adverse environments be evaluated? What are the elements of an 
environment that make it adverse in comparison with other regions? Amburgey and 
Rao (1996) say that ecological research on mortality overlooks how firms are 
embedded in social networks. This assumes that social networks are also regional 
networks, because the contacts a firm has in an industrial districts are mostly over a 
short distance (Markusen, 1996). This could be one argument: if a firm has a less 
strong social network, it has less chance of survival. This is because it will take 
more input to get the same output. If one looks at the study by Vaessen (1993) 
'Small business growth in contrasting environments', it is clear that it is very 
possible for firms to start up in environments that are less than ideal and succeed in 
these environments. Further, these firms, when they survive the first years, have 
enhanced chances of survival in the long run. This is because these firms have had 
to cope with longer distances to customers and suppliers from the beginning. Such 
firms start with a much broader market or a much larger network in geographical 
distance than firms that start in cities with a very regional market. Vaessen 
concludes that the success of firms is a function of both the way they behave and 
the economic environment in which they exist. Furthermore, Schot and Rip (2003) 
point out the importance of time in the founding conditions. They found that there 
are certainly periods in history in which it was harder for new entrepreneurs to start 
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up firms, as was discussed found in Chapter 3. However, in practice, research on 
firm specific-founding conditions can only be done in very general terms, due to 
the lack of firm-specific information caused by memory-gap. The founding 
conditions of old firms can be studied as follows; the era in history, economic 
conjuncture, and whether or not the firm started in an urban or rural environment. 
Old firms are expected to have emerged in a period of economically conjuncture 
mostly in rural environments. 

Sector, networks, innovation and identity 
Industry-specific survival has been researched intensively, including at the 
empirical level. For example, Van Kranenburg et al. (2002) did not find significant 
evidence for industry-specific survival in their research on daily newspapers in the 
Netherlands. Siotis (2003) carried out a study in Spain and, although with a shorter 
time frame, also did not find sector specific differences. However, Melarba and 
Orsenigo (1999) did find survival differences at the sectoral level, although they 
only tested different high-technology sectors. Esteban (2000) also found sectoral 
differences for survival within the European Union, but only when they were 
region specific, and the influence was of minor importance. Dejardin (2004) finds 
that sectoral and cross-sectoral dimensions are relevant in the interrelationship 
between firm birth and deaths. Industry and sector seem to be determinants in the 
evolution and survival of firms. In the sample of old firms studied here, mostly the 
manufacturing sector is represented. Or, at least, most of the firms started in 
manufacturing although sometimes, over the course of time, due to product-
differentiation, they are now in another sector. So instead of making a product, the 
firm is now trading in that product. 
Entrialgo et al. (2001) find that older firms are generally larger and, due to old age 
and larger size, these firms are associated with increased inertia which, in their 
findings, is negatively related to innovation in firms. However, Huergo and 
Juamandreu (2004) find evidence for the opposite. They look at the impact of a 
firm’s age and  on - process - innovations. Overall, the innovative activity of firms 
does not diminish with the passing of time. However, when also sector differences 
are incorporated, they find that within manufacturing the opposite is true and that 
older firms tend to show fewer innovative events than those in other sectors. These 
findings indicate that innovation has an effect on survival. Innovation activity is 
generally found to be related to the size of the firm. Schumpeter (1942) 
hypothesized that large firms have an advantage in innovations. Since new firms 
are, on average, smaller than established firms, they thus  have a disadvantage in 
this respect. Hence, it can be assumed that older firms (that are in general larger) 
will be more innovative. However, Brouwer (1998) found that there is no direct 
empirical evidence of a relationship between firm size and innovativeness. She 
finds that when innovation is measured in direct innovation counts, small firms are 
much more innovative than large firms. However, the same could be argued for old 
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firms, since they have been innovating for a longer time and so, in direct 
innovation count, they would have higher innovativeness. According to Brouwer,  
innovativeness is sectoral-dependent. In highly innovative industries, innovation 
rates are higher in larger firms due to capital intensity, product differentiations, 
unionisation and concentration. 
Networks reflect the patterns of geographical industrialisation as described by 
Taylor (1995), or embeddedness: the contingent nature of economic action with 
respect to cognition, culture, social structure and political institutions. This view 
regards social forces as a sort of ‘cultural software’ that determines the behaviour 
and decisions of actors (Granovetter, 1985; Zukin and DiMaggio, 1990). Networks 
are the sunk costs of a relationship, which provide a basic condition for trust, 
stability, reduction of opportunism, and reduction of cognitive distance. 
Conversely, sunk costs become a threshold for change (Dahlgren, 2002). These 
investigations indicate that networks are important in some way for survival. As 
Oinas (1995) put is, it is easier to gain legitimation if you are similar to the ones 
that you frequently deal with in a network relationship. Furthermore, localised 
learning is, as Malmberg (1997) describes it, the role of the location of the firm in 
its process of learning. He indicates that firms in the right type of ‘local milieu’ 
(agglomeration) benefit from the spatial proximity of other firms. He argues for an 
interaction between the existence of industrial agglomerations and the durability of 
patterns of regional specialization. This localized learning of many firms clustered 
together is, according to Malmberg, in a Hägerstrand way a diffusion of positive 
influence on the level of innovations and technological changes. Firm learning is 
complex, multifaceted and history dependent. The key people in the firm are all 
involved in their local or regional communities and, as a result, receive all kind of 
economic, sociological and political information that may stimulate or limit the 
firm’s development and thus influence its strategy and survival and vice versa  
(Julien, 1995). 
Older firms have existed long enough for the routinisation of internal and external 
linkages, and this has a direct influence on their culture, reputation and identity. 
Old firms have been so long in the same place, with more or less the same product, 
market or process, that changing these would hurt legitimation and with this its 
reputation and identity (Amburgey et al., 1993). This can perhaps be called the 
‘liability of changes’. Firms (or an industry) that have a particular product have, 
with the passing of time, created legitimation, accountability and reliability with 
this product, reflecting their culture, reputation and identity (Kelly and Amburgey, 
1991) and so creating an embeddedness in their - spatial - environments. Any 
change that directly disrupts this embeddedness would reset the clock. Such firms 
remain the same through structural inertia, and reduce failure rates by continuity. 
Dobrev et al. (2003) bring into this argument the view that past experiences add to 
experience and result in structural reproducibility that develops inertia. Also Baron 
(2004), who researched organizational identity in organizational ecology theory, 
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points out the necessity of a ‘authentic identity’ for survival, and acknowledges the 
increasing inertia which is induced by this identity. According to Baron, the 
identity of a firm consists of “a set of interrelated rules, assumptions, beliefs and 
premises that lead to prescribed patterns of behaviour” (pp.3). Changing the firm’s 
identity might be very disruptive for accountability and reliability and a firm may 
for this reason adopt inertial behaviour. “Changes in the identity are highly 
destabilising with regard to employee turnover, survival and market performance” (pp.6), 
The particular basiss of identity are product, legal forms, industry and geographical 
boundaries, as well as product market, corporate culture and structural distinction 
(Baron, 2004). These identity factors are very robust to changes in the 
organizational population. Furthermore, the identity of a firm is created early in its 
evolution and is in this way path-dependent. Once an identity-creating-factor is 
chosen, such as a product, premises or habit, it will be hard to change the path that 
was chosen. Furthermore, a firm will resist changes to these identity-factors, since 
they determine the firm’s level of trustworthiness. 
Van Geenhuizen and Nijkamp (1995) developed an evolutionary perspective on 
firm survival, the ‘company life history approach’ that has a specific attitude to 
strategic change. They are of the opinion that firms need to be strongly adaptive in 
order to survive. Normally, firms adjust to their environment in an incremental 
way, however, sometimes there is a need for more radical change, such as a 
merger, new technology, new product, or relocation. This form of company history 
analysis, in their particular research, is more macro - on the aggregate level, 
although attention is paid to the individual firm. Nevertheless, in our investigation 
of old firms, the group of ‘oldies’ is also studied in the light of the development of 
the Dutch economy. Van Geenhuizen (1998), furthermore, argues the importance 
of period effects in explaining firms’ dynamics. However, evolutionary economics 
emphasizes that firms develop, stabilize and follow routines. These routines may 
change over time, but mostly they function as stable carriers for knowledge and 
experience. This causes inertia. Spatial lock-in can be the result of the spatial 
formation of newly emerging industries as an evolutionary process, in which there 
is a spatial concentration of increasing returns (agglomeration economies). 
According to Boschma and Lambooy (1999), the evolutionary school of thinking is 
divided between long-term evolution of the economic system in terms of dynamics 
(new variations), and stability (development without any change in the parametric 
configuration).  
Overall, old firms can be expected to show stability in identity, however, they also 
adapt in some ways, such as market, size and product-differentiation by process 
innovation. While old firms will have an ‘unchanged’ identity, at least for the 
outside world, underneath minor adaptations in processes might well have taken 
place over time. 
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4.4.2  Hypotheses for testing 
 
Since the age and size of firms have an influence on their survival chances, it is to 
be expected that the surviving firms are generally larger than the ‘average’ firm. 
This also raises the expectation that there is a relationship between age and size. 
Furthermore, since firms with higher structural inertia are expected to have greater 
chances of survival it can be anticipated that the surviving firms also show signs of 
this inertia, such as fewer changes in product or activity, or from a spatial view 
fewer changes in location, than ‘average’ firms. Next to this age-inertia 
relationship, it can be expected that there is also a relationship between age-size 
and inertia. This recalls question 4 posed in Chapter 1: “What are the 
characteristics of old firms, in terms of size, location type, relocation behaviour, 
products, sector etc.? And do old firms differ from younger firms in these 
characteristics? Is there a causal relationship between old age and other firm 
characteristics, in particular concerning the spatial elements?” Furthermore, in 
Chapter 3, the historic development of industries in the Netherlands was described, 
and this question as again raised but from the path-dependence perspective: are 
these differences based on different historical developments and is the survival of 
individual firms determined by this? Furthermore, in the current chapter, the 
importance of identity and embeddedness have become clear and these are also 
incorporated: how important are identity and old firms’ embeddedness in their 
local environment? Considering all of these facets, the overall question becomes: 
are there relationships concerning firm, age and location in the spatial-economic 
context? 
In the sections above, many questions have been raised about the variables as 
discussed in Section 4.4.1. From this, the following hypotheses are advanced: 

1. Old firms have different characteristics than younger firms. 
2. With increased age, firms develop inertia concerning locational behaviour.  
3. With increased size, firms develop inertia concerning locational behaviour. 
4. Firms founded in adverse environments have less relocation history. 
5. Locational behaviour of old firms is first-degree path dependent. 
6. Old firms are positively locked-in to their location, product and identity. 
7. Old firms experienced adaptation at early times in their lives concerning 

growth and location, product and market. 
8. Old firms’ identities are the result of path-dependence. 
9. Old firms’ generally inert behaviour is linked to the preservation of their 

identity, in order to maintain high levels of accountability and reliability. 

4.5  Concluding remarks 
 
Path dependency creates durable commitments for firms and the outcome depends 
on relatively minor events during their initial development and location. As time 
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progresses, a firm’s development becomes increasingly important as a determinant 
of choices regarding new investments in, for example, complementary plants. 
Accepting this, it is no longer that important whether these structures are the 
outcome of a deliberate choice, or the outcome of an accidental event. What really 
matters is that the created inertia, or persistence, of the firm has consequences for 
the present state of the firm. In this research several specialisation patterns and 
other causes of importance are observed, including: industry development, specific 
location, and product. The old firm, and its present state and condition, results from 
interactions with its environment and caused by historical circumstances, 
entrepreneurial achievement and locational advantages.  
From organizational ecology, we learn that firms survive, on the one hand, by 
adapting, for instance, process innovation or locational adaptation and, on the other 
hand, by inertia: the increasing levels of reliability and accountability. Several 
factors influence this fragile balance between levels of adaptability and inertia 
within old firms. History matters, since this is the core of path-dependence. 
Legitimation is important for old firms, in earlier life by creating a market and, 
nowadays, by maintaining this market. Levels of competition influence this 
legitimacy. Levels of reliability and accountability are reflected in the identities of 
the firms, creating inert behaviour by firms in terms of location, product, 
innovation and culture. Tradition is also important for identity, and tradition is by 
itself a stimulus for inert behaviour by firms, in a so-called positive lock in. 
Technology and routines come forward again from this positive lock-in, and create 
tradition and identity.  
A firm cannot be studied without paying attention to its region and the latter’s 
institutions: these interact with the firm, and can create a sense of belonging for a 
firm. This sense of belonging reflects, in turn on the firm’s site and situation. Over 
time, there is less and less chance of firms leaving their current location. 
Furthermore, the region and the firms’ local environment determine the levels of 
competition and innovation, spatial proximity to other firms (urban versus rural 
environment) as well as creating either adverse or encouraging environment. 
All these factors influence the inert behaviour of firms. On the one hand, for old 
firms, this inert behaviour is a necessity, because the firm can no longer ‘afford’ 
changes since these would affect its levels of trustworthiness. On the other hand, 
firms need to adapt in order to react to changing environments. Adaptation in old 
firms will therefore be externally less ‘visible’. The changes will be for example, 
site adaptation, process-innovation, market extension. Whichever, the changes will 
not affect the firm’s identity and its recognisability to its customers. The old firm 
has become what it is and where it is by its localisation in time and place; this is 
path-dependent, through interactions with the competition and regional 
development. Due to this, the old firm is limited in its behaviour if it wants to 
continue its ‘long-life’ or ‘success.’ In short, old firms show a ‘liability to 
changes’. Due to choices in the past, a positive lock-in of the firm’s identity is 
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created, which reflects inert behaviour in some factors and modest adaptation in 
others. The firm is bounded by its lock-in; major changes will disrupt this, 
potentially causing higher mortality rates by resetting the clock! 
 
 



5 THE SURVIVORS, GOLDEN OLDIES? 
 
In this chapter, the first exploration of the empirical data is described. As discussed 
in Chapter 2, Section 2.3, there were 362 old firms in the Netherlands that in 2001 
met this investigation’s definition. In Section 2.4, the population of old firms in the 
Netherlands was briefly introduced, and in this fifth chapter the population of 
oldies will be discussed in more detail. The results from the telephone survey and 
the written questionnaires to the old firms are presented, and this forms the first 
step in testing the hypotheses posed in the previous chapter. Before confronting old 
firms with younger firms in Chapter 6, the population of oldies are first be 
discussed in more detail. In Chapter 6, these results will be confronted with a 
contrast group, after which some of the hypotheses will be either rejected or 
accepted. 

5.1 Introduction 
 
In this chapter, the results from the telephone survey will be first described, 
followed by a confrontation with results from literature. This will be achieved in 
four ways. First, an overview of the results from the telephone survey of the entire 
population of old firms is discussed, and some preliminary conclusions concerning 
this group are given on the aggregate level. Second, an analysis of 16 spatial firm 
histories is presented in this chapter, on the basis of written questionnaires 
completed by the old firms. Conclusions are drawn from these cases as illustrations 
of the findings in Section 5.2. These questionnaires will be more extensively 
discussed in Chapter 6 when confronted with younger firms. Third, for some of the 
manufacturing groups, the data are also spatially presented and compared to the 
historical development as discussed in Chapter 3. Fourth, individual ‘old firms’ 
will be used to illustrate these outcomes with descriptive data from primary and 
secondary sources. The primary data come from the telephone interviews and will 
be identified as Respondent [1,2, … ,n], representing the respondent’s answers and 
elaboration to the questions; the respondent’s number corresponds with the firm’s 
number in the original database. The secondary data come from the old firms’ 
jubilee books and other material provided by various firms. These data will be 
identified as Firm [A,B, …, n], and accompanied by the book’s author and 
reference where available. The chapter will conclude with some preliminary results 
and conclusions that will be the leading points into Chapter 6. The main objective 
of this exercise is to gain insight into the characteristics of old firms and their 
interactions with their local environments. 
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5.2  Characteristics of old firms in the survey 
 
In the telephone survey, questions were asked to the managers of old firms 
concerning the year of founding, legal status, present location, foreign branches 
and product or activity, identity of the firm, as well as questions about changes in 
product or activity, relocation and family involvement during the existence of the 
firm. The questions posed during the telephone survey are listed in Appendix 1. In 
order to avoid deviation in the results as much as possible, the survey used a pre-
described list of questions (see Segers, 1999). The number of questions is kept low 
in order to raise the response rate. When firms were not successfully contacted on 
the first attempt, they were re-contacted up to five times. The overall response rate 
of the survey was 71%; i.e. 257 cases. In this section, the status quo of the 'old firm 
population' is first given, followed by an analysis of the data. All the characteristics 
of the population of old firms resulting from the telephone survey are presented in 
Table 5.1. The results presented here are discussed in Section 5.2.1 in the same 
sequence as in Table 5.1.  

5.2.1 Analysis of survey 
 

Considering Table 5.1, the following statements can be made about the 
characteristics of old firms. From the telephone survey it was found that most old 
firms were founded in the era close to the start of the industrial revolution, or firms 
founded in that era had the most survivors in absolute terms.  
The smallest number of employees of the questioned firms was one employee 
(generally the owner of the firm); and the largest firm had 1100 employees. The 
mean number of employees was 108. Old firms are overrepresented in the larger 
categories (10 to 99, and 100 or more employees) compared to the size-distribution 
of the total firm population. On average, old firms are thus larger, measured by 
number of employees. The population of old firms has a different size distribution 
than the total firm population in the Netherlands. Hannan and Freeman (1989) 
claim that the mortality rate decreases with age and size and so, in other words, 
when one studies the 'old' survivors, one would expect that these firms are larger, 
as noted in Chapter 4. Looking at the figures in Figure 5.1, this statement holds true 
for this survey, with size measured by number of employees. The relative size 
distribution of the old firm population when compared with the relative size 
distribution for the total firm population shows that the single-employee category  
is considerably smaller for old firms than for the total firm population.  
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Table 5.1: Old firm characteristics  
 
Founding year % of old firms  
before 1801 22.2  
1801-1820 11.3  
1821-1840 30.7  
1841-1850 35  
Number of employees % of old firms % of all firmsi 
1 to 9 45.9 91.2 
10 to 99 43.6 8.2 
100 or more 10.5 0.6 
Relocation % of old firms  
do not know 1.9  
not relocated 52.9  
relocated 45.2  
Sectors % of old firms % of all firmsii 
manufacturing industry 40.1 9.7 
construction 29.2 11.9 
wholesale 17.9 20.6 
financial institutions 4.7 32.4 
transportation 3.9 10.9 
other services 3.5 14.4 
business services 0.8 0.1 
Product / activity % of old firms  
no change / continuity 60.3  
differentiation 32.3  
total change 7.4  
Legal form % of old firms  
public limited company 65.0  
general partnership 13.6  
single proprietor without personnel 9.3  
single proprietor with personnel 5.1  
limited liability company 4.3  
other 2.7  
Family involvement % of old firms % of all firmsiii 
family owned 90.7 55.6 
other 9.3 44.4 
Foreign establishments % of old firms  
yes 12.1  
no 87.9  
Expansion current site % of old firms  
yes  56.4  
No 43.7  
Source: Brouwer and Henrich (2001); KvK, (1997 & 2004) 
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Furthermore, the larger categories have considerably more employees on average 
for the old firm population than for the entire firm population. It is interesting to 
see that although the group of old firms amounts to only 0.1% of the total firm 
population in the Netherlands, these firms generate 4% (27,791 full time jobs) of 
the total Dutch employment (CBS 2003). This shows that old firms still have a 
considerable economic significance.  
 
Figure 5.1 Relative size-distribution of firms in the Netherlands in number of employees 
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Source: Brouwer and Henrich (2001). Note: The size distribution for the total population includes all 
firms in the Netherlands with one to 250 employees, larger firms were not considered. Nevertheless, 
these numbers give a good representation of the size distribution of the entire Dutch firm population 
 
In the population of old firms, 45.2% of the firms have relocated at least once. This 
is a considerable lower percentage than the Dutch average of 60.8% (Van Steen, 
1997). So old firms relocate less. In the survey, when a firm said it had relocated, 
the succeeding question was whether these relocations occurred inside the own 
region or over longer distances. 60.6% of the relocated firms moved within their 
own region. Old firms thus show a tendency to stay in one location or one region; 
or to put it differently, old firms show an adherence to their home regions. But how 
is this compared to the total firm population? To give an impression of how the 
relocation figures for old firms compares to the relocation figures of the total firm 
population, the relocation figures from Table 5.1 can be compared with Figure 5.2, 
which shows the results of the FRW firm-panel in 1997. This panel can be seen as 
representative of the entire firm population of the Netherlands. For this panel, a 
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sample of the Dutch firm population is questioned on firm dynamic actions at 
regular intervals. 
 
Figure 5.2: Percentage of relocated establishments in the Netherlands, per age cohort 
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Source: FRW firm panel, Van Steen (1997) 
 
As can be seen from Figure 5.2, firms in the panel are at least 25 years old show a 
consistent pattern in that about 60 to 65% of firms that have relocated at least once. 
This includes the oldest age groups from 70 to 100 years old and above. In the 
population of old firms, only 45.2% had relocated. This is substantially less that the 
60 till 65% relocations in the representative sample of the total firm population. As 
described in Chapter 2, about 90% of Dutch firms are single-site establishments, so 
the comparison can be made without problems. Old firms do relocate less, or 'stick' 
more. Considering the large number of short-distance relocations in the firm's 
home region, it can be concluded that old firms display a high stickiness to their 
home region, or at least old firms have a reduced tendency to move. However, in 
general, in the Netherlands firms do not relocate long distance. Pellenbarg and 
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Kemper (1999) found that the vast majority of firm migration movements are local 
or at most intra-regional. Given that these old firms must have been young once, 
and since they show less migration activity over the whole period of their active 
existence, their location behaviour is clearly different from what can be seen in 
contemporary research on relocation behaviour of young and middle-aged firms 
(compare Pellenbarg and Van Steen, 2003). 
Reasons for this 'stickiness' to the home-region could, as was argued in Chapter 4, 
be the following: locational inertia caused by the large costs that are associated 
with collecting the necessary information for a search, purchasing and development 
of land, building of premises, interruption of production, and time expended in 
developing the new site. This is not necessarily valid for all firms. However, 
Winter (1990) argues that organisational survival is a matter of continuity and 
routines. Inheritance is a phenomenon reflecting the special advantages that an 
organisation has in spatially replicating its routines. This is an argument for higher 
long-term survival when a firm 'sticks' to one well-known and familiar location. 
Another reason for the low mobility of older firms could be size-related. According 
to Van Steen (1997), relocation in the home-region is more common among older 
firms since a movement over a shorter distance has less influence on the current 
employees. These employees will not have to be replaced. Since older firms tend to 
have more employees, and more specifically trained employees, they tend to stay in 
the home-region. This is confirmed, for example, by respondent 187 who says: 
“we have always worked with employees from the nearby areas because the firm’s 
market is so very local. Some employees are the third generation employed by this 
firm”. This would suggest that larger 'older' firms would have moved relatively 
less, the results from the survey, however, give a different picture, as shown in 
Figure 5.3.  
 
Firms with more than 10 employees, have a higher mobility. This is different than 
expected and is probably caused by the fact that the relocation took place in the 
early years of the firms’ existences when the firms were probably much smaller. In 
fact, relocation might have induced the growth in number of employees. 
Of the old firms 56.4% expanded on their existing site. Expansion on the current 
site is a spatial adjustment to the firm’s own environment. A comparison to see 
whether relocated firms had less on-site expansion than firms that did not relocate 
does not show a clear distinction. 56.1% of the not relocated firms had expanded 
on-site, against 53.6% of relocated firms at their current location.  
In Figure 5.4, one can see that among the old firms, the 'older' firms are relatively 
more mobile than the 'younger' firms in the survey. The only age group of which 
more than 50% relocated is the group that was founded before 1800. Overall, the 
relocation rates gradually fall from 59.6% to 38.0% with a shortening existence of 
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the firm. Only the age group from 1801-1810 interferes with this pattern. What 
causes this irregularity is unclear; it might be caused by circumstances existing at 
founding. 
 
Figure 5.3: Percentage of relocation in size distribution of old firms 
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Figure 5.4: Percentage of relocation at different ages of old firms 
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The local accumulation of human capital and supportive institutions leads to a 
comparative advantage, which is hard to copy and difficult to transfer to other areas 
(Boschma and Lambooy, 1999). This will become increasingly difficult as a firm is 
ages and thus becomes more 'attached' to a specific location; i.e. embeddedness. As 
the firm population ages, the firms are more likely to have their actions and 
structures endorsed and legitimised by powerful collective actors. They are also 
likely to establish channels of exchange and relationships with other populations 
and thus become part of the power structure of the broader ecological communities 
in which they reside (Baum and House, 1990; Wintjes, 2001). Several respondents 
emphasised this point when answering the relocation question: Respondent 275 
having never relocated, the manager argues that “we are very much emotionally 
attached to our location, that is why we even put the location in our firm’s name”, 
and three respondents argue that they could never leave their current location, since 
their firms have been there since founding and the streets in which the firms are 
located are named after the firms and not the other way round. For example, as 
respondent 373 answered: “we have never moved, we are very bound to our 
region, for a long time because the market was local, but now mostly emotionally. 
The street in which we are located was named after us, we could never leave.” 
underlines this point of embeddedness of old firms in their local environment.  
Concerning sectors, old firms are concentrated in the following sectors; 
manufacturing industry (40 %), construction (29 %) and wholesale (18 %). The 
first category originates mostly from craft businesses such as the production of 
beer, liquor, traditional sweets, book printing & binding, mills or the production of 
metal objects, formerly blacksmiths. Since the population of old firms pre-dates the 
industrial revolution it is expected that one will find so many of these ‘old-
fashioned’ products and activities. As for wholesale, firms in this category 
originated mostly from shops and merchants dealing in colonial goods, as was 
noted by many of the wholesale respondents in the survey. An example; 
Respondent 48 narrates that “this firm was first importing and merchandising 
colonial goods, later on the production of food and the wholesale of imported 
goods to shops became core activities”. In comparison with the sectoral 
distribution of the total firm population in Table 5.1, old firms are overrepresented 
in manufacturing industry and construction. They are correspondingly 
underrepresented in wholesale, financial institutions, other services and 
transportation. One explanation could be different survival rates for each sector, 
but for this long period, there are no data available. Another explanation could be 
the sectoral distribution at the time of founding. Before the industrial revolution, 
the Dutch economy mostly consisted of crafts works and colonial trade (Brugmans, 
1961; De Jonge, 1968), and examples of this are, among others given by 
respondent 208, “we modernized our production, but based on old-fashioned 
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principles and methods.” and respondent 401: “we always built ships, the kinds of 
ships and the materials used changed over time, but the feeling of building ships 
has never changed”. If these sectors were dominant before 1851, then it can be 
expected that this would result in many ‘survivors’. The under representation of 
financial institutions, transportation and other services is caused by (alongside the 
sectoral differences) the large numbers of banks and financial institutions that 
merged in the past 30 years and the growth of the service industry from the 1970s 
onwards (Van Geenhuizen and Van der Knaap, 1991; Pellenbarg, 1985). 
Product diversification may reduce exit-rates, or in other words, product 
diversification may be an incentive for survival (Siegfried and Evans, 1994). 
Although the 'survivors' in this survey generally have unchanged products / 
activities, it is noticeable that 7.4% of the old firms have experienced product / 
activity change (e.g. from a distillery of liquor to the import and wholesale of 
liquor; although this firm still met this research’s definition since the basic product 
and name remained the same). However, since it is unknown what percentage of 
the non-survivors experienced such changes, it is impossible to really conclude that 
a change of product or activity is an incentive for exit. It seems, however, that less 
change is good for long-term survival in some industries. High variations in 
survival rates across industries are found in other European countries and in North 
America (Audretsch et al., 1998). A persistence in product or activity, as observed 
in old firms, is an indication of structural inertia, which is consistent with ideas of 
population ecologists (Hannan and Freeman, 1984). As argued above (respondents 
208 and 401), the production changes were mostly in method or process. However, 
most old firms feel that they still produce the same product or offer the same 
service. Respondents gave a few examples of this. Respondent 233: “my firm still 
produces exactly the same product, although the production was by hand until 
1986 and now we have mechanised production.” Or another example, respondent 
403: “our family firm was always active in metal although we have substantially 
modernised”. Or, as elaborated further, by respondent 439: “we always 
constructed coachworks, even though the ‘coachworks’ nowadays are different, the 
general idea has remained the same.” Even though the product has not changed 
according to the definition used in this research, sometimes the management of the 
firm feels different, as respondent 442 argues, with a similar product as respondent 
439: “so much has changed, the product we have produced the in last few decades: 
coachworks, is hard to recognize as the ‘coachworks’ we used to produce.” Within 
this survey, this last comment is, however, more the exception than the rule. 
From Figure 5.5 it is clear that product differentiation is most common in the 
largest-represented sectors: manufacturing industry and wholesale. By product 
differentiation we mean the mechanization of the production process, or the same 
product but in a more ‘modern’ format. Construction stands out with no real 
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change in activity at all. Construction, real estate and financial institutions are the 
most 'product and activity stable' sectors. Transportation, manufacturing and 
wholesale on the other hand experienced the most product-change and 
differentiation. 
 
Figure 5.5: Sector and product continuity in percentages of the population of old firms and as 
percentages of the sector 
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Overall, the conclusion is that old firms consider their product or activity to be 
little changed. Only in wholesale, had a convincing majority of the old firms 
experienced changes to product or activity. However, even in this group, firms kept 
to the same basic product. Change in this group should be seen as modification 
from merchandising (retail) of goods, to nowadays the wholesale distribution of the 
same product. Or first production and later a switch to wholesale as, for example, 
respondent 170: “first we produced pastry in a small bakery, now we still produce 
pastry, however we sell it in a wholesale way”. 
The most common ‘legal form’ of the old firms is the public limited company. This 
is to be expected, since this is the legal form that, by law, is the simplest to transfer 
ownership rights to heirs or third parties (Van Vuren and Mol, 2003). Because old 
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firms exist across several generations of entrepreneurs it is important for the firms’ 
survival, that the takeover is secured (Lotti and Santerelli, 2002). This is best 
managed in the legal form of a public limited company. However, as explained in 
Chapter 2, legal changes are, in this investigation, not considered to be disruptive 
changes for ‘survivors’, provided that the firm met the other criteria. Firms that 
mentioned this kind of change, did agree with this assumption, as for example 
respondent 243: “we were originally a trading company in a public limited form, 
as we grew over time we needed a new legal construction. However, the 
atmosphere and identity of the firm were not altered by this”; or respondent 105: 
“we were originally a family firm, however, in the course of time we took over 
some smaller firms and with this our legal constitution sometimes changed, 
nevertheless, we still produce the same product and ‘feel’ the same.” 
A large percentage of the old firms are family firms. In family firms, striving for 
profit maximisation is subordinate to the economic and social consequences for the 
family involved. In family firms, matters of succession and getting involved in the 
stock market for the continuation of the firm are more important (Arnoldus, 2002). 
Lotti and Santarelli (2002) make the same argument; they found that the largest 
risks for exits in family firms are at the moment of succession. Those entrepreneurs 
who do not have heirs, or have heirs that cannot or do not wish to continue the 
firm, often prefer to close down the business rather than hand over the control of 
the firm to an outsider. Lotti and Santarelli conclude that the likelihood of survival 
among small family firms is solely a matter of age, and their evidence indicates 
that there is a high risk of sudden exit (death) from the market in the age period 
during which a firm is most likely to face the problem of succession. Succession of 
the family firm is very important and is even likely to keep ‘alive’ family firms that 
are commercially ‘less successful’. This is the reason that so many old firms are 
family-owned. In the telephone survey, a firm was considered to be a family firm if 
the family was still actively involved and, even though the Chambers of Commerce  
(kvK) (see Table 5.1) use slightly different criteria, the large percentage of family 
involvement in old firms is striking. Many respondents did express the fact that 
they have been family firms since founding. Prominent examples of this among the 
many are respondent 287: “we are a family firm, we stay a family firm. Within our 
firm tradition and quality are very important. This is continued from father to 
son.” And respondent 413:”this is a genuine family firm, the quality of our product 
is transferred from father to son”.   
Pennings and Sleuwaegen (2000) argue that larger firms have a higher probability 
of having foreign branches. However, only 12.1% of the old firms surveyed has an 
establishment outside the Netherlands. Since old firms are, in general, larger the 
lack of old firms with a foreign establishment is surprising. An explanation for this 
is probably that many old firms still produce traditional crafts products that might 
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not have a significant foreign demand. However, the sectors that produce the most 
traditional goods (manufacturing industry, wholesale) have the largest percentage 
of foreign establishments, as can be seen in Figure 5.6, which somewhat negates 
this argument.  
 
Figure 5.6: Percentage of firms per sector with and without a foreign establishment 
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Summing up, we can conclude from the survey that old firms in the Netherlands 
are in general, larger, less mobile, more active in the manufacturing sector, have no 
history of changing product or activity and are public limited and family-owned 
companies, and have no foreign establishments. Looking at old firms from the 
spatial perspective, the results for mobility, foreign establishments and on-site 
expansion are especially remarkable. On first sight it is found that in terms of 
location old firms are quite inert, however, a confrontation is needed with younger 
firms to comment further. As for the hypotheses posed in Chapter 4: old firms are 
larger and more inert in certain perspectives. However, the concept of inertia in a 
spatial perspective must to be tested more thoroughly, and this will be done in 
Chapter 6. Furthermore, these primary results seem to be in conflict with the theory 
of the learning organization. In this theory, firms adapt to their environments and, 
by this adaptability, the firm has increased survival chances. This is not the case, 
and the results are more in accordance with the theory of structural inertia. Then 
again, this raises the thought that for the very long-term period considered, and 
with the quite specific traditional products and activities that many of these firms 
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have, no change was probably was the best ‘adaptation’ these firms could have 
made. By staying put in their own location, and adhering to their own specific 
product, these firms created their own little survival-niche. The low mobility of old 
firms could be caused by structural inertia, on the other hand it must be 
remembered that in the era when these firms were young, in the 17th, 18th and the 
beginning of the 19th centuries firms had a smaller ‘action space’ and the migration 
of firms was simply less common than nowadays.  

5.2.2 Identities of old firms 
 
Another question asked in the telephone survey, although not included in Table 5.1 
was: ‘do you find that your firm still has the same identity as when it was 
founded?’ Of the old firms, 73% considered their firm’s identity to be unchanged. 
Several of the illustrations given in the previous section already indicated that the 
firm’s identityiv is intertwined with other variables. In Chapter 4, it was found that 
a stable corporate identity, with an emphasis on the meaning of reputation, 
reliability and accountability within this identity, is important for long-term 
survival. So it can be expected that old firms will retain the same identity and are, 
in fact, ‘locked-in’ to this identity. Using a content analysis of the elaborated 
answers to these questions, eight different categories were constructedv that were 
mentioned in the survey as being determinants of (un)changed identity. The results 
are given in Figure 5.7. 
From Figure 5.7, it can be seen that the corporate identity of old firms is mainly 
represented by the nature of the product or activity of the firm. When the product 
stays the same, the firm keeps its identity, and when the product process or activity 
process is changed, the identity of the firm changes accordingly. This is, of course, 
also due to the criteria selected for this investigation. Furthermore, ‘continuous 
family-involvement’, ‘tradition, culture and age’ and ‘location’ were given as 
important elements in identifying an old firm’s identity as being the same since 
founding. In contrast, changes in the firms’ structure, market and size, are less seen 
as indicators of a changing corporate identity. The mentioning of ‘location’ as an 
identifying factor is especially interesting for this investigation. Location was 
mentioned more than 40 times. Examples of this were: firms having been located at 
the same place so long that the street is named after the firm and not the other way 
round, the firm has know several generations of clients and employees, and 
because the firm produces a regional product. Also because the firm has been 
located somewhere so long, that the name and place are mentioned in one breath. 
Relocating out of this region would harm the firm’s image. This indicates that old 
firms are embedded in their location.  
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Figure 5.7: Absolute number of diverse elements that where mentioned by the respondents in 
considering why the firm had the same or a changed identity 
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The grey bars represent the negative answers, e.g. change of product = change of identity; and the 
black bars represent the positive answers, e.g. same product = same identity since founding. The 
totals exceed 257 (n respondents) since one respondent could list several elements in one answer. 
 
A good example of this is given by Respondent 199:”yes, we convulsively tried to 
keep the original identity of our firm; by producing the same product by the 
original recipe in the same building that our great-grandfather started this firm. 
We are keeping the tradition alive’ This illustration is one of many examples of old 
firms putting an emphasis on their firm’s identity. It can be concluded that old 
firms have a strong identity that has remained stable over their existence. The sense 
of identity is strongly related to other firm variables in remaining stable, as can be 
seen in Figure 5.7. Also in the secondary data, this emphasis on an awareness of 
stability and a continuous identity is found regularly. A few outstanding examples 
are: Firm D: “The heart of the factory - the distillery kettle – remained in essence 
the same” (Slytermand and Vleesenbeek, 1995, pp.81-82), Firm F: “The long-
established traditions are continued” (Duco, 1999), Firm E: “a bank is a 
traditional firm. Traditions underline the continuity of the bank and with this 
enlarges public trust” (De Vries et al., 1999, pp.94), Firm M: “Our name is known 
for 222 years. An established name you don’t change, all successive generations 
understood that” (Woudt and Woudt, 1999, pp. 72), or very clearly Firm V: “We 
are the sixteenth generation in this firm and we are very proud of our long history. 
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In the Netherlands we are the oldest family firm that still makes exactly the same 
product” (Boorsma, 2002). 
In the following section, the notion of identity within firm histories is further 
discussed. In Chapter 7, a more elaborate discussion on corporate identity is given. 
Also an investigation on the reflection of the corporate identity onto the corporate 
image is discussed in that chapter. 

5.3  Spatial firm histories 
 
History dependence, as described in Chapter 4, creates a path-dependent lock-in 
situation at the firm’s location. One-way of investigating this is by the event-
history of firms, which describes the values of qualitative variables concerning 
strategy and behaviour of a firm in a particular observation period (Van 
Geenhuizen, 1993). The events firms live through, and the actions firms take in a 
reaction to these events, will influence the firm's survival chances. The study of the 
spatial history - the location behaviour - of firms is a useful and complementary 
contribution to the investigation of old firms. The spatial history of firms gives an 
insight into the nature of the spatial changes in the life of the firm, and can be used 
to see how these spatial changes have influenced the status quo of the firm (Van 
Geenhuizen, 1993 and 1995). This kind of firm history analysis is different from 
the usual history analysis because of its spatial angle. The spatial dimension is 
underlined by explicit attention to the localised unit, the establishment of the firm, 
and with this the spatial organisation of the firm under study (Van Geenhuizen, 
1989). This type of analysis, within this thesis, tries to fill the gap between the 
aggregate level and the specific case-study design followed by Van Geenhuizen 
and Vaessen, and to broaden the insights into the long-term survivors in the 
Netherlands. The spatial histories that Van Geenhuizen talks about are more in-
depth and detailed than the histories discussed below, nevertheless these ‘mini’ 
spatial firm histories give an insight into the long-term development of the old 
firms in this study. As Pettigrew (1997) argues, the aim of case studies is not only 
to document the activities that take place over a specific period of time, but also to 
study the dynamics that exists in the tension between past, present and future.  
The data come from written questionnaires (see Appendix 2), which were sent to 
the respondents of the telephone survey. 37 old firms responded; the numbers on 
the questionnaires correspond with the number given to the firm in the original 
database. Unfortunately, not all respondents could complete the written 
questionnaire thoroughly due to the memory gap. Only about half of questionnaires 
were completed in such a way that a small spatial firm history could be drawn. 
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5.3.1  Sixteen small spatial firm histories 
 
In this section, sixteen firms are briefly described in terms of their spatial firm 
history. These sixteen firms were those firms that fully completed the 
questionnaire. Still, the histories differ in length, depending on the detail of the 
answers. Some firms gave some additional information in flyers or marketing 
material and sometimes even in jubilee books. When information is taken from this 
additional material, the information is shown in Italics. The objective of this 
exercise is to create a spatial firms history in the tradition of Van Geenhuizen 
(1993) and Vaessen (1993). Due to the short and descriptive nature of these 
specific firm histories, it is complementary to the telephone survey, and places an 
emphasis on the long-term character of this investigation. 

Questionnaire 001 [founded in 1792] 
This printing firm is a single site establishment. The premises are rented but the 
firm has expanded on the site and rebuilt part of the premises to create room for 
expansion. They have, however, left the façade of the premises intact, so that the 
first impression of the firm remains constant. The location is rural, and has no 
specific modes of accessibility. The management is quite content with their 
location, albeit, less satisfied with the accessibility: the location can only be 
accessed by a small road. The firm operates in the national market, but experiences 
mostly regional competition. The competition they experience is mostly price-
based, and the management thinks that they are doing about average in comparison 
with their competitors. The management is very aware of the firm’s identity and 
old age, and even uses this in marketing activities. The firm was established in a 
period of recession and has grown, especially in the last 50 years, from 4 to 29 
employees. Takeovers or relocation have never been part of the firm’s history. The 
management has made some tertiary process innovations. The firm has never 
received any subsidies, but the management does feel that they could have used 
one, especially right after the Second World War. In that period there was a need 
for personnel and resources. Over the last two decades there has also been a need 
for technically trained personnel, but now an educational programme is installed to 
remedy this. The firm argues about its history: “the atmosphere and history of our 
location positively influences our product. Our location and genesis is special, and 
even though we do not provide a unique service, our specific identity makes our 
‘ordinary’ service extraordinary.” 

Questionnaire 012 [founded in 1848] 
This publishing company has a headquarter in the Randstad and two branch plants, 
one elsewhere in the Netherlands and one in the USA. The firm owns its 
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headquarter, which is located close to the city centre and near to a highway to 
another town. The current location and accessibility are seen as very positive by the 
management. The firm operates in an international network of consumers, suppliers 
and competition; and aims at competition by quality. The management feels that it 
is doing better than its competitors. The identity has not changed, and the 
respondent feels that they stand for quality and continuity of production. The 
founding of the firm was in a period of economic prosperity and it has been a 
family firm until the last decade. They have steadily grown from one to 75 
employees, and have never been much hindered by disruptive changes in the 
business environment such as wars and depressions. During the firm’s life, several 
smaller businesses in the same branch were taken over, which has a positive 
influence on their survival. This firm has relocated twice, both short distances, as 
well as expanded on the current site. The first relocation took place in 1985 
because of the need for more space, and in the second in 2003 to newly-built 
premises. Over the course of time some tertiary process innovations have been 
undertaken. The firm has never received any subsidies and has a positive bond with 
its employees by having an employees association and retirement funding. 

Figure 5.8: Promotion 
poster. Source: De Koning 

Questionnaire 017 [founded in 1696] 
This firm is a single site manufacturing firm that has 
been on the same location and same premises since its 
founding. The premises are owned and have never 
been expanded. The location is in an inner city and 
close to the main road to the centre of town. Although 
the management is very pleased with its current 
location, accessibility could be improved. A strong 
attachment to the location and identity exists. The 
product is sold internationally, and there is no 
competition since it is a one-of–a-kind product, 
unique in the world. As described earlier, the firm is 
very proud of its identity, old age and product; and 
uses this in its marketing activities. In a promotional 
poster (designed around 1900, see Figure 5.1), a 
woman’s figure is situated on a globe. She is standing 
on Western Europe, or so to say the Netherlands, and 
this gives a visual impression of how important this 
product, produced in the Netherlands, is for the entire 
world. In one hand, the woman holds a bottle of the 
product, in the other hand a banner with the words 
‘Sedert 1696’ (since 1696). In a broadsheet about the 
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firm and its history, the spread of the product from the Netherlands in Russia (St 
Petersburg and Riga), Spitsbergen and all the way to China is discussed. Due to the 
laws of the eighteenth century in the Netherlands, the guild prohibited production 
elsewhere than in its hometown. Ever since, the factory of this product has been 
located in this town, and more interestingly in the house of the original inventor 
and founding father of the firm. As the respondent said in the telephone interview 
“we persistently try to stay in the original location and the original building, this is 
part of our identity”. This firm is a textbook example of preservation of traditional 
values; with the product they include ‘a copy of the instructions for use from 1749 
for its historical value’. The management is still run by the family and the number 
of employees was 10 in 1800 to 1900, and then fell to 5 in 1950 and even to 3 
employees in 2000. Several ‘imitators’ of the product were taken over to keep their 
unique position, and this has been a positive action for the firm’s survival. Two 
primary product innovations were implemented (further to the development of the 
original product) in 1920 and 1960. In the past, the employees had company 
housing and there was also education funding provided for employees. Over the 
course of time, the firm has experienced difficulties during the First and Second 
World Wars in the availability of resources, markets and exports. 

Questionnaire 023 [founded in 1722] 
This is a large old firm in the chemical industry, which has its headquarters in the 
Netherlands, seven production and sales branches over the Netherlands and another 
40 abroad. The headquarters have relocated twice, both relocation because of the 
need for space for expansion, the first in 1980 within the home region, the second 
in 1998 from this large urban area to a smaller town. The premises are owned by 
the firm and have expanded. The current location is on a site for manufacturing 
firms and the management is quite content with this location. This site is very close 
to a passing highway and has good access. The product is sold on the international 
market and the competition is quality-based. The firm has typical revenues. The 
corporate identity has changed since founding, especially due to the many 
takeovers and the engagement in international activities. This firm has grown 
considerably in numbers of employees and was already a large firm in the 19th 
century. They grew from 100 employees in 1800, to 350 in 1850, 500 in 1900, 
1500 in 1950, and then a small decrease to 1200 employees in 2000 in the 
Netherlands. Worldwide there are 10,000 employees. The many smaller businesses 
that this firm took over were positively evaluated for the firm’s survival, however 
as argued earlier not for the continuation of its identity. Several innovations have 
been implemented, a secondary product innovation around 1870, a tertiary process 
innovation in 1925 and another secondary product innovation in 1961. The firm 
has received several subsidies that have had a positive influence on its survival. 
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The employees are very organised in personnel clubs, and can use company 
housing, educational and retirement funds. 

Questionnaire 035 [founded in 1745] 
This old firm is a single site family firm in publishing, which never has relocated 
and owns its premises. Several on-site expansions of the building were completed 
in order to create space for expansion. This firm is located in the centre of town 
near the town’s main road, and both the location and accessibility are seen as 
satisfactory. The company operates in the local market for consumers, suppliers 
and competition, the last being price-based. The identity of this firm has been 
altered since, alongside to its original product, several other products have been 
introduced that, according to the management, disrupted the firm’s identity. There 
have been no takeovers, and once a subsidy was received that had a positive 
influence. This subsidy gave the firm the opportunity to restore its original 
premises to their original state. Two tertiary process innovations were 
implemented, both in the period 1960-1965. The firm has experienced difficulties 
in several historical periods. During the First and Second World Wars there was a 
shortage of personnel and resources, as well as low sales. During the depression in 
the 1930s sales were also low and this caused severe strains on the family capital. 
This was also the case in the ‘cold war’ period, and the family capital was fully 
invested in order to survive. 

Questionnaire 086 [founded 1796] 
This construction firm has its headquarter and a branch plant in the same town. 
Both sites were expanded and both are owned by the family. The headquarters are 
located at the edge of the town’s centre and close to an express train station. The 
current location is adequate, although the accessibility of the site could be 
improved. The firm operates on price competition in a national network with 
typrical revenues. The identity has been unaltered since founding, and the 
company’s old age is occasionally used in marketing activities. A steady growth 
from 2 employees in 1800; to 3 in 1850 and 1900, and then a sudden increase to 
250 in 1950, due to rebuilding after the second world war; took place, followed by 
a decrease to 120 employees by the year 2000. This firm has never taken over other 
firms. The branch plant was relocated twice by short distances within the same 
town in 1920 and 1950, both relocations for sufficient expansion space. They have 
never been engaged in any innovative activities and takeovers, nor did the firm 
received any subsidies. The employees can make use of educational and 
retirements funds. During its existence there were problemns with the availability 
of resources during both the World Wars, the need to invest the family’s capital 
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during the depression of the 1930s due to low sales, and experienced difficulties in 
finding adequately trained personnel in the last decade. 

Questionnaire 088 [founded in 1799] 
This medium-sized firm is a single-site family firm producing silver artefacts, the 
company owns its premises, has never relocated but did expand the building when 
needing more space. The location is an inner-city one, and the management is quite 
satisfied with this location. It is located close to a public transportation stops (bus, 
underground, tram) and the owner is reasonably satisfied with its accessibility. The 
consumers and suppliers are internationally located, but the firm’s competition is 
mainly national. The competition is based on price, and the management feels it is 
doing better than its competitors. The identity has remained stable over its 
existence because, the respondent feels, that it has been, and still is, reliable in its 
product. There was a slow increase in employees from 2 in 1800, 3 in 1900, up to 7 
employees in 2000. Once the firm did receive a subsidy for labour costs, but this 
had no influence on its survival. There are no facilities for the employees. During 
the company’s history, they only experienced shortage in resources during the First 
and Second World War and during the depression in the 1930s. Furthermore, there 
have been some difficulties in finding suitably educated personnel in the last 
decade. 

Questionnaire 105 [founded in 1797] 
This old timber firm’s headquarters were always located in the centre of the 
Netherlands, and over the course of time it has expanded with 35 sales branches, 
spreading over the Netherlands from 1904 onwards. The headquarters are owned 
by the firm, and have been expanded on-site several times. The location is on the 
edge of an inner city close to an entrance road. Both the location and its 
accessibility are seen as reasonably sufficient. The spread of the competition and 
consumers grew from local to national (with the 35 branches) and the suppliers are 
internationally based due to the nature of the product. The firm’s competition is 
based on price, and the management feels it does better on average than its 
competitors. The corporate identity has remained the same since founding, because 
the firm has always produced and traded the same product. The company’s old age 
is occasionally used in marketing. Given the fact that it has produced the same 
product for over 200 years, with the slogan “het hout nooit op!” (it never stops – 
the word ‘hout’ is Dutch for wood and a homonym of the conjunction of the Dutch 
verb ‘ophouden’ - to stop) (Van Gerdingen et al., 1997). The family has been 
continuously involved, although, the firm entered the stock market in 1970 with the 
family remaining on the board of directors. The Royal Seal was received with the 
firm’s 200 years jubilee. There has been a steady growth over time with 5 
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employees in 1800; 20 in 1850; 40 in 1900; 150 in 1950, increasing to 700 
employees in 2000. Several smaller firms in the same sector were taken over and 
this has improved the firm’s competitive position in the market. The headquarters 
have never been relocated, but there has been much expansion at the first location. 
As Van Gerdingen et al. (1997) write about this firm: ‘‘already in 1811, the firm 
was expanding its core activities, next to the trade in timber, the firm acquired a 
sawmill in Utrecht. The mill is located at the Zeedijk in Utrecht and in the 
following years the firm also purchased other houses and land next to this plot to 
take care of the expanding firm. The area is still in the hands of the firm. On this 
territory, next to the timberyard, the sawmill and also the offices of the still- 
expanding firm are located. The sawmill, first powered by a waterwheel, was in 
1880 refurbished and powered by a steam engine (pp.14 and 25). With the 
constantly growing activities, the location at the Zeedijk was no longer sufficient, 
so additional land was bought in 1937 to open a branch elsewhere in Utrecht” 
(pp.31).  Several secondary process and product innovations were implemented, for 
example “after 100 years of timber trade the firm is old in number of years but, 
nevertheless, up to date with its machinery. In the beginning of the 20th century the 
firm used modern Swedish saw frames and circular saws, the abraded battens were 
transported by motorised boats and the lumber yard was equipped with narrow-
rail” (Van Gerdingen et al., 1997 pp.23). A subsidy was received but this was not 
essential for survival. In the latter half of the 20th century, investments were made 
in in-house educational programmes to train employees, in particular since it was 
hard to find trained personnel in the most recent decades. The firm has always had 
many facilities for its personnel. During the Second World War, the firm had 
difficulties in finding resources, sales and with import activities. 

Questionnaire 110 [founded in 1801] 
This family firm, that produces and distributes ropes and lace, is a single-site firm 
that has never relocated. Even though the premises are rented, they were able to 
expand on the current site. The location is at the edge of the town’s centre and near 
the entrance road. Both location and accessibility are deemed sufficient. The 
company is embedded in a national network of market relationships, but feels that 
its consumers, suppliers and competition is based internationally. The identity 
changed, according to the respondent, when the switch was made from manual 
production to the wholesale selling of the same product. The number of employees 
has remained constant with four employees since 1800. The firm took over one 
smaller competitor and this was a positive influence because this takeover 
increased sales and the number of customers. No real innovations have been 
implemented, but tertiary innovations have been imitated. The firm has never 
received subsidies and does not have a strong commitment towards its employees 
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in the sense of facilities. The firm experienced difficulties in the availability of 
resources during the Second World War. 

Questionnaire 118 [founded in 1804] 
This printing house, with a Royal Seal has always been located in Den Haag, 
although it has relocated several times within the city. Two relocations took place 
in the early 19th century and again in 1880, 1950 and 1996. The last relocation was 
from the inner city to an industrial site on the edge of town. All the relocations 
were necessary because of a lack of expansion space. Both the last and the current 
locations were also expanded on the same site. Even though this last relocation was 
relatively recent, the location and accessibility are not really appreciated; the 
management would have rather stayed at their previous location. The firm operates 
in a regional network of market relationships and competes on the basis of price. 
Occasionally its old age is used in marketing and the identity has been the same 
since founding. Tradition and modernisation have been this firm’s guides. It was a 
family firm for six generation up to 1996 (Boorsma, 2001d) and was then sold to a 
third party. Recently, two smaller printing companies were taken over and this 
resulted in more customers and increased scale as positive consequences. There 
was a gradual growth from 30 employees in 1850 up to 85 employees in 2000. The 
firm has engaged mostly in tertiary process innovations, mostly in the last half of 
20th century, and calls this “gestadige vernieuwing” (continuous renewal, 
Gruythysen, 2002, pp.20). The reason for its long-term success is described as: 
“you can only become an old firm when your firm is trustworthy, that needs to 
show! The firm need to constantly improve itself and never lean back” (Boorsma, 
2001d). Minor problems were experienced during the Second World War as well 
as some problems with the production techniques, availability of resources and 
sales. In the most recent decade the firm has, furthermore, experienced some 
problems with production techniques and with the family capital. 

Questionnaire 156 [founded in 1816] 
This firm, in foodstuffs and beverages, has two locations, one for production of 
coffee and tea, which has never relocated, and a different sales location. The 
premises are owned and have never expanded. The new sales location was essential 
since the production site needed to expand but the firm did not want to move from 
its initial location, because the street was named after the firm and not the other 
way around. The location is on the edge of the centre of town and close to the 
access road to the town. The location is quite satisfoactory to the firm; but 
accessibility is slightly less satisfying. The company operates in an international 
network of market relationships, competition is quality-based and they have typical 
revenues. The firm feels strongly about its unchanged identity since founding, and 
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uses this in its marketing activities. The founding family is still involved, and the 
predicate ‘purveyor to the court’ was received in 1991. Until the opening of the 
sales location there was only one or two employees, but this then increased to 7 
employees. No other businesses have been taken over and the firm has only 
engaged in tertiary process innovations. During the Second World War there were 
problems with the quality of production, the availability of resources and the 
import of goods. There are no facilities for the employees. 

Questionnaire 176 [founded in 1820] 
This old family firm in business services is a single site establishment, and owns its 
premises. The current location has never been expanded. There were three 
relocations within the last two decades, all within the home region. The relocations 
were necessary because of expansion, with the number of employees doubling in 
the last 50 years from 6 to 11. The current site is on an industrial park for 
manufacturing activities and is close to a highway to other cities. Both the location 
and the accessibility of the current site are satisfactory. The firm operates in a 
regional network of market relationships, although it has national price 
competition. Compared to its competitors the firm has typical revenues. The 
identity has remained the same, mainly because their largely regional customers 
have always been the same: some customers have been using this particular firm’s 
services for over a century. The management is proud of its ‘old age’ and uses 
‘since 1820’ on its writing paper and website. One regional competitor was taken 
over, and this was considered to have had a positive influence on the firm’s 
survival. Only a few tertiary process innovations and imitations with implementing 
computer controlled processes were implemented in the last two decades. The firm 
has never received any subsidies and has not experienced any major difficulties 
during its history or, at least, the manager who filled in the questionnaire says that 
he does not know about any and his father (his predecessor) could not recall any 
either. 

Questionnaire 184 [founded in 1822] 
This firm produces sails in a very traditional manner. The production is still largely 
manual in a single site establishment. The current location is leased, the firm 
having been forced to relocate to the current site by property developers. The 
location is now at the edge of the town’s centre and close to a regional bus stop. 
The management does not appreciate the current location very much; they much 
preferred the old location since that was part of their history. The accessibility is, 
however, adequate. The consumers and the competition of this firm are regionally 
based, and their suppliers are nationally based. The firm competes by quality and 
craftsmanship; and does better on average than its competition. The identity has 
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remained the same since founding; the family is still involved and the product and 
process procedures have not changed. The firm does, however, now use electric 
sewing machines instead of hand sewing, which seen as the firms most ‘important 
tertiary process innovation’, implemented in 1909. Due to this ‘mechanisation’, the 
firm, which had 6 employees up to 1900 only had 2 employees in 2000. There have 
never been any takeovers nor any subsidies received. Due to the small number of 
employees the firm has never formally arranged any personnel facilities. 
Nevertheless, according to the respondent, they would take good care of their 
employees, since they are generally members of the family. 

Questionnaire 285 [founded in 1839] 
This firm, in chemical manufacturing (oils), has its headquarters in the Netherlands 
and one production plant in France. The Dutch establishment is owned by the firm 
and has been expanded on-site. The company has relocated twice during its 
existence. The first relocation was in 1869, due to a need for expansion, when they 
moved to another city. The second relocation was in 1997 and again the firm 
moved to another city, this time both for expansion and also accessibility 
improvements. The current site is on an industrial park for heavy industry, and 
close to a general access road in the built environment. The management is very 
content with both location and accessibility of the site. The firm operates in an 
international market and competes both on price and quality. The identity is 
carefully maintained and the management is very proud of its long existence. The 
old age is used in marketing activities. The family was actively involved in 
management until 1981. The firm acquired the Royal Seal in 1989 to cornade its 
150 year jubilee. Two smaller companies within the same branch were taken over, 
in 1869 and in 1985. The first take over was very positive since this expanded the 
firm’s market, the latter one had a minor negative influence since it was not very 
successful and turned out to be unprofitable. According to memory there were two 
product innovations. The first was a secondary one in 1913, and the second was a 
primary one in 1963. Several subsidies for stimulating for innovation and 
environmental preservation were received, which may have made a small 
contribution to the firm’s survival. Due to mechanisation, the firm has needed 
fewer and fewer employees, and the firm’s size has gradually decreased from 80 
employees in 1850 to 15 employees in 2000. There used to be many facilities for 
the personnel such as social clubs and retirements funds but, nowadays, with the 
decrease in number of employees only the educational fund remains.  

Questionnaire 324 [founded in 1842] 
This old firm in foodstuff manufacturing has always been located in the same town, 
although it did relocate once within this town in 1976 to meet a need for expansion 
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space. The current site is owned by the firm and it had already been expanded on 
the new site. The current location is on an industrial park for manufacturing 
industry and is close to the entrance road to the inner city. The management is 
satisfied with the location and accessibility. The product is a traditional sweet and, 
for this reason, only sold on the national market. If there is competition, it is price-
based. The firm feels it still has the same identity because the product has not 
changed, the name did not change, and the location (hometown) did not change. 
The year of founding is part of the firm’s name but is not, as such, particularly used 
in marketing tools. The family was involved up to 1990, but when there were no 
successors within the family the firm was sold to another party. The predicate 
‘purveyor to the court’ was received as far back as 1890, and in those days it meant 
that the firm really did supply or deliver its goods to the royal family. The firm 
grew steadily, with a maximum number of 50 employees around 1950, with a small 
decrease to 35 employees in 2000. No other businesses have been taken over. 
There have been some innovations: in 1842 the primary product innovation, and 
the product is still produced to the original recipe. Later, only minor tertiary 
process innovations have been implemented. The firm has received subsidies, 
although these are thought not have any significant influence on the firm’s 
survival. Most of the family’s capital was spent during the depression of the 1930s 
and there were some difficulties in finding resources and personnel during the 
Second World War. 

Questionnaire 376 [founded in 1848] 
This old family firm in the construction sector has six establishments in the 
Netherlands, although the headquarters have stayed in the original premises. The 
firm has expanded at their main location in order to create sufficient parking space. 
This original location is in a residential neighbourhood, which is seen as fram from 
ideal. Also the appreciation of the firm’s accessibility is very low. They operate in 
regional consumer markets, but experience national price-based competition. The 
firm is very proud of its history and continuous identity, and always uses this in 
marketing activities. They have grown substantially since founding. Around 1850 
there were 3 employees, 15 employees in 1900, 75 in 1950 and a slight fall back to 
60 employees in 2000. Recently, a small construction company was taken over, 
which, it is felt, has a positive influence on the firm’s market position. Some 
secondary product innovations have been implemented, the first in 1900, one in 
1941 and the last one in 1979. The firm received a subsidy for the last innovation 
and this did help the firm to survive. The employees can use an educational fund. 
The management cannot remember having ever experienced much trouble during 
historically disruptive periods except for small decreases in sales. 

  143 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

From these spatial firm histories it becomes clear that the majority of old firms are 
embedded in their (original) locations. Particularly to the city or town, and the 
region, rather than to a specific site. Some firms have changed locations after long 
periods, but mostly only by short distance. Accessibility has never been a major 
reason for relocation: even if firms are not that content with their accessibility, they 
are not willing to relocate. In the histories described above, many times the 
regional character of suppliers, customers and employees was emphasised, as well 
as an emotional attachment to the premises and/or the town or city in which the 
firm is located. From these histories it can also be concluded that most firms 
exhibit inert behaviour, mostly in terms of product or activity, as well as in 
locational behaviour. Furthermore, when the firms have grown, it is clear that the 
growth was stronger in the ‘earlier years’ and that the growth has reduced or 
reversed after time, mostly in combination with the mechanization of production. 

5.3.2 Takeovers, subsidies and history influencing survival 
 
From the short spatial firm histories, a sense of embeddedness in the firms’ initial 
locations is found. This embeddedness is either due to specific premises, or 
regional labour markets, or intertwined with regional history. The takeover of other 
firms (competitors) has a positive influence on firm survival. When all the written 
questionnaires (even the ones with some missing values) were evaluated for the 
question ‘Did your firm ever take over any other firms, and how did this influence 
your survival?’ the results are shown in Table 5.2. 
 
Table 5.2: Results of old firms’ takeovers and their influence on survival in absolute numbers (N= 31) 
 
Take over No influence Positive influence Negative influence 
Yes 18 2 14 2 
No 13 2  
 
A slight majority of the old firms that answered this question had takeover, always 
smaller, competitors. Most of these firms, assessed this takeover activity as having 
a positive influence on the firm’s survival. Explanations for this included: 
strengthening of market position, decrease of competition, increase in customers, 
increase in revenues, and/or improvement of the firm’s action radius. When a 
takeover was assessed as having a negative influence on survival, the reasons given 
were that the take-over was too large a risk, which decreased profits and 
diminishing bonding with employees. 
From the brief spatial firm histories, it looks as though not many firms received 
any form of governmental subsidy. The results from the completed questionnaires 

144 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   



in Table 5.3, however, give a different impression. A majority of old firms did get 
some sort of subsidy, albeit most firms did not feel this subsidy had any 
consequences for the firm’s long-term survival. The positive influences were 
mostly that the money had helped in difficult periods, or was of assistance in 
implementing compulsory (often environmental) product or process changes.  
 
Table 5.3: Results of old firms’ subsidies and its influence on survival in absolute numbers (N= 22) 
 
Subsidy  No influence Positive influence Negative influence 
Yes 16 8 5 3 
No 8   2 
 
In Chapters 2 and 4, it was suggested that all old firms would experience the ‘same 
history’ from 1850 onwards. Thus, there were no specific expectations for the 
influence of disruptive changes in the business environment. Nevertheless, it was 
asked if and in what way the firms had found some periods difficult; and the results 
are presented in Table 5.4. Most firms experienced some difficulties in both the 
World Wars. The Second World War is most remembered as a disruptive period, 
this is due also to the memory gap associated with earlier periods. Interesting 
findings from this question are the difficulties with the availability of resources 
during the wars, which can be explained by hindered transportation and distribution 
of goods during the war. Furthermore, family firms remember that during the 
depression of the 1930s the family would use its capital to ‘save’ the firm from 
decreasing incomes due to low sales during this period. This corresponds with the 
findings of Lotti and Santarelli (2001) on family firms as discussed on page 129. In 
the more recent past, the firms have found it hard to get sufficiently trained 
personnel, as elaborated by the respondents in two ways. Either the firm is looking 
for specific craftsmanship, which is no longer available, or with the 
implementation of computer controlled production techniques, the firms could not 
attract adequately trained personnel. 
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Table 5.4: Results on old firms’ disruptive periods in history in absolute numbers (N= 22) 
 
 W.W. I 

1914-18 
Depression  
1930-39 

W.W. II 
1940-45 

Cold war 
1950-80 

ICT-era 
1990- 
present 

Family capital  6 1 1 1 
Personnel 1 2 7  7 
Production technique 1 4  3 
Quality of production  2 1 1 
Availability resources 7 1 15   
Sales 7 7 14 1  
Import 3 5 1  
Export 2 1 4 1 1 
Other:     
 
Furthermore, some firms mentioned that the were dependent on their personnel, 
and from this the question ‘does your firm have (or had in the past) any of the 
following facilities for its personnel?’ is relevant. The argumentation is that if a 
firm provided good care for their employees it would have had fewer difficulties 
during their lives. However, no relationship as such was found. Nevertheless, many 
old firms did have several facilities for their personnel, as can be seen in Table 5.5 
below. 
 
Table 5.5: Personnel facilities old firms have or had in their past (N=24) 
 
Facility Yes 
Staff association 15 
Sports club 5 
Social club (drama / walking) 4 
Firm housing 12 
Educational funding for employees 19 
Educational funding for employees’ children 1 
Company retirement scheme 13 
 
Firm housing for employees is definitely something from the past, and is no longer 
provided by any of these firms. Currently, most firms have educational funding for 
their employees, mostly provided by in-house training, or job-specific courses. 
This is beneficial for the firms, especially since some of them have had trouble 
finding appropriately trained personnel in recent decades. 
Van Balen et al. (2002) investigated the influence of four old firms (over 100 years 
old) on their direct vicinity. They concluded that the influence of old firms on their 
direct vicinity over a period of 100 years was mostly to be found in the form of 
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company housing and the firms’ buildings, such as factories, or the buildings the 
firms constructed for their personnel’s club or schools. However, they found as 
well that the non-visible influence was very important, created by the firms’ 
involvement in social life. Van Balen et al. found that the cities in which these 
firms were located included these firms’ long-term presence in their ‘image’. For 
example, the sport club PSV of Phillips, became the city’s soccer club. In a small 
survey of the inhabitants of another town, the non-visible influence of a firm was 
also found. These people connected with the firm located in their town. The 
inhabitants still felt that, even though the headquarters of STORK had recently 
relocated to another town, that the legacy the firm left behind shaped the 
inhabitants’ mentality. The company was to be found in the shape of buildings and 
social facilities, which are still very dominant in the town, see Figure 5.9 and 5.10 
below. Also De Smidt and Wever (1990) find evidence for this, especially when 
firms dominate the regional economy and many inhabitants of that region are or 
were employed by this firm. 
 
Figure 5.9 (on the left): The STORK school and in the background one of the factory’s chimneys in 
Hengelo (photo: B.E. Lammerink) 
Figure 5.10 (on the right): The outside of the STORK factory in Hengelo (Photo: B.E. Lammerink) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

5.4  Spatial distribution of some groups of old firms 
 
In Chapter 2, a map was presented with the current location of all 362 old firms in 
the Netherlands. Using this map, the spatial distribution of the sub-groups in 
manufacturing can be traced. The manufacturing groups have been recategorised to 
the categories used in 1890, in the same manner as has been done in Chapters 2 and 
3 (see Sections 2.4.4., 3.3.3 and 3.3.4). Even though these maps give only the 
current location of the firms, and although some old firms, due to product or 
activity differentiation, are now in different sectors than they were before 1851, 
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some manufacturing groups show an interesting spatial distribution. Not all the 
recategorized manufacturing groups are shown. Although all groups were 
investigated, not all maps are interesting enough to discuss, especially since some 
groups are so small in absolute numbers. Five subgroups in manufacturing are 
explained further: ‘book-and-stone printing’ (II), ‘construction’ (III), ‘metal 
construction’ (X), ‘shipbuilding and other vehicles’ (XII) and ‘foodstuffs and 
beverages’ (XIV). Even though it was never the main objective of this research, as 
a side result we may see here a possible outcome of spatial economic processes: do 
survivors show a specific spatial distribution and in what way have spatial 
agglomeration and specialization occured? The objective of this exercise is to see 
whether or not ‘adverse environments’, as defined by Vaessen (1993) and 
Swaminathan (1996), have an influence on long term survival.  
The (business) environment of a firm includes the actions of suppliers, buyers, 
government departments and the whole range of events that comprise the general 
economic and social conditions in the society in which the firm operates. Vaessen 
(1993) adopts this view in his research 'small business growth in contrasting 
environments', although he clearly makes a difference between the 'business' 
environment and the 'spatial' environment. Vaessen (1993) adds the relative 
location of suppliers, customers and other actors to the location of the firm. 
According to Watts (1975), the survival of the firm in the long run depends on the 
ability of a firm to extend or intensify its market area. Vaessen (1993) agrees that 
firms can learn to survive in contraining environments through the extension of 
their markets to a national, or international, level. Swaminathan (1996) argues that 
firms that were founded in adverse environments, here defined as periods with 
strong competition in the firm’s market, would have poor survival chances in the 
beginning but, having survived this initial adverse environment, firms would then 
have good survival chances in the longer term having been ‘hardened by battle’. 
From these findings, it could be assumed that old firms will have higher survival 
rates in urban areas (more competition in early years of existence) but, conversely, 
the findings by Vaessen (1993) imply that rural firms that experience adverse 
environments because of problematic labour markets, distance from the market, 
etc., suffer more adverse conditions in the founding period. This would imply that 
survivors are more to be found in rural areas. Over time, these firms will have 
unintentionally created side effects in the shape of supporting institutions in their 
own region. Wintjes (2001) found a dynamic relationship between the firm and it’s 
regional environment, one that unfolds as a spatial evolutionary process. According 
to Wintjes the firm’s local environment is not static, but undergoes a creative 
transformation and mutual adaptation of firm and environment, which embeds the 
firm in its own local or regional environment. The firm looses its freedom of action 
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and gets ‘locked-in’ to its location over time. As was be seen in the spatial firm 
histories in Section 5.3.1 and 5.3.2, this is indeed the case for most old firms. 

5.4.1  Spatial distribution of five manufacturing groups 
 
In Figure 5.11, the spatial distribution of the ‘book- and stone printing’ 
manufacturing group  is given. From this map it is clear that most old firms, in this 
group, are located in urban areas, the grey areas in the map. It is apparant that a 
‘cluster’ of book printers is to be found in the urban area in and around Amsterdam 
in the province of Noord Holland. In this subgroup, three-quarters of the old firms 
from our response have relocated, although 90% of these relocations took place 
within the firm’s home region. The firm locations in this manufacturing group, as 
shown on Figure 5.11, are quite similar to the situation in 1851. Comparing this 
map to the maps in Section 3.3.4, the distribution of oldies in this group is little 
changed. As Table 3.8 indicated, this manufacturing group increased in importance 
in the second half of the 20th century. From Figures 3.8, 3.11 and 3.12, it is clear 
that printing has always been one of the most prominent industrial groups in the 
provinces of Noord and Zuid Holland. It is thus not surprising to find the surviving 
oldies in these same areas. Furthermore, the existence of old printing firms in the 
more urban areas is also to be expected. Before 1851, Amsterdam and Den Haag 
were already important centres in the Netherlands, see Table 5.6 below, with 
greater dynamism and probably a better educated population. Such an educated 
population was needed to start a printing office. Den Haag was already the centre 
of government, creating a market for printers. As firm C (located in Den Haag) 
indicates: “In 1812 we received our brevet de tolérance, which made it possible to 
start this firm here since we were now allowed to print official governmental 
pamphlets’ (Gruythuysen, 2002). Even though Rotterdam and Utrecht had 
sufficient numbers of inhabitants before 1850, these cities do not have survivors 
within this manufacturing group. 
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Figure 5.11: The spatial distribution of old firms in the ‘book- and stone printing’ manufacturing 
group at their 2001 location 
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Table 5.6: Importance of major cities in number of inhabitants and in order in city hierarchy in the 
Netherlands in 1600, 1795 and 1900 
 
X 1000 inhabitants (rank) 1600 1795 1900 
Amsterdam 65 (1) 222 (1) 511 (1) 
Rotterdam 13 (12) 66 (2) 318(2) 
Den Haag 10 (19) 41 (3) 206 (3) 
Utrecht 25 (4) 32 (4) 102 (4) 
Source: Kooij (1988) 
 
This does not mean that, within this group large urban areas were always necessary 
for survival, as evidenced by firm G, located in the rural areas; “early bookbinders 
were mostly individuals that did all activities concerning books: printing, 
publishing and sales. In the 18th century, book production increased both in volume 
and diversity and for this reason our firm decided to locate at a fixed location. 
Even though located in the province, there was still plenty of activity, for local and 
national publishing as well as printing of local and provincial governmental work 
and the printing of the regional newspaper” (Hagedoorn, 2000). 
 
In Figure 5.12, the present locations of old firms in the construction manufacturing 
group are given. In this group, only one-third of the respondents had ever relocated 
and, of these relocations, almost seventy percent took place within the firm’s home 
region, so the locations on the map remain representative of the construction firms 
original locations. This group is quite evenly distributed over the Netherlands. It is 
interesting to see that the construction firms are located mostly in rural areas. In the 
telephone survey it was found that most old firms in the ‘construction’ 
manufacturing group are small family firms with less than 5 employees. This group 
indicated its strong regional dependency: for their demand, but also for their 
personnel. Construction, however, over time became increasingly important as a 
manufacturing group, see Table 3.8. The group grew from around 6% of all 
manufacturing companies in 1820 up to almost 55% in 2001. The even spread of 
this kind of firm was expected from the distribution of this manufacturing group as 
described in Chapter 3. Unlike the previous map, construction is not strongly 
represented in urban areas. This may be explained in two ways. Firstly, by the 
abolition of the ban on residences outside city boundaries in 1870 and, secondly, 
by the introduction of the 1901 housing law (Priemus, 2001). These created a need 
for new houses and, with this, a market for construction firms in the urban areas, 
together with social housing agencies. So, in the second half of the 20th century it is 
likely that many new construction firms were founded in the urban areas but these 
do not show up in our sample of old firms. Furthermore, in the rural areas there 
was no order prohibiting residence, and therefore the construction sector could 
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already develop in those areas. Another reason might be as respondent 4 indicates: 
“when our firm started we were a combined firm; in summer the main occupation 
was our family’s farm, in winter we would occupy ourselves with commercial 
construction”. Looking at the historical development, as described in Chapter 3, 
the construction sector has always been represented strongly in all provinces, 
making the even distribution of old construction firms readily understandable. 
 
Figure 5.13, on the following page, provides the spatial distribution of old firms 
that were recategorized back to the manufacturing group ‘metal construction’. 
Within this group, half of the respondents had relocated, and 6 out of the 7 
relocations took place within the firms’ home regions. Thus, the locations shown 
are quite representative of the original firms’ locations. At first sight the 
distribution seems similar to that in Figure 5.11. However, on closer inspection, it 
is clear that the old firms in ‘metal construction’ seem to be located near rivers and 
harbours. This is probably due to the need to transport supplies and goods to and 
from these firms. Furthermore, the firms in the eastern part of the country are 
located there since iron-ore was excavated in these regions. As Firm Z indicates: 
“this firm was one of the oldest blast furnaces in the Netherlands, the location was 
important since the region where the firm is located had iron ore in the ground” 
(Boorsma, 2001b). The historical development of ‘metal construction’ can be seen 
in Chapter 3. As early as 1820, ‘metal construction’ appears to have been an 
important manufacturing group in Noord and Zuid Holland and in Limburg (Figure 
3.3) and, in 1874, also in the provinces of Zeeland and Utrecht (Figure 3.5). In 
1906, this manufacturing group became also of importantance in Gelderland. The 
spatial distribution of the oldies in this group at present is still mostly based on 
these provinces. 
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Figure 5.12: The spatial distribution of firms in the ‘construction’ manufacturing group at their 2001 
location  
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Figure 5.13: The spatial distribution of firms in the ‘metal construction’ manufacturing group at their 
2001 location 
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The ‘shipbuilding and other vehicles’ manufacturing group is shown in Figure 5.14 
below. Again, a correspondence with waterways can be found in the provinces of 
Fryslân, Groningen, Gelderland and Zuid Holland for the production of ships. 
However, firms in this sector are also found in more ‘inland’ locations. These firms 
can be building other kind of vehicles, such as the construction of coachwork. In 
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this group, only a quarter of the contacted firms relocated and three-quarters of 
these relocations were only a short distance.  
 
Figure 5.14: The spatial distribution of firms in the ‘shipbuilding & other vehicles’ manufacturing 
group at their 2001 location 
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It can be concluded that this manufacturing group is location bound, especially in 
the case of shipyards. This manufacturing group was already of importance in 1858 
in ‘coastal’ provinces such as Noord and Zuid Holland, Fryslân and Groningen 
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(Figure 3.4); however, by 1874 it was only to be found in Zuid Holland, in  
Rotterdam harbour. In the early 20th century, shipbuilding and the construction of 
other vehicles again became an important manufacturing group in the coastal 
provinces (Figure 3.7). Later, this manufacturing group is only found in the 
northern provinces of Fryslân and Groningen (Figures 3.9, 3.10 and 3.12) and, only 
in 1963, for the first time did it become one of the important manufacturing groups 
in the province of Gelderland. This corresponds with Table 3.8: in 1950 and 1963 
this manufacturing groups was at its largest within industry. The three provinces of 
Fryslân, Groningen and Gelderland also then held the most firms in this category. 
In Figure 5.15, we can see the manufacturing group that has been of the greatest 
relative importance in the Dutch industrial structure: ‘foodstuffs & beverages’. As 
was seen in Table 3.8, this group made up more than one-fifth of manufacturing up 
to 1930, relatively diminishing after that. This is also acknowledged by others 
including, Arnoldus (2002) who argues that ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ was one of 
the core sectors of the industrial revolution and of enduring importance throughout 
the 20th century. This map is, however, the least representative of old firms’ 
original locations in this series since, of the respondents in this group 56% had 
relocated and only half of these were short distance. This makes this manufacturing 
group the most ‘mobile’ of all the old firms’ industries. This, of course, does not 
mean that in this group none of the firms are ‘embedded’. For example “Firm N 
never left its original location. This firm makes traditional pastries and since they 
found that ‘good taste in pastry is regionally determined’ they never left. The firm’s 
market is also regional” (Boorsma, 2001f). Even though this group is ‘mobile’, 
some conclusions can be drawn from Figure 5.15. For example, there is a 
concentration of firms in and close to Rotterdam: these firms are probably located 
there because of being conveniently close to the harbour for the import of 
foodstuffs from overseas. Further, there are two firms in the Zaanstreek (close to 
Amsterdam), which was traditionally a region well known for its early 
concentration of manufacturing firms processing raw materials such as coffee, tea 
and cocoa. The group has been important over the entire period as described in 
Chapter 3 and, as Arnoldus has already said, was important all over the 
Netherlands. The old firms in this group are also still located in all Dutch 
provinces, except for Drenthe. 
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Figure 5.15: The spatial distribution of firms in the ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ manufacturing group at 
their 2001 location  
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5.4.2 Adverse environment - a selection tool? 
 
What can be concluded from these maps? First of all the intertwinement of the 
local, physical environment and the firms seems to be the case at least for some 
sectors, such as shipbuilding and metal construction. Firms are bound to a specific 
location, also in the long term, because the activity of the firm makes it essential to 

  157 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

be located close to specific conditions. Secondly, the long-term settlement of firms 
at the same location, or close by, seems to support Wintjes (2001) view, also for 
long-term survivors. Firms indeed do get ‘locked-in’ to their location. Looking at 
the results of these maps in terms of the assumptions based on Vaessen (1993) and 
Swaminathan (1996) then the results are ambiguous. For some sectors, such as 
printing, it is clear that more firms have survived in urban areas, however, as the in 
example mentioned in Section 5.4.1, these sectors do have survivors in the more 
rural areas as well. It seems, furthermore, that the printing sector has some sort of 
clustering of oldies in Amsterdam, and this could be an indication of specialisation 
of a region. However, considering the current total Dutch firm population, more 
printing firms are now to be found in Den Haag, which has only two old firms in 
this group. Also the ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ manufacturing group has only a 
small majority of its survivors in urban areas. However, given the higher relocation 
percentage within this sector, this result might be biased. No evidence of enhanced 
survival in urban areas or in clusters is thus found in this investigation, as well as 
no clear indications of spatial agglomeration. 
As for the adverse environment, as described by Vaessen (1993), the shipbuilding 
and other vehicles, construction and metal construction manufacturing groups, 
seem to flourish in ‘adverse environments’, that is in more rural areas. However, it 
has to be considered that for these kinds of firms this environment might not be 
adverse at all. These firms might have found that a more rural environment was 
what they required. Furthermore, considering long-term survival as discussed here, 
it has to be taken into consideration that travel is nowadays much easier and faster 
than 100 or even 50 years ago (Ter Brugge, 1985; Groote, 1995), as also discussed 
in Chapter 3. This changes the concept of an adverse environment. Most old firms 
were, in the founding days before 1851, mostly dependent on local markets of 
customers, suppliers and competition. Over the long period that these firms have 
existed, they have become embedded at the location where they happened to be at 
founding. Perhaps we can conclude, when talking about adverse environments in 
the context of old firms, that such a thing does not exist in the sense of the 
definitions given by Vaessen and Swaminathan, especially when the results from 
Section 5.4.1 are taken into consideration. From the spatial firm histories, it can 
also be concluded that the economic period in which the firm was founded, either 
one of depression or prosperity, does not seem to have a direct influence on the 
long term survival chances. 

5.5 Concluding remarks 
 
Looking at old firms from a spatial perspective, especially the results for mobility, 
foreign establishments and on-site expansion are quite interesting. From an inertia 
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perspective, for the characteristics of the firms under study, at first sight it is found 
that in terms of product or activity changes and locational changes, old firms are 
quite inert. However, a confrontation with a contrasting group is needed. 
Furthermore, from the analyses in this chapter, an embeddedness in a certain 
location and a continuous identity are found to be important for the survival of old 
firms and are indicated as key-elements in long-term survival. The larger context of 
the regional and local environment, being adverse or otherwise, does not have an 
influence as such. Also, no hard evidence is found for any cluster-type activities 
involving long-term survival. The preliminary results from in this chapter suggest 
that some hypotheses from Chapter 4 are true and others not. This is summarized in 
Table 5.7.  
The extent to which these hypotheses, and the other hypotheses (5, 7 and 8), can be 
accepted once confrontated with a contrasting group (firms of younger age) is 
investigated in Chapter 6. The importance of identity is investigated further in 
Chapter 7. 
 
Table 5.7: Conclusions and accepted hypotheses of Chapter 5 
 
Conclusions Hypotheses 

Section 5.2.2: on average older firms have 
increased the number of employees over 
time, old firms have different spatial 
behaviour than young and middle-aged 
firms. Old firms are differently distributed 
over the sectors than the total firm 
population 

1: Old firms have different characteristics 
than young firms 

ACCEPTABLE 

Section 5.2.2:  old firms do relocate less, or 
‘stick’ more than younger firms 

Section 5.3.1: old firms show an emotional 
attachment to the premises and or the town 
or city they are located in 

2: With increased age, firms create inertia 
concerning locational behaviour 

ACCEPTABLE 

Section 5.2.2: older firms tend to have more 
employees and more specifically trained 
employees; they tend to stay in the home-
region. 

3: With increased size, firms create inertia 
concerning locational behaviour 

ACCEPTABLE 

Section 5.4.2: in this long term, one cannot 
speak of adverse environments. Firms 
located in environments described by 
Vaessen as adverse - rural areas – do have 
slightly less relocations.  

4: Firms founded in adverse environments 
have less relocation history 

REJECTED 
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Section 5.2.2: old firms relocate less and do 
not consider their product much changed 

Section 5.2: 73% of old firms do not 
consider their identity has changed since 
founding 

Section 5.4.2: for some sectors an 
intertwinement of local, physical 
environment and firms is found. Firms get 
‘locked-in’ to their location. Over the long 
periods  that these old firms have existed, 
they become embedded in the location they 
happened to be on founding. 

6: Old firms are positively locked in to their 
location, product and identity 

ACCEPTABLE 

Section 5.2.3: the identity of old firms is 
mostly represented by the nature of the 
product. Old firms have a strong identity 
that remains stable over their existence, an 
awareness of stability and continuity is 
regularly found.  

9: Old firm’s generally inert behaviour is 
connected to the preservation of its identity, 
in order to maintain high levels of 
accountability and reliability 

ACCEPTABLE 

 

 
 
 
                                                      
i Source: Brouwer and Henich (2001). Note: these percentages for the total population are based on all 
firms in the Netherlands with one to 250 employees, larger firms were not taken into consideration. 
ii Source: Chambers of Commerce Netherlands (1997) percentage of firm in corresponding sectors 
ignoring agriculture, retail and hotel & catering industries. The sectors as listed here are considered to 
add up to 100%. 
iii Source: Chambers of Commerce Netherlands (2004) www.kvk.nl. the KvK define a family firm as 
one where 2 out of 3 of the following criteria are met: 1) more than 50% of the property is family-
owned. 2) The family has a decisive role in strategy and succession. 3) At least two members of the 
management are family.  
iv In the field of geography there exists a fierce discussion about the term ‘identity’; this discussion is 
elaborated further in Chapter 7. As for now, it is assumed that identity is a fixed and objective 
measurable variable. 
v For a more detailed discussion on the construction of these eight categories and the choices made, 
see Chapter 7 and Section 7.3.2. For now, the presentation of the results is sufficient. 



6 CONFRONTATION BETWEEN OLD AND 
YOUNGER FIRMS, ARE THEY REALLY 
DIFFERENT? 

 
In Chapter 5, the population of old firms was studied in detail. The conclusions 
from that chapter are that old firms are in general larger compared to the entire firm 
population and in line with theory demonstrate more inert behaviour, concerning 
product or activity as and also for location. Furthermore, it is found that 
embeddedness in a certain location and a continuous identity are important for old 
firms, and might be key-elements in long-term survival. The larger context of the 
regional and local environment, being either adverse or not, does not seem to have 
an influence on old firms as such. Also, no hard evidence is found for any cluster-
type activities influencing long-term survival. The initial results found in Chapter 5 
indicate that several of the hypotheses from Chapter 4 can be accepted and one 
hypothesis rejected. Some of the hypotheses from Chapter 4 are yet to be tested. 
For this reason, the current chapter will do further analyses using the data and 
confront these outcomes with a contrast group of younger firms. This will serve as 
an additional test on the hypotheses. Are old and younger firms really different, 
and does locational inertia grow with increasing age? Furthermore, it is 
investigated whether old firms perceive their identity differently than younger 
firms, and if there is any correlation with age. Through this confrontation, the 
hypotheses posed at the end of Chapter 4 will be either accepted or rejected. 
Hypotheses 8 and 9 will be further investigated in Chapter 7. 

6.1  Introduction 
 
In the previous chapter it was found that old firms have considerably lower 
mobility than the average Dutch firm’s mobility. This difference in locational 
behaviour between old and younger firms could be explained either by historical 
factors or by firm-specific inertial behaviour. In this chapter the latter relationship 
is investigated further. Some tests are done to determine whether firm-age is 
important for location behaviour in combination with innovative behaviour, 
network relationships, market, size, region, and location type as a combination of 
structural inertia.  
The tendency of old firms to show stickiness to their home region or a fixed 
location with increasing age (in years since founding), as found in earlier chapters 
will be confronted to the locational behaviour and other characteristics of younger 
firms (founded after 1850). In the current chapter an analysis is made, to determine 
whether old firms really differ from younger firms and, secondly, to determine 
which firm characteristics - alongside age in years - influence this inert behaviour. 

  161 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

The other firm characteristics considered are innovative behaviour, network 
relationships, market, size (in number of employees), region and location type. 
This analysis is based on written questionnaires to a sample of 181 firms in the 
Netherlands; of which 37 of these firms are specifically labelled as ‘old firms’ 
(founded before 1851) as discussed in the previous chapter. The younger firms 
were randomly selected as will be discussed later. We start however, in Section 
6.2, with the results of an analysis of a larger international database investigating 
relocation and firm age to place the results from this chapter in a larger 
international context. In Section 6.3, we return to the investigation of the written 
questionnaires in a descriptive manner, where a distinction is made between old 
firms (founded before 1851) and younger firms (founded after 1850). In the 
following section, a logit-model is used to test the influence of increasing age and 
other firm characteristics on firm locational behaviour. In Section 6.5, the identities 
of old and younger firms are confronted and correlated with age. The chapter ends 
with a discussion on the hypotheses and draws some conclusions. 

6.2  Relocation and age of firmsi 
 
In a logit model on a firm’s relocation decision using a sample of 5568 larger firms 
(more than 200 employees) in 21 countries, firm age was specifically modelled in 
years (see Brouwer et al., 2004). The dataset used for this specific model is the 
1999 Cranet Surveyii, based on standardised questionnaires sent to private and 
public firms in various countries. The focus of the Cranet Survey is large firms 
(with more than 200 employees), which in most industrialised countries cover 
about 50% of employment. It was expected in this model that older firms would 
show lower mobility propensities, because embeddedness and locational inertia 
increase with the aging of a firm. The probability of firm relocation was modelled 
using the following explanatory variables: age in years, size in number of 
employees, sector, size of the market, the region where the firm is located and the 
type of organization. Furthermore, other variables that might induce relocation 
were also included: recent increase in the number of employees, recent decrease in 
the number of employees, involvement in acquisition of another firm, takeover of 
the firm and involvement in a merger. 
The results for this model are as follows. Larger firms, with more than 1500 
employees, are significantly less likely to relocate, probably due to the high costs 
of site relocation and the high costs in engaging large numbers of new employees. 
Older firms also have a lower tendency to relocate. In this model age is categorised 
into three groups. Firms younger than 30 years, firms aged 30 to 80 years and firms 
that are older than 80 years. The oldest firms have a lower probability of relocation 
(significant at the 10% level). In earlier versions of the model, age was also 
modelled using smaller age-bands, anticipating differences in relocation behaviour 
within the 0 to 30 year age group. However, the results were robust. In terms of the 
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size of the market, it was found that firms serving a local market have the lowest 
propensity to relocate, again significant at the 10% level. Firms serving national or 
international markets are more likely to relocate since these firms are less 
embedded in a specific spatial context.  
Firms that have an increased or decreased their number of employees have a 
significantly higher probability of relocation. The effects of increases and 
decreases are similar in magnitude; this implies that firms are equally sensitive to 
increases and decreases in the workforce. This suggests that firms move if they 
experience internal growth or reduction; the number of employees differs 
positively or negatively from the ‘optimal’ number of employees for the site. 
Spatial adjustments in premises are most needed when there is increase or decrease 
of the number of employees, which can result in relocating the firm. Turning to 
external growth, firms that have recently been involved in an acquisition have a 
much higher propensity of relocation than firms that have not. Also firms that have 
been involved in a merger are more mobile, both findings significant at the 1% 
level. Firms that have been taken over also have a slightly higher probability of 
relocation than firms that were not, but only significant at the 10% level. 
Acquisition, merger and takeover can be alternatives to relocation but, as found in 
this model can also trigger relocation. Growing firms can vary their production 
between sites, taking advantage of more favourable locations. Both internal 
(increases or decreases in the number of employees) and external (acquisition, 
merger and takeover) cahnges in a firm’s size have an influence on relocation 
likelihood. 
Turning to the control variables in this model, the results for the variable ‘sector’ 
show that firms in the public service sector have the highest probability of moving, 
whereas the other sectors have similar probabilities of moving. Firms located in 
North Europe have the highest probability of relocation, and firms in South Europe 
are the least mobile. It might be that country-specific factors such as legislation, 
size of the country, population density and Gross Domestic Product can explain 
these differences. The type of organisation is also important in the relocation of 
firms. Single-site firms have a significantly lower likelihood of relocation than 
other firms. 
The conclusions drawn from this logit-model are that relocation propensities 
decrease with the firm’s size and also with the age of the firm. These results seem 
plausible because larger firms have to incur higher sunk costs, and older firms are 
more embedded in their spatial environment. Furthermore, firms that experience 
changes in the number of employees, either increases or decreases are more likely 
to relocate. Firms that have been involved in a merger or an acquisition activity are 
much more likely to relocate than other firms. This implies that ‘external growth’ 
factors are particularly important in explaining relocation behaviour of large firms. 
In particular, this model demonstrated that acquisition and takeover are the main 
reasons for large firm migration. The results from this logit model agree with the 
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results from the telephone survey described in Chapter 5. However, any 
comparison should be made with caution since in this model only firms with more 
than 200 employees were taken into consideration. Nevertheless, the results do 
indicate that older and larger firms are more locationally inert, as are firms that 
serve a more local market.  
As for takeovers inducing relocation, there are no clear indications for this being 
the case for old firms in the Netherlands. In the spatial firm histories described in 
Section 5.3.1, it was seen that out of the nine firms that relocated (short distances), 
five were involved in takeovers and four were not. Eight old firms had never 
relocated and, of these, four firms had never taken over another firm. From the 
histories, however, it can be concluded that the takeovers were mostly of smaller 
competitors and made in order to decrease competition. Among old firms no 
inquiries were made about acquisition and mergers since the definition of old firms 
in this investigation was chosen in such a way that these events are unlikely to have 
occurred. In secondary data on old firms this ‘external growth’ is also mentioned, a 
few examples being: Firm G: “a merger with another firm was never considered, 
even not when the leading men were departing. The opinion was that a merger 
would damage the firm’s identity and bring uncertainty for the employees” 
(Hagedoorn, 2000, pp.162) and, firm O: “our firm has never been taken over or 
engaged in mergers, since the family has a strong historical pressure to remain 
independent. In 1991 the seventh and last generation left the firm and a ‘third 
party’ became management. This change did not alter the character of the firm. 
The image that has been created by so many generations causes a charisma of 
solidity” (Boorsma, 2001e). These two examples provide a view of the general 
tendency in old firms concerning ‘external growth’. Taking over of another firm 
occurs only if it either reduces competition or enlarges their market; these 
activities, however, are always done with special care for the maintenance of the 
continuous identity of the firm.  

6.3  Firms and locational inertia 
 
In the previous section, a large international database and the results obtained from 
an analysis for age and relocation were discussed. In this section, we return to our 
sample of 181 firms in the Netherlands, including 37 old firms. From this database, 
a small group of old firms is contrasted with a group of younger firms (founded 
after 1850), in order to compare and test whether differences exist between the old 
and younger firms in this specific investigation. 
The questions posed in the written questionnaire to the contrast group can be found 
in Appendix 3. The results for all the written questionnaires (both the old firms and 
the contrast group) can be found in Appendix 4. The results in this appendix are 
presented as percentages for the variables investigated over the entire sample, and 
seperately for the old firms (founded before 1851) and the younger firms (founded 
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after 1850). The questionnaire for the contrast group was sent to 500 firms founded 
after 1850 pre-selected to reflect the sectors found in the population of old firms. 
The contrast group returned 144 questionnaires, a 28.8% response rate. Together 
with the 37 written questionnaires that were returned by old firms (the group 
described in Chapter 5), the complete survey included 181 cases. 
From the results of the telephone survey, the following conclusions about the old 
firms were drawn (see Chapter 5). Old firms are on average larger (measured in 
number of employees), less mobile, active in manufacturing, single-site companies, 
and are family owned. At first sight it seems that the results from the written 
questionnaires of old firms, as given in Appendix 4, are consistent with the results 
from the telephone survey. In the analysis in this section, the focus is on the 
comparison of old firms with younger firms. However, due to sample bias (37 ‘old 
firms’ vs. 144 ‘younger firms’), not all the described relationships could be tested 
for significance. 

6.3.1  Site and situation 
 
Since old firms have a low mobility, one could expect old firms to be very content 
with their situation. However, the average appreciation value that firms gave to 
their location gives a different impression. Overall, the survey indicates an average 
appreciation of location level of 7.7 on a 1 to 10 scale. The group of old firms has a 
lower average appreciation (7.4) of their current location than the average 
appreciation (7.8) of the younger firms. However, could be argued that because of 
the higher mobility of younger firms, these younger firms are naturally more 
content with their current situation. From this, the argument can be reinforced that 
older firms become more attached to their location over time and despite the 
slightly lower appreciation levels they will have lower tendencies to relocate. The 
type of location that firms are situated in; see the results in Table 6.1, can 
strengthen this argument. 
 
Old firms tend to be situated in the inner city or on the edge of the inner cities, 
while younger firms seem to be much more situated at specific office and industrial 
parks on the outskirts of the city or town. In literature it is found that firms are 
generally born in an urban environment, but their growth often takes place in a 
suburban environment (Pellenbarg, 1985). This would coincide with the relocation 
of younger firms from the inner cities to the industrial sites. However, this does not 
explain why old firms did not experience the same kind of movement. Either old 
firms are more attached to their specific location and are more embedded, or 
experienced growth in a period in which mobility was much less common and for 
this reason made do with their location (Brouwer, 2003; Pellenbarg and Van Steen, 
2003). 
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Table 6.1: Results of questionnaires for type of location for all firms, the group of old firms and the 
group of younger firms 
 
Type of location all firms in % old firms in % younger firms in % 
Inner city 11.2 16.7 4.2 
Edge inner city 17.9 41.7 11.9 
Residential 7.8 8.3 7.7 
Office site 3.9 2.8 4.2 
Transportation site 6.7 2.8 7.7 
Heavy industry site 6.7 2.8 7.7 
Manufacturing site 40.2 25.0 44.1 
Rural area 5.6 0.0 7.0 
 
In the secondary data on old firms, this first argument of embeddedness is 
underlined several times. For instance, firm T: “We are still at the same location, 
although the world around it has changed significantly. Since the municipality does 
not allow us to expand on the current location, we were forced to use a second 
additional location. Luckily, we were able to find a suitable spot close by. The 
owner argues that relocating the entire firm to a specific business site was 
unthinkable. The firm supplies mechanised products to farmers and for that reason 
the firm wants to be associated with the rural environment, located between the 
manure and the fields” (Scheer, 2002). Firm A gives another clear indication of 
local embeddedness: “for transportation over the water one needs a location at the 
waterside. The first owner bought a piece of land where the firm has been located 
ever since. Seven generations worked and lived at the same location in the same 
building. The old stable for the horses is still here. Our core business is still 
transportation, although now over the road and not over the water. The first truck 
was bought in 1960. Since there was not enough room for parking space at the 
original location, additional grounds were purchased nearby” (Boorsma, 2001c). 
The latter is also a typical example of first-degree path dependency. Many old 
firms argue that they were just located where the founder happened to live and that 
they simply continued the firm on this site. Among the younger firms in the survey, 
only four times was a comparable motivation for embeddedness given: 
questionnaire 39: “we are a regionally embedded construction firm”, 
questionnaire 67:“we are an autonomous locally oriented firm”, questionnaire 78: 
“we are a real ‘Twentse’ firm (Twente is Dutch region)” and questionnaire 157: 
“we are based in the middle of the regional society”. Recalling the results from the 
telephone survey, as described in Chapter 5, it can be concluded that older firms 
show a stronger attachment to their location and an embeddedness in their region. 
Old firms have relocated less: 61.1% of the old firms have relocated at least once, 
compared to 71.3% of the younger firms. From this it can be expected that older 
firms have adapted more on the current site, such as through on-site expansion, 
instead of relocating. 69.4% of the old firms had expanded on-site in contrast with 
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only 48.3% of the young firms, see Table 6.2. In combination with the higher 
percentage for relocation by younger firms, this indicates that younger firms have a 
greater tendency to move rather than adapt the current location when growing. This 
argument is further supported by the fact that 72.2% of the old firms own their 
premises, while only 45.5% of the younger firms do. Ownership of premises can be 
seen as sunk costs that induce path dependency and lock-in or, in other words, 
work against relocation and in favour of on-site expansion.          
 
Table 6.2: Cross tabulation of on-site expansion with age in groups (absolute numbers of firms) 
          
 On-site expansion 
Age Yes No 
0 – 5 years old 6 11 
6-10 years old 7 12 
11-25 years old 14 23 
26-50 years old 22    16 
51-100 years old 22 6 
101-150 years old 3 1 
151-200 years old 14 7 
201 years or older 11 4 
 
From these considerations it can be concluded that, overall, old firms have 
relocated less than younger firms, the difference in rate being more than 10 %. The 
type of location where old firms are situated also differs from the type of location 
where younger firms are to be found, and old firms are less content with their 
current location than younger firms, albeit just slightly. Again this reflects the first-
degree path dependence of old firms’ locations. Even though the current site may 
not be the best, the firms hesitate to relocate because of sunk costs, in premises and 
material as well as in identity and reputation. The stickiness of old firms to their 
location does not directly seem to stem from a specific ‘contentment’ with their 
location, but is caused by an embeddedness of old firms in their locations, as was 
also found in Sections 5.2.3 and 5.3.1 and amplified by several illustrations. 
Furthermore, when the age of the firms is correlated with a Pearson bivariate 
correlation with the variables ‘premises’ and ‘on-site expansion’ the conclusions 
above are again supported. It is clear from the values in Table 6.3, that there is a 
significant correlation, indicating that with an increase in the age of a firm, there is 
less likelihood of observing rented or leased premises, and more chance of seeing 
adaptation to the current location. Additionally, the likelihood of locational 
adaptation is negatively correlated with rented or leased premises, as expected. 
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Table 6.3: Correlations premises and locational adaptation 
 
 Correlation Sig. N 
Age x premises  -0.241** 0.001 179 
Age x locational adaptation    0.230** 0.002 179 
Premises x locational adaptation -0.176*   0.019 179 
** = significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
*  = significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
 
For the firm characteristics described in this section, it is clear that old and younger 
firms differ. Old firm relocate less, are located at different types of sites, and on-
site expansion is also age-related. 

6.3.2  Size, market and innovation 
 
Of course, other factors can also influence the likelihood of firms showing inert 
behaviour. For example, the size of the firm, the market position of the firm, the 
size of its network of personal relationships, the number of sites (branches) and 
innovative behaviour. Do these factors differ with increasing age of the firm, and 
will this perhaps have an influence on relocation behaviour? These factors might 
offer additional explanations for the embeddedness of older firms in their location. 
The size distribution of the old and younger firms differs. Old firms are over 
represented in both the categories of small firms (2-9 employees) and of larger 
firms (more that 50 employees). Younger firms are dominant in the intermediate 
size category; 10 up to 50 employees. This categorisation of firm size is the one 
used in the Netherlands. Note, however, that the European Commission would 
consider all firms with up to 250 employees as small or medium sized (Brouwer 
and Henrich, 2001). Currently, there is no accepted explanation for this size-
differentiation, beyond the fact that older firms have had more time to ‘grow’. 
Furthermore takeovers, which are more common among the older firms, could 
explain their overrepresentation in the larger size categories. One might expect that 
sectoral differences would lead to size differences, however, no significant 
correlations were found between size and sector. 
In terms of the number of sites, there are not many differences between the old 
firms and the younger firms. Both groups in the survey are made up mostly of 
single-site firms. Further, linkages with foreign firms, either through joint ventures 
or foreign branch plants are uncommon for both groups. One interesting point, 
however, does arise from the companies that have foreign branches, delocalisation, 
or sub-contractors. Old firms tend to operate more worldwide (in and outside the 
EU), while younger firms focus more on the European market. An explanation for 
this could be that the old firms were established in an era when the Dutch economy 
was very much based on trade with Suriname and Indonesia, and that the foreign 
connections of old Dutch firms originate from that time (Brouwer, 2003). This 
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relationship was also tested for sectoral differences. No significant correlation was 
found between foreign plants and sector. 
From the questionnaires, it seems that old firms are more innovative than younger 
firms, 63.9% versus 54.5% have innovated at some point. Innovation here is 
defined as either as product or process innovation: a primary one being the first in 
the world to apply this new product or process, a secondary one the first in the 
Netherlands, and a tertiary one new to the firm (Kok et al., 1984; Damanpour and 
Gopalakrishnan, 2001). This is remarkable since, from the telephone survey, it was 
concluded that old firms in the Netherlands have a strong focus on ‘old-fashioned’ 
arts and crafts-business, which would indicate an attachment to tradition, which not 
directly makes one think of innovative behaviour. Nevertheless, it seems, for this 
particular sampleiii, that old firms are more pioneers and younger firms more 
followers regarding innovation. Of course, the times when the innovations 
happened are also of relevance. For the old firms, the innovation was perhaps 
during the Dutch industrial revolution; unfortunately, not all the respondents gave 
out the year of the indicated innovations. From the available answers, it was seen 
that old firms made their main innovations either between 1870-1890 and/or in the 
period following the Second World War, while younger firms mostly made their 
innovations in the last decade. The results for the different kinds of innovations 
also indicate that older firms have made more primary innovations (new to the 
world) and younger firms more tertiary innovations (new to the firm). The primary 
innovations by old firms seem to have occurred mainly in the periods 1800-1850 
(primary product or activity) or 1870-1914 (industrial revolution; primary 
implementation of new production techniques). Secondary and tertiary innovations 
by old firms have predominantly been in the period of 1980 to the present, and 
often involved computers. No sectoral differences were found for this variable. An 
example of an old firm and its innovativeness is firm C: ‘the mechanisation of our 
production started in the second half of the 19th century. In 1907 electricity was 
applied for the use of electric motors. All the time new printing presses came 
available and the firm followed these new developments on its heels. In 1969, the 
firm started using typesetting machines. In the beginning of the 1970s the 
technological developments went very fast in this branch and at the same time 
economies of scale were introduced” (Gruythuysen, 2002). 
It was expected in Chapter 4 that the firm characteristics would also differ cross-
sectorally. However, in this particular sample, none of the firm characteristics 
differed among the sectors. In research by De Geus (1997) on the long-term 
survival of 30 international multinationals, it was found that the long-term survival 
of those firms was not influenced by financial status, specific sector or type of 
products. The results in this section, so far, are in line with his research. 
The relative position of old firms in the competitive market in comparison of 
younger firms is also different. Of the old firms, 5.6% indicate that they are doing 
worse than competitors in the same branch, against only 2.1% of the younger firms. 
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Conversely, 46.2% of the younger firms indicate that they are doing better than the 
average, against 38.9% of the old firms. Additionally, it is found that old firms tend 
to have more quality competition and that younger firms focus more on price 
competition; this might be related to the level of innovation. Furthermore, old firms 
indicated that they focussed on quality, because of the nature of their product, as it 
was shown in some of the illustrations that were given in Chapter 5. Nevertheless, 
younger firms did sometimes also indicate the importance of quality in their 
responses. Two examples are: questionnaire 14: “we are a firm that gives 
maximum service within a competitive branch” and questionnaire 342: “we 
produce on a small scale and deliver quality products”. However, these two 
‘younger’ firms were both founded before 1950, so in the total firm population they 
might well be considered as ‘old’. The general focus of the younger firms (1 to 50 
years old) is, however, on price competition and large-scale production, as for 
example questionnaire 94: “we deliver our product fast at an acceptable price” 
underlines. 
The results for market relationships are interesting. In general, as well as with a 
focus on consumers, suppliers and competition, old firms have a more international 
outlook. This can be an indication of either the past (same line of argument as 
above for worldwide connections) or because of their long history of doing 
business. Then again, in percentages, also old firms tend to operate more in a local 
market, in terms of suppliers, customers or competition. 8.3% of the old firms say 
they have a local network of market relationships against 5.6% of the younger 
firms. This indicates a little more local embeddedness by old firms. More 
interesting are the strong correlations between these variables, as can be seen in 
Table 6.4 below. 
 
Table 6.4: Correlations in market relationship 
 
 Correlation Sig. N 
Competition x network 0.728** 0.000 177 
Supplier x network 0.570** 0.000 177 
Consumers x network 0.836** 0.000 177 
Competition x suppliers 0.606** 0.000 177 
Competition x consumers 0.785** 0.000 177 
Suppliers x consumers 0.573** 0.000 177 
** = significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
 
 
It is very clear that all three variables (the spread of competition, suppliers and 
consumers) are very important in determining the firm’s network of personal 
relationships. However, it is remarkable to see that the strongest relationship in 
defining the firm’s network is the spread of consumers, whereas the spread of the 
firm’s competitors is generally supposed to be the defining element. Of more 
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interest for this investigation is the relationship between the network of market 
relationships and relocation in combination with the age of the firm. In Table 6.5 
below, these correlations as well as the correlations with the other variables, are 
given. Even though old firms operate on national or international markets, a firm 
can still be locally-oriented in some ways. Two examples of this are: firm B: “even 
though the company has anchored itself in recent decades on the national market, 
the central role of the city of Utrecht is constant” (Van Gerdingen et al., 1998, 
pp.5). Then firm D: “The first decades of the 20th century were golden times for 
distilleries, between 1900 and 1920 export in litres for our firm doubled. Our 
company became known worldwide and the name and location of our main 
quarters in Rotterdam were mentioned on every bottle’ (Slyterman and 
Vleesenbeek, 1995, pp.29 and 33). 
 
Table 6.5: Correlations between age, relocation and other variables  
 
 Correlation Sig. N 
Relocation x network -0.035 0.643 178 
Relocation x innovation -0.120 0.109 179 
Relocation x branch situation -0.023 0.759 179 
Relocation x sort of competition -0.030 0.697 176 
Relocation x size 0.010 0.897 179 
Relocation x sites 0.017 0.897 179 
relocation x foreign connections 0.035 0.640 179 
Age x network 0.059 0.435 178 
Age x innovation    0.208** 0.005 179 
Age x branch situation 0.027 0.719 179 
Age x sort of competition   0.150* 0.047 176 
Age x size    0.229** 0.002 179 
Age x sites 0.021 0.781 179 
Age x foreign connections   0.163* 0.029 179 
** = significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
* = significant at the 0,05 level (2-tailed) 
 
The relationships with age, also in Table 6.5, show some noteworthy result. As 
expected from the percentages discussed above, significant positive correlations are 
found between age and innovation, and between age and firm size. This means that 
when firms get older, the likelihood increases that the firm is larger and has 
implemented more innovations. Also positive, but less significant, are the 
relationships between age and type of competition and age and foreign connection. 
When firms get older, they have a higher probability of having worldwide 
connections and, with aging, also the likelihood of having competition based on 
quality rather than on the price of the product or activity increases. As noted 
before, unexpectedly, none of these variables were found to be sector dependent.  
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No significant relationship between relocation and the other variables investigated 
were found. The correlations founded were are all very weak and some negative. 
There is no evidence that these additional firm characteristics have any real 
influence on the locational behaviour of firms. It can be concluded from this 
section that older firms have locational inertia, though not directly due to any of the 
variables tested here, and also that old and younger firms have clearly different 
characteristics. 

6.4  Relocation history modelled 
 
Locational inertia is, in this investigation, among other things, reflected by the 
relocational activity of firms. The relocation history (relocated at least once) is in 
this section, modelled by means of a logit modeliv relating the probability of 
relocating to a set of explanatory variables xi. The probability of relocation is F(x’i 

β) where F(.) = exp(.)/[1+exp(.)], and β is the vector of coefficients (Greene, 
1997). The logit equation is used to empirically test whether a set of firm 
characteristics is associated with firm relocation. Using this model, the probability 
of relocation versus non-relocation is estimated. When a variable is statistically 
significant, it implies that firms with this characteristic have a higher probability of 
relocating. 
The explanatory variablesv are all regrouped in dummy-categoriesvi and are 
labelled as follows: AGE (age in years), SIZE (number of employees), NETWORK 
(network of relationships), INNOVATION (innovative behaviour), REGION 
(region in which the firm is located), PREMISES (ownership status of premises), 
and ADAPTATION LOCATION (on-site expansion). Table 6.6 below, presents 
the estimates based on the logit model. In the logit model, the disturbance term had 
a standard logistic distribution. Since the explanatory variables are categorical, one 
level has to be omitted from the set of explanatory variables reflecting the various 
levels, to avoid identification problems. The combination of these omitted levels 
gives the characteristics of the reference group and the estimate for this group is 
reflected by the coefficient for the constant. Each of the other coefficients reflects 
the difference in the relocation probability for a firm with characteristics that 
differs from the reference group (compare Van Dijk et al., 1999). 
From the literature, it is expected that with an increase of age, the structural inertia 
will increase. Thus, the probability of relocation should decrease with the 
increasing age of the firm, as was also found in Section 6.2.2. However, very 
young firms also do not relocate. The first five years can be considered to be the 
‘incubator’ period for new firms, in which young firms are busy surviving and, 
because of this, have very low mobility (Stam, 2003). The mobility of firms is 
expected to be highest right after this incubator period, which is why the 6-9 year 
age group is the reference group. The estimated parameters for AGE show that 
older firms have a low probability of relocation, as well as the youngest age-group. 
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Table 6.6: Empirical results logit analysis 
 
All observations Coefficient t-value 
Constant 2.564  
AGE (in years)vii 6-10 years   
0 – 5 years -2.846 2.70*** 
11- 25 years -1.427 1.47* 
26 – 50 years -0.910 0.92 
51- 100 years -0.942 0.93 
101-200 years -1.435 1.98* 
201 + years 0.304 0.26 
SIZE  (in number of employees) 1-5 employees   
6-9 employees 1.708 2.70*** 
10-25 employees 1.000 1.40* 
26-50 employees -0.016 0.02 
51 or more employees 0.933 1.19 
NETWORK (of relationships) International   
National 0.452 0.89 
Regional 0.916 1.73* 
Local -1.333 1.50 
INNOVATION no   
Yes -0.567 1.34* 
REGION west Netherlands   
South Netherlands -0.407 0.72 
East Netherlands -0.877 1.62* 
North Netherlands -0.846 1.20 
PREMISES rental / lease   
Ownership -1.558 3.45*** 
ADAPTATION LOCATION no   
Yes -0.449 0.99 
*= significant at 10% level,   **=significant at 5% level,    ***= significant at 1% level 
Overall percentage = 74.6% 
 
The youngest group has a significantly low relocation probability, but this is 
understandable from the literature. The oldest age group seems to have a higher 
tendency of relocation, which is not in line with the expectations, however,the 
result is not statistically significant. This result can perhaps be explained by the fact 
that, in the sample, only a very small number of the very old firms replied, and as 
such may not be representative of this specific age group. In terms of the age 
groups 11 – 25 years old, 26 –50 years, 51-100 years old and 101- 200 years old, 
the evidence, however weak, is consistent with the expectations in so far that the 
relationship is not linear but indicates that older firms, in general, are less mobile. 
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When the relationship between size and relocation is discussed in literature, it is 
stated that smaller firms are more willing to relocate. The results here indicate the 
opposite. Larger firms have a significantly higher probability of relocating. 
Especially in the categories 6-10 employees and 11- 25 employees the chances of 
having a relocation history is quite high. This could indicate that locational inertia 
does not in fact increase with firm size. However, for firms with more than 25 
employees, no significant relocation probability was found, indicating that firms 
with more than 25 employees have the same relocation likelihood as firms with 1 – 
5 employees. However, it should be taken into consideration that due to a previous 
relocation, old firms might have been able to grow. The timing of a relocation is 
not known for all respondents and could thus not be modelled. It could be that the 
large firms relocated in the early days of their existence and, due to this relocation, 
they had the possibility to grow more than firms that did not relocate. From the 
written questionnaires to old firms (N=37), the year of relocation is known for 
some respondents. 22 ‘oldies’ had relocated and, of these, for 16 the year of 
relocation is known. Four old firms had already relocated for the first time before 
1900 and, of these ‘historic movers’ three had relocated several times. Two firms 
relocated around the 1920s and both of these relocated again right after the Second 
World War. Five firms relocated for the first time around the Second World War, 
and all but one have relocated more than once. Only two old firms have relocated 
in the most recent decade. This seems to indicate that relocation for most old firms 
is something in the past and points towards the sense of spatial lock-in and 
embeddedness once again.  
Now, the control variables are discussed. The estimated parameters for 
NETWORK were expected to show that firms with a ‘larger’ network of market-
relationships would have a greater chance of relocation. The results are twofold. 
Very clearly, it can be seen that firms with a local network have significantly lower 
probability of relocating than firms that have an international network. However, 
for regional networks, the probability to relocate is slightly higher than for 
international networks. The results indicate that firms with a local network have the 
smallest probability of relocation, in other words show the most locational inertia. 
The divergent results for firms with a regional network can perhaps be explained 
by the large percentage of firms in this sample that relocated within their home 
region in all age groups. This result agrees with the result discussed in Section 
6.2.2. 
For the variable INNOVATION, it is found that firms that have innovated have 
lower relocation probabilities than firms that did not innovate. Therefore, 
innovative firms show more locational inertia. The literature is ambiguous about 
the relationship between innovation and location, some argue that innovation is the 
result of localized learning capability, indicating that firms located in a tight 
localized cluster have higher innovation rates and will not relocate, and others 
seem to argue the opposite (Malmberg, 1997). The results from this survey tend to 
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support the first line of argument. Since old firms have higher innovation levels 
and tend to operate more in local networks of relationships they have relocated 
less, although the results in Table 6.5 do not strongly indicate such relationships. 
The results for the variable REGION show that all other regions than ‘West of the 
Netherlands’ show a lower probability of relocating. Since West Netherlands is the 
area containing the Randstad, which is the most urbanized and most economic 
dynamic area (Pellenbarg and Van Steen, 2003), the highest probability of 
relocation being for firms in this region is in line with the literature. 
The variable PREMISES also produced results that are in line with the literature. 
Firms that own their premises have very significantly lower relocation probabilities 
than firms that either rent or lease their premises. Since premises can be seen as 
sunk costs, it is only to be expected that firms that own their premises have more 
locational inertia.  
As for on-site expansion, modelled here as the variable ADAPTION LOCATION, 
the result are not convincing. It seems that firms that did expand on-site have a 
slightly higher locational inertia, but, the result is not significant. However, one 
would expect that firms that have spent money on their current site would be less 
willing to relocate or, vice versa, that firms with more locational inertia are more 
willing to adapt their current site instead of relocating, considering this to be a less 
disruptive change than complete relocation. 

6.5  Old and younger firms’ identities 
 
In the written questionnaires, the issue of the firm’s identity was also raised. This 
section describes how old firms perceive their firm’s identity differently than 
younger firms, and whether there is any correlation with age. In the previous 
chapters it was found that, in general, old firms have a strong identity that has 
remained stable over their existence. The sense of identity of old firms is also 
strongly related to other firm variables remaining stable. Old firms mostly identify 
themselves though the nature of their product or the activity of the firm. 
Furthermore, ‘continuous family-involvement’, ‘tradition, culture and age’ and 
‘location’ were given as important elements in identifying old firms as being the 
same since founding.  
The categories as used in Section 5.2.3 were also used in to the corresponding 
question in the questionnaires and it was found, during the content analysis, that 
younger firms do describe themselves differently. Three additional elements had to 
be created that were not mentioned by old firms at all during the telephone survey. 
These three new categories are: ‘the service of the firm’, ‘the employees of the 
firm’ and ‘being a starter’.  
In assessing old firms only those firms are used which consider their identity to be 
unchanged (one questionnaire had missing values, and 23 out of the 36 old firms 
claimed an unchanged identity). As for the younger firms, in this questionnaire the 
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respondents were only asked to describe their corporate identity, not any change in 
that identity (105 respondents out of 144 completed this question). In total 
therefore 128 questionnaires are analysed here.  
In Figure 6.1, the relative importance given, by old and younger firms, to the 
different identifying elements is shown. The categories ‘starters’, ‘service’ and 
‘employees’ are only applicable for younger firms and thus receive the full weight. 
Also ‘market’ as an identifying element was in all the questionnaires, only used by 
younger firms, unlike the outcomes of the telephone survey. For example, market 
was mentioned by questionnaire 157: “a good business with a large market share, 
we aim to grow through specialisation” and questionnaire 248: “we are a 
wholesale company that operates solely in the Dutch market”. Except for the three 
new categories, this figure clearly indicates that old firms identify themselves using 
different elements than younger firms do. For old firms ‘name’, ‘product / activity’ 
and ‘location / sense-of-place’ are relatively more important in their identity, while 
for younger firms more emphasis is given to firm size and structure. It is interesting 
that, in this analysis, being a family firm is relatively more important for younger 
firms than for old firms, while there are in reality relatively more old family firms. 
In the entire sample, about half of the questioned firms are family firms. 
Furthermore, the category ‘tradition, culture & age’ which, in the previous 
chapters, received a very high score for old firms is now evenly weighted by old 
and younger firms. Younger firms mentioned this category several times in 
connection with their firm-specific culture, the way of doing things, tradition in the 
short term and age at the other end of the spectrum. They distinguish themselves by 
being a young firm, usually simultaneously with being a starter. For example, 
questionnaire 500: “we are a new firm in which the service to our customers is of 
paramount importance. The firm has an open character, which is reflected in its 
atmosphere and structure” and questionnaire 342: “we are a medium sized family 
firm producing in the foodstuff sector. We are small-scale and deliver quality by 
reputation”. 
A few respondents in the ‘younger firm’ group gave their young age as a specific 
identifying element, for example in the following responses: questionnaire 129: 
“we are a high tech starter” and questionnaire 188: “our firm is young and 
dynamic”. Alongside age, firm size is also an important element. Among others: 
questionnaire 2: “we are a small firm with very committed employees”, 
questionnaire 18: “this firm is a medium sized construction firm with a good 
reputation for quality, atmosphere and communication with clients”, and 
questionnaire 372: “this is a small family firm with ten employees that all have 
craftsmanship”. Not only was a small size emphasized, also larger firms did this, 
for instance questionnaire 451: “we are a relatively large firm with a large market 
share”. From these illustrations, the notions for craftsmanship and reputation also 
come forward. Apparently, this is not just important for the identity of old firms 

176 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   



(also in Figure 6.1 the category ‘tradition, culture & age’ was evenly weighted by 
old and younger firms). 
 
Figure 6.1: Relative importance of identifying elements 
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Interesting examples of this being an identifying element for younger firms are 
given by questionnaire 249: ‘we are a small firm with a reputation of solidity and 
trust. Our employees are well-known for their correctness”, questionnaire 271: 
“This is a renowned construction firm that does not only compete on price. We are 
a trustworthy firm with smart employees” and questionnaire 436: “we consider 
ourselves to be trustworthy and stable”. This was not just the case for the ‘more 
established’ firms in the sample, also firms that are only 5 or 10 years of age 
replied using this kind of identifying elements.  
‘Location and sense-of-place’ was not mentioned very often in younger firms’ 
identities, as discussed already in Section 6.3.1. Apparently, this is more important 
for those firms that have remained longer in the same location. When age and 
‘location / sense-of-place’ were correlated no significant relationship was found. 
Further, there where no significant relationships for any of the identifying elements 
with age. Nevertheless, it seems that because some old firms have been located in 
one place for so long, that their name and place are mentioned in one breath. 
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Relocating out of this region would harm the firm’s image, an example of an old 
firm emphasizing this is firm W: “we have been located in Makkum since 1594 and 
are the oldest firm in the Netherlands. We relocated from the centre to the outskirts 
of the town because we needed space for an extension, but we would never leave 
Makkum; the firm and the town are connected, not just in the firm’s name, but also 
in its image” (Tunnissen, 2002). This indicates that old firms are embedded in their 
locations and, for this reason, their location or sense-of-place is an identifying 
element. This is underlined even more now that it is found that younger firms do 
not display such a sense-of-place. Concluding, it can be said that the results from 
this section are in accordance with the preliminary results in Chapter 5.  

6.6  Discussion and concluding remarks 
 
The logit model, as described in Section 6.4, investigated whether a firm’s age is 
an important determinant of location behaviour or whether this is more influenced 
by other factors such as size, market and networks. From the descriptive analysis, it 
can be concluded that indeed older firms have relocated less than younger firms. 
The reasons for this lower mobility however, are not completely clear. There is a 
difference in location type for both groups as well as a slight difference in their 
appreciation of the location type. The inert locational behaviour of old firms does 
not directly seem to come from a ‘contentment’ with their location, but is caused 
(as the multiple illustrations in this and the previous chapter indicate) by a spatial 
lock-in and embeddedness over time. Furthermore, it can be concluded, from 
Section 6.4, that there are differences in the characteristics of old and younger 
firms. Significant correlations are found with age for the various firm 
characteristics. However, these characteristics do not seem to be correlated with 
location behaviour for either age group. The overall conclusion from that section is, 
nevertheless, that old firms have locational inertia, albeit not directly linked to 
differences in other firm characteristics, but perhaps more due to path dependence 
lock-in. 
Generally, the findings in this chapter seem to underline the conclusions drawn in 
Chapter 5. Indeed, the age of the firms does influence locational behaviour: with 
aging, firms are less likely to relocate. Also evidence is found for immobility in 
very young firms as well as for firms in the older age categories. It can be 
concluded that locational inertia does increase with the age of the firm. It is 
interesting that in the logit model (Section 6.4), the probability of relocating does 
not reduce with an increase in firm size. However, it can be argued, since this 
model is testing the past behaviour of firms, it does make sense that firms that have 
experienced growth (assuming that all firms started small, with few employees), 
have relocated in their past, especially if one sees that, for 73% of the firms that 
relocated, the reason for relocation was ‘lack of space’. This explains why size, in 
this model, has no effect on relocation. Nevertheless, this is slightly contradictory 
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with earlier findings and the literature. Since the results in this model do not 
include very large firms (over 25 employees), it could still be that larger firms tend 
to relocate less. 
The results for other characteristics indicate that firms with a strong local network 
have the smallest probability of relocating, in other words show the most locational 
inertia. Firms that have innovated have lower relocation probabilities than firms 
that did not innovate, or innovative firms show more locational inertia. The results 
from this survey tend to follow the first line of arguments even though, as 
described in Section 5.4, no evidence was found for specific clustering activities by 
old firms except for one firm that says, firm C: “The city our firm is located in has 
a very long and rich tradition in our branch. We benefit from the fact that many 
firms in the same field are located close by. We keep each other sharp and keen on 
competition, new processes and methods. We also use the same suppliers and 
maintenance service as our competitors for our machines” (Gruythuysen, 2002, 
pp.24). As for the region that firms are located in, the results indicate that all other 
regions show a lower probability of relocation than the west of the Netherlands. 
Since the West Netherlands includes the Randstad, the higher probability of 
relocating for firms in this region is as expected. Thinking back to Figure 2.2, in 
absolute numbers of old firms, the relocation figures for West Netherlands are 
corresponding with the findings of the model. Firms that own their premises have 
very significantly lower relocation probabilities than firms that either rent or lease 
their premises. Since premises can be seen as sunk costs, it is to be expected that 
firms that own their premises have more locational inertia. Firms that have 
expanded on-site have slightly more locational inertia; but, the result is not 
statistically significant. One would expect firms that have spent money on their 
current site to be less willing to relocate or, vice versa, that firms with more 
locational inertia are more willing to adapt their current site instead of relocating, 
considering this to be a less disruptive change than complete relocation.  
In Section 6.5, the firms’ identities were investigated and it was concluded that old 
firms are embedded in their location and for this reason, their location or sense-of-
place is an identifying element. The fact that younger firms do not display such a 
sense-of-place, accentuates these findings. The results from Section 6.5 agree with 
the results found in Chapter 5. Old firms get locked-in by their reputation, the 
legitimation of their product, identity and culture, and over generations this 
becomes a self-reinforcing process within the firm. However, these final statements 
will be further investigated in Chapter 7. 
The conclusions from this chapter can be confronted with the hypotheses from 
Chapter 4 as shown in Table 6.7 below. From the findings presented here, 
hypotheses 1, 2 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 are accepted, although the results from Chapters 
5 and 6 are not that convincing for hypothesis 3 and 7, and so these conclusions 
should be handled with caution. No evidence was found in support of hypothesis 4, 
and this hypothesis is rejected.  
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Table 6.7: Conclusions and accepted hypotheses of Chapter 6 
Conclusion Hypotheses 
Section 6.3.1: old firms relocate less and are located at 
different types of location than younger firms 
Section 6.3.2: old firms have a different size-
distribution, are more innovative and compete more on 
the bases of quality than younger firms. 

1: old firms have different 
characteristics than younger 
firms 
ACCEPTED 

Section 6.2.2: older firms have a lower probability of 
relocation; older and larger firms are more locational 
inert 
Section 6.4: older firms have a lower probability of 
relocation 

2: with increased age, firms 
create inertia concerning 
locational behaviour 
ACCEPTED 

Section 6.2.2: larger firms have higher sunk costs and 
therefore have lower relocation propensities: older and 
larger firms are more locationally inert 
Section 6.4: firms with up to 25 employees have higher 
relocation probabilities. For larger firms no 
significantly different probabilities for relocation were 
found. 

3: with increased size firms 
create inertia concerning 
locational behaviour 
ACCEPTED 

Section 6.3.1: old firms are more embedded, showing a 
first-degree path dependency with location. Firm that 
just happened to be founded at a location have made 
the best out of this location. Even if old firms are less 
content with their current location, they will not 
relocate. 

5: locational behaviour of old 
firms is first-degree path 
dependent 
ACCEPTED 

Section 6.4: firms who own their premises relocate less. 
72 % of old firms own their premises. 
Section 6.6: The sense of identity of old firms is 
strongly related to other firm characteristics remaining 
stable. 

6: ‘Old firms are positively 
locked-in to their location, 
product and identity’ 
ACCEPTED 

Section 6.3.2: old firms mostly had their primary 
innovations between 1870-1890. 
Section 6.4: Old firms that have relocated generally did 
this before 1900 or around the Second World War. 

7: old firms have experienced 
adaptation at early times in their 
lives, concerning growth and 
location, product and market 
ACCEPTED 

Section 5.2.3 and 6.6: old firms are attached to their 
history and use their traditional product, original 
location and premises in their identity. Sometimes they 
make the best out of the given situation. 

8: old firms identities are the 
result of path-dependence 
ACCEPTED 

Section 5.2.3 and 6.6: old firms keep the same identity 
when the product or activity does not change, or when 
they have not relocated. Old firms rely on a trustworthy 
and reliable identity and reputation 

9: Old firms’ general inert 
behaviour is connected to the 
preservation of their identity, in 
order to keep up high levels of 
accountability and reliability 
ACCEPTED 
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i  Parts of this section have already been published in Brouwer, A.E., I. Mariotti and J. N. 
van Ommeren (2004) The firms relocation decision: an empirical investigation. The Annals 
of Regional Science 38 (20), pp. 335-347. 
ii Cranet stands for ‘the Cranfield Network on European Human Resource Management’. 
The Cranet Survey is co-ordinated by the Centre for European Human Resource 
Management at Cranfield School of Management. 
iii The written questionnaires on old firms originated from the same sample as of the 
telephone survey. However, only 37 of 257 old firms replied to the written survey. On 
average, ‘larger’ old firms responded to the written questionnaire. The average number of 
employees in the telephone survey was 108 employees, for the written survey 496 
employees. 
iv Although the number of observation, N=181, is a rather small sample for a multivariate 
analysis, applying the rule of thumb that one needs at least 25 cases for each dependent 
variable, 181 cases are just enough. 
v As for sectoral differences, the descriptive findings have already indicated that there were 
no significant relationships between sector and other characteristics. Nevertheless, in other 
versions of the model, the variable ‘sector’ was explicitly incorporated. The results 
however, did not indicate any relationship and when modelled without ‘sector’, the results 
for the other variables proved robust. 
vi Most of the variables have a few observations that are missing. These observations are 
included in the reference group. In earlier versions of the model, missing observations were 
explicitly modelled as dummy variables. The results are almost identical. 
vii Age is categorized here using slightly different age groups than before, for two reasons. 
First, because this model tests the influence of increasing age and not so much the 
differences between old and younger firms as two distinct groups. Second, because the 
model has a better fit when the dummy variables have groups containing of about the same 
number of cases. 



   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



7 CORPORATE IDENTITY AND THE IMAGE OF 
OLD FIRMS 

 
In this chapter, the corporate identity and the image of old firms in the Netherlands 
are investigated. The previous chapters demonstrated that among the population of 
old firms several elements were indicated by firms’ managers as determinants of 
the continuous identity of the firm. It is interesting alongside the more categorical 
determinants such as product and activity, also more positional determinants such 
as history (tradition, culture and age) and sense-of-place are important for the 
firms’ identities in the manager’s view. In Chapters 5 and 6, the meaning of a 
firm’s identity in its survival was emphasised in several illustrations, and it was 
indicated that a continuous firm identity is crucial for long-term survival. By means 
of a content analysis of 70 websites of old firms, it will now be investigated 
whether these identity-determinants are used at the same frequency in old firms’ 
attempts to actively construct their image. With this, the specific purpose of 
websites as a marketing tool is taken into consideration. Furthermore, hypotheses 
6, 8 and 9, as posed in Chapter 4, concerning the identity of old firms will be 
investigated more fully by this exercise. The preservation of the identity of old 
firms is especially relevant in this perspective, given the emphasis on 
accountability and reliability as mentioned in Chapter 4. Furthermore, this chapter 
will investigate whether old firms also underline these characteristics in their direct 
communications to their public. 

7.1  Introduction 
 
To what extent is an old firm’s identity determined by its product, location or 
history? From the telephone survey among the population of old firms in the 
Netherlands several determinants of identity were indicated. To what extent do old 
firms use these elements to create their firm’s image on their website? Through a 
content analysis of the old firms’ websites we can investigate whether these 
determinants have the same importance and weight in shaping the firm’s image. 
The main aim of this investigation is to establish whether the firms’ age and sense-
of-place are interrelated, and whether age and sense-of-place contribute to how a 
firm defines itself and presents itself to its public. 
Firms do have their own identity. For example, Philips is a different company than 
the Dutch Royal Airlines (KLM). Of course firms have different activities or 
produce different things, but next to the firm’s product or service there is 
something else that determines the identity of a firm. A firm could use its specific 
identity to distinguish itself from another firm,  in order to attract the attention of 
the customer (Dröge, 1998). The international corporate identity group defined this 
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specific identity, in the Stratcycle statement, as follows: every organization has an 
identity. It articulates the corporate ethos, aims and values and presents a sense of 
individuality that can help to differentiate the organization within a competitive 
environment (Balmer and Wilson, 1990; Van Riel and Balmer, 1997). 
Section 7.2 elaborates on the theoretical background to identity and image from a 
corporate perspective. The following section will then discuss the determinants of 
corporate identity as found from the telephone survey. In Section 7.4, by means of 
content analysis, it is investigated whether these determinants of identity are found 
in the corporate image of firms as presented on their websites. Section 7.5 
discusses the conclusions and considers to the hypotheses given in Chapter 4.  

7.2  Identity versus image 
 
Barke and Harrop (1994, pp.95) argue that, “in particular, it is necessary to make a 
clear distinction between ‘identity’ and ‘image’. Every individual, every business, local 
authority or nation has an identity. It is the projection of who you are and what you stand 
for, what you do and how you do it. Firms also have identities; the ‘identity’ may be 
regarded as an objective thing that what the firm is actually like. Identity is though not the 
same as ‘image’, which defines how an organization or place is perceived externally. 
Naturally, image may be strongly influenced by ‘objective’ identity and image-makers will 
seek to structure the perception of others but cannot finally control them. Images may exist 
independently of the apparent facts of objective reality” (emphasis added). 
Image and identity are thus not the same, although in practice they are sometimes 
used synonymously. Although related, the meanings of these terms are quite 
distinct. The identity of a firm is the impression the firm has of itself (in other 
words, the view held by the managers), through a certain culture, product, location, 
and quality; these are all part of the corporate identity. The image of the firm is the 
way the firm makes an impression on the public. This corporate image is partly 
determined by the corporate communications (Ernst et al., 1990; Blauw, 1994). A 
more elaborate discussion of corporate identity and image follows in Sections 7.2.1 
and 7.2.2 respectively. 
In order to increase profits, it can sometimes appear worthwhile to change the 
firm’s identity, and accordingly the corporate communications and image. 
However, a corporate identity is hard, if not impossible, to change. Most firms 
have operates for quite some time and have a certain lasting identity (Ernst et al., 
1990). Firms, however, can try to create an image that is closer to the ‘wished 
identity’ by placing more or less emphasis on certain characteristics in their 
external communications. This will be further discussed in Section 7.2.3. 
Academics acknowledge that a corporate identity refers to an organization’s unique 
characteristics, which are rooted in the behaviour of members of the organization 
(Van Riel and Balmer, 1997). Mazilliano (1998) finds that the corporate identity of 
a firm gets stronger - more emphasized - over time. That is, older firms have a 
‘stronger’ and more ‘deeply rooted’ identity. 
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7.2.1  Corporate identity 
 
Barke and Harrop (1994) make clear that there is room for discussion about how to 
define corporate identity. On the one hand, there is the objective identity, 
something that is fixed and needs no discussion: what the firm is actually like. On 
the other hand, corporate identity may be regarded as what the firm is on a more 
intuitive basis. In other words, the impression that the managers have of the firm’s 
identity, or what members of an organization believe its identity to be. 
The term identity has in the past been used more for persons than for organizations, 
and also here a debate about identity exists. There are two schools of thought about 
individual identity. One school is psychological and essentialist, assuming that 
identity is found in the individuals themselves. Therefore, to acquire an identity 
means to find the true I and exhibit it. The other school encompasses sociology and 
structuralism, and claims that society creates individuals as persons by offering 
them a set of ‘roles’ to play. Identity is created by an individual’s interactions 
within a social context. It is in the actual encounters between people that individual 
identities are created (Czarniawaska and Wolff, 1998). The former way of thinking, 
the concept of the true I, has found its way into organizational theory. An 
organization’s identity is seen as that what its members believe it to be - its 
distinctive, central and enduring characteristics (Czarniawaska and Wolff, 1998; 
Albert and Whetten, 1985). 
Fauconier (1990) takes the term corporate identity even further, claiming that from 
a management’s perspective there are three different types of corporate identity:  
- The actual identity: the objective truth of what the firm is actually like;  

- The internal identity: the selective truth as perceived by the management inside 
the firm; and 

- The wished identity: how the managers of the firm would like the firm to be 
perceived by the ‘outside world’.  

Considering ‘individual identity’, as described earlier, it appears that the actual 
corporate identity, as seen by Fauconier, corresponds with the essentialists’ view. 
Furthermore, one could argue that the distinction Fauconier formulates between the 
actual and the internal corporate identity is not that large from an individual 
identity point of view. Since organizations and firms are not thinking and living 
entities, it is impossible for them to acquire and exhibit their identity in the way 
that individuals can. Firms do have an actual identity, but the members of the 
organization, or the managers of the firm will usually define this as corporate 
identity. For this reason, most of the discussed corporate identities will be 
subjective and intuitive. Fauconier’s wished identity corresponds with the 
corporate image and this will be discussed further in Section 7.2.2. 

  185 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

Actual identity 
Fauconier’s first identity, the actual identity, can be defined as is objective ‘being’ 
or ‘essence’ of the firm. This is seeing the identity of the firm as an actual fact 
(Bernstein, 1986). Or, as Love and Roberts (1997) describe it, as an interrelated 
network of visible and invisible elements, which goes beyond the corporate logo 
and brand names. It refers to an organization’s distinct attributes, or to give a very 
simple definition, the answer to ‘what is this organization?’ (Balmer and Wilson, 
1998). 
The criteria for the concept of corporate identity, whether proposed by an 
academic, another organization, or by the organization itself, must be a statement 
of identity which distinguishes the organization on the basis of something 
important and essential. With this statement, Albert and Whetten (1985) describe 
the features of actual and objective corporate identity as core, distinctive and 
enduring. Hatch and Schultz (1997) translate this in the following statement: the 
corporate identity is that which is central, enduring and distinctive about the firm’s 
character.  
Corporate identity literature is largely silent on which features an organization will 
select or claim as identifying. However, members of organizations are capable of 
verbalizing the specific facts that identify their organization, firms themselves are 
not. Those elements within the organization that are central (the essence of the 
organization), enduring (a degree of sameness over time), and distinctive 
(distinguishes the organization from others) are the objective, identifying features 
of a firm. However, Albert and Whetten (1985) made a critical note that there are 
were no theories, that were able to provide a universal list of all aspects of an 
organization that could be said to be important, against those which could be said 
to be evidently irrelevant for the firm’s identity. As they claim “Often the issues will 
become important for a purpose. It is therefore not possible to define central characteristics 
as a definite set of measurable properties. Instead, for a given organization, a given 
purpose, and from a given theoretical viewpoint, one must judge what is or is not central” 
(Albert and Whetten, 1985, pp.267). 
To summarise, the actual identity of a firm is a classification of the self that 
identifies the firm as recognizably different from other firms. In this way, identity 
is linked with the term identification. Identity serves the function of identification 
and is, in part, acquired by identification. This means that, the actual identity is a 
description of the facts of self-classification of the firm (Albert and Whetten, 
1985). 

Internal identity 
As for the second of Fauconier’s identities, the internal identity, Dröge (1998) 
defines, this identity of the firm as the impression the managers or the owners of 
the firm have of it. The identity describes what the firm is, and what the firm does. 
The behaviour, symbolism and communications of the firm are influenced by the 
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firm’s identity and vice versa (Blauw, 1994). With this argument, the line between 
the actual and the internal identity is very thin. Olsthoorn (1997) depicts the 
internal corporate identity as something that consists of several factors, shared by 
all members of the organization. It is a holistic concept, based on shared values, 
behaviour, learning and experiences, related to sociological and anthropological 
processes. Furthermore, the firm’s identity is determined by society, region, and 
history, and influenced by the surroundings and the environment. The identity of a 
firm is very hard to change since the firm’s identity provides its members with 
feelings of security and self-evidence. In short, Olsthoorn (1997, pp.114) defines 
corporate identity as: “a constitution of certain, perceivable characteristics, originating 
from the culture of the firm, which give the firm a ‘personality’ which distinguish this 
specific firm from all other firms.” Or as Van Riel (1992) puts it, the internal 
corporate identity is the self-representation of the firm, the supply of signals in 
relation to the firm, how this is shown in behaviour, communication and symbols 
by the members of the organization. 
In line with Albert and Whetten (1985) and Olsthoorn (1997), the following 
argument concerning corporate identity in this investigation can be advanced. 
There is such a thing as an actual identity but, since the results of the telephone 
survey reflect the opinions of managers about their firm, the internal identity is 
what is discussed here. The explanation is as follows. When the identity question is 
raised, actually two questions are being posed. The first question: ‘what kind of 
firm is this?’ can be answered in categorizations: age, commercial or non-profit, 
number of members, activities and location. The second question: ‘who is this 
firm?’ must be answered using more specific, sensitive and central characteristics 
such as ethical, entrepreneurial, employee-oriented, stagnating and predatory 
instincts, referring more to the attitude or position of the firm. This is elaborated 
further in Section 7.3. 

7.2.2  Corporate image 
 
When people come in contact with a company or its advertisements they will 
inevitably form an impression of the firm. The public creates an imagei of the 
company (Dowling, 1986). An image is a set of meanings by which a firm is 
known and through which people describe, remember and relate to it. The image is 
the net result of the interaction of a person’s beliefs, ideas, feelings and 
impressions. So a firm will not ‘have’ an image – people will hold images of the 
firm: images are the impressions other parties have of the firm (Dröge, 1998). 
From the corporate point of view, a firm can attempt to create and modify an image 
by manipulating the image-related aspects of its products and services, and by 
attempting to control the types of information disseminated to people about the 
firm (Dowling, 1986). In this sense, images have the ability to replace reality. 
Advertising and publicity are often used to replace reality by images that are more 
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desirable than the original phenomena they portray, as Fauconier described in his 
‘wished identity’. Corporate images are inherently multidimensional; rarely will a 
single image reflect the identity of an organization (Dowling, 1986). 
The corporate image is the perception of the public, at a specific moment in time, 
of a specific firm. Olsthoorn (1997, pp.144) defines the corporate image as follows: 
“the corporate image is the result of the perception and appraisal of the firm by internal and 
external public, originating from the firm’s identity.” Since the image of a firm is 
shaped by the public’s perceptions, it is actually more accurate to speak of a 
collection of images. The overall image changes slightly with every individual 
point of view (Blauw, 1994). Blauw argues that when the image of a firm is 
discussed, in fact the discussion is on how the public perceives the corporate 
identity, and how the firm’s managers present the corporate identity to the public. 
The image is the reflection of the corporate identity. The corporate image is the 
total of the visual and non-visual artefacts that a firm uses to profile itself towards 
the public, or a reflection of how managers would prefer the firm’s identity to be: 
the wished identity.  
The image can never be a pure reflection of the identity; because firms do not show 
their total and true identity, and/or because the public only perceives some of the 
information and, with this imperfect information, the public creates an image 
(Rebel, 1993; Hatch and Schultz, 1997). Image is the answer to the question ‘what 
do others think we are?’, although this is sometimes confused with reputation. 
Reputation, however, is the answer to the question ‘what do we know about what 
others think we are?’ (Marzilliano, 1998). Corporate image is a major part of what 
sells a firm and its products, and outsiders can perceive it as the sum of the entire 
organization, its objectives and its plans. The image of the firm encompasses its 
products, services, management, communications and actions. So everything the 
firm is, says and does, what an audience can observe, is part of its image (Marken, 
1990). From Marken’s definition, it can be concluded that the management of a 
firm has a direct influence on the image by directing its external communications 
in the direction of the wished image (Blauw, 1994). 
The image can be either passive or active. A passive image is the information about 
a firm that the public gets from information through others (other people, news, 
media etc.). With the active image the firm itself is the provider of the image-
building information (Van der Burg, 1997). In this chapter the active image of the 
firm is discussed, through the information provided by websites, because the firm’s 
image is designed to make an impression on the public (Van Riel, 1992). The 
image people have of a firm is partly the impression they get from the aggregate 
communications by the firm in question, in fabricating its own wished identity. In 
other words, the firm tries to create the image they want the public to see. The 
firm’s image is the description of specific attributes that the company’s 
management believe to be distinguishable to an outsider (Dutton and Dukerich, 
1991). 
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7.2.3  The ‘wished identity’ and image 
 
According to Albert and Whetten (1985), the publicly presented identity (or in 
other words; image) will typically be more positive and more monolithic than the 
internal identity. This comes from the distinction between the preservation of self 
to outsiders, and the opinion of others that already exists. Not all ‘internal’ 
information should be revealed. The public identity or image will influence other 
people’s opinions, such as customers, regulatory bodies, financial institutions and 
competitors. The opinions of others about the firm need to be good and strong. The 
firm wants to be taken into consideration and called ‘trustworthy’. A firm needs 
this in order to survive (see Chapter 4). In this investigation, we concentrate on the 
way a firm expresses the manner in which it is willing to ‘reveal’ its own identity. 
That is a balance between what is external and what should be internal only to the 
firm (Marzilliano, 1998). 
This is based on the view that the effective management of an organization’s image 
results in a favourable corporate reputation, which leads, for example, to a firm’s 
stakeholders and other interest groups being favourably disposed toward the firm 
(Balmer and Wilson, 1998). Externally, firms subjectively create an ‘image’ that is 
managed in order to generate a favourable perception to outsiders. This is done 
because the organization’s image encompasses those attributes that its members 
believe outsiders will use to distinguish it from other firms. It differs from 
reputation, which refers to objective attributes that outsiders ascribe to an 
organization (Marzilliano, 1997 and 1998). The organization creates an image to be 
managed and controlled in order to survive and to project a good perception of 
itself (Marzilliano, 1997). In line with Marzilliano’s argument, it is expected that 
there will be a substantial overlap between the firm’s internal identity and the 
created image. 
According to Marzilliano (1998), internal identity and external expectations 
(image) should match for the organization to work efficiently and survive. It is not 
enough, in Marzilliano’s view, to construct an attractive image, since the public has 
also to accept this image. It needs to be integrated with the firm’s identity. A 
website reflects the image of the firm since Hartch and Schultz (1997) argue, an 
image is a construction of public impressions created to appeal to the public. This 
implies that insiders, for the consumption by outsiders, intentionally manipulate the 
image. Websites demonstrate the wished identity from the manager’s perspective, 
and display those features of the identity that create the wished for image in its 
audience. 
 

  189 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

Figure 7.1: Framework of used terms and their relationships in this research 
 

ACTUAL IDENTITY

INTERNAL IDENTITY

WISHED IDENTITY

OBJECTIVE CHARACTERISTICS

SUBJECTIVE CHARACTERISTICS

CHARACTERISTICS PRESENTED ON WEBSITE

PERCEIVED IMAGE BY PUBLIC

Because the firm’s identity in this investigation
is given by the managers, the measured identity
is the firm’s internal identity.

ACTIVE INVOLVEMENT

PASSIVE INVOLVEMENT

TENSION BETWEEN WISH AND REALITY

 
 
Figure 7.1 above clarifies the different terms of corporate identity and image as 
used is this chapter. The main terminology originates from Fauconier’s (1990) 
definition of corporate identity. In practice, the divisions between the different 
terms are not so clearout as they are in theory. It would be most objective to 
measure the actual identity of the firm but, due to the methods applied, this is not 
possible. Since the telephone survey results represent the managers’ views of their 
firm’s identity, the ‘internal identity’ is in practice investigated. This describes the 
members’ perspective of the firm’s identity. This internal identity is then compared 
with the wished identity of the firm as created by the firm’s managers on the 
website. Here the active involvement of the managers in creating an image for the 
firm is seen. The image so measured in this research is the ‘wished identity’, as 
created by the active involvement of the managers. The image or images of the 
firm as perceived by the public as such is not investigated. 

7.3  Determinants of corporate identity 
 
Here, corporate identity is measured by the way managers view their firm’s 
corporate identity (= internal identity). In the telephone survey, managers were 
asked whether they thought their firm had had the same identity since founding. 
Whether their answer was yes or no, the managers were asked to elaborate on their 
answer, making it possible to uncover the determinants that are important for a 
firm’s identity from the manager’s perspective. This corresponds with the ‘internal 
identity’ of the firm as described earlier. In this section, firstly place and age as 
determinants of corporate identity found in the literature are discussed. This is 
followed by the presentation of the determinants of old firms’ identities as 
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uncovered by the telephone survey and written questionnaires (see also Sections 
5.2.3 and 6.5). From these results, expectations of the firm’s website image are 
raised. 

7.3.1  Place and age in corporate identity 
 
Lux (1986) argues that the characteristic elements of the firm’s identity are 
predetermined. In Lux’s view seven basic dimensions play a role in the identity of 
the firm. These are the needs (e.g. growth, security, healthy work climate), 
competitions (e.g. special skills and competition-benefits), attitude (e.g. 
philosophical and political background), constitution (physical, structural and legal 
workspace), temperament (e.g. strength, intensity, speed of the firm’s proceedings), 
descent (the connection between the past and the present of the firm), and interests 
(the goals of the firm). Lux’s dimensions of constitution and descent will be 
discussed in more detail since these connect this particular exercise to the main 
question of this chapter: do age and sense-of-place contribute to a firm’s identity 
and image? 
With the selection of a firm’s site, the representational function of the site becomes 
increasingly important. The premises can influence this representative impression. 
Better premises, with a more representative look, in higher quality surroundings 
can play an important role in a firm’s identity (Schuurman and Kerkhoff, 1995). To 
what extent do firms have a sense-of-place? A sense-of-place for institutions, or in 
this research more specifically ‘firms’, indicates that a firm can derive a certain 
identity from a place. The meaning given to a place by a firm may be so strong that 
it becomes a central part of the identity of the firm, in the embeddedness of the 
firm in the place (Rose, 1995). A sense-of-place for a firm is not always incidental, 
it can be a social construction. One way in which identity is connected to a 
particular place is by the feeling that the firm belongs to that place (Massey and 
Jess, 1995). Respondent 156 gives a good example of this: “my firm ‘De Pelikaan’ 
is located in the Pelikaanstraat. The street was named after the firm, not the other 
way round. The firm was already located there for so long, the municipality named 
the street after it”’ The respondent argued that this is symbolic of the ‘connection’ 
the firm has with this ‘place’. This example is at the local scale, but of course a 
sense-of-place can also be, according to Massey and Jess (1995), on other 
geographical scales, such as regional, national or even global. A sense-of-place 
may explicitly refer to one place, referring to this as ‘home’, immediately 
establishing also the identity of the contrasting place that is ‘away’. Referring to a 
place as home can be an identifying process (Massey and Jess, 1995). This local 
sense-of-place, calling a place ‘home’, is the sense-of-place that is referred to in 
this specific research. In this research we did not specifically ask for a sense-of-
place. By answering the open question, do you feel that your firm still has the same 
identity since founding? Yes or no, please elaborate: the respondent could mention 
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a sense-of-place or refer to the specific location, meaning that the respondent 
ascribed this ‘sense-of-place’ as one of the elements crucial to the identity of the 
firm. According to Hall (1995) putting ourselves (or firms) in a specific 
background, putting it in a frame, helps to shape and identify ourselves (or our 
firms). Another way in which identity is connected to a particular place is by 
feeling that you belong to that place. It is a place you feel comfortable, or at home, 
because part of how you define yourself is symbolized by certain qualities of that 
place (Massey and Jess, 1995). For firms this means embeddedness in the location, 
belonging there, and that the firm would not operate as efficiently somewhere else, 
or at least the managers feel that way. A sense-of-place for a firm can be found in 
several determinants; the physical, structural and legal workspaces of the firm, for 
example, can be seen as the ‘constitution’ of the firm. Alongside the spatial 
structure of the organisation, this also includes the buildings and the emotional 
connection with a specific location or region (Lux, 1986; Van Riel, 1992). 
Age, and especially old age, can be hard for a firm to communicate through such a 
modern communication tool as the internet. However, since age can be a specific 
part of the firm’s identity, and assuming the image to be a reflection of this 
identity, age is most definitely a part of the image. Van der Burg (1997) gives an 
example of a firm that deals with this age-identity connection. “We are an old firm 
and this old age gives sometimes problems in the market. Other firms that operate in the 
same archaic branch, that face the same problem try to fight this by presenting themselves 
as hypermodern. We decided not to do this, since we feel that is the wrong approach. We 
decided not to cover the fact that our firm is so old, but turn it in a positive feature. In order 
to reach that goal we tried to adapt the fact of ‘old and old-fashioned’ with the main public 
into traditional” (pp.113). Age and descent are, according to Lux (1986) important 
factors in determining the firm’s identity. These relate the present firm to its past. 
This also concerns characteristics that shaped the firm’s identity in the past. 
Decisions made in the past still influence the present (Van Riel, 1992), and specific 
ways, culture and traditions in the firm are a heritage from the firm’s past to the 
present identity of the firm in a path-dependent construction. Many respondents 
mentioned this in their answer. Terms such as ‘Traditional recipe’, ‘old fashioned 
sense of quality and service’, ‘Already 200 years of loyalty’ and ‘not just a heritage 
to the firm, but to the entire country’, to name a few.  
Harvey (1989, as quoted in Massey and Jess, 1995) claims that a sense-of-place 
and age or tradition are related, especially in the present era in which through 
globalisation the world gets more and more place-less. Harvey argues that ‘any 
place-bound identity has to rest at some point on the motivational power of 
tradition’.  
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7.3.2  Identities of old firms 
 
In the previous chapters, the identities of the firms have been briefly introduced. In 
Figure 5.7 the absolute number of firms mentioning the diverse elements of 
identity in the telephone survey was given. In Figure 6.1, the relative importance of 
the identifying elements of old versus younger firms were presented. From these 
sections it was concluded that, for old firms, the elements ‘name’, ‘location / sense-
of-place’, ‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘product / activity’ were the most 
identifying elements in a continuous corporate identity. Old firms mentioned that 
their identity remained the same since founding because these elements had not 
changed significantly during their existence. 
Figure 7.2 below elaborates on this. It shows that a continuous corporate identity 
for old firms, when relatively compared to changed corporate identities, is mostly 
represented by the elements ‘location / sense-of-place’, ‘tradition, culture & age’, 
family firm’, product / activity’ and ‘name’. For example, when the product stays 
the same, the firm keeps the same identity; and when the product or activity is 
changed, the identity of the firm changes accordingly. In contrast, changes in the 
firms’ structure, market, and size are mostly indicators of a changing corporate 
identityii. In Figure 7.2 these elements of change such as ‘market’ and ‘structure’ 
are clearly found back.   
The respondents (the firms’ managers) were asked to answer to the open question: 
‘do you think your firm still has the same identity as when founded? Yes or no, 
please elaborate. As an example, one of the given answers was the following: 
respondent 17: “Yes, we convulsively tried to keep the original identity of our firm, 
by producing the same product to the original recipe in the same building as our 
great-grandfather started this firm. We are keeping the tradition alive” This firm 
was consequently given positive scores for the elements ‘product’, ‘family’, 
‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘location’ as represented in the grey bars in Figure 
7.2. An example of a negative answer is: Respondent 301: “No, we have a different 
identity now, although we still operate under the same name. In our firm so many 
things have changed, we serve a much larger market now, with many more 
products and are no longer a family-owned business.” This firm was given scores 
for the elements ‘product’, ‘market’ and ‘family’ but then for a ‘changed identity’ 
represented in the black bars. The element ‘name’ in this answer was not given a 
score since this was not mentioned as a specific argument for the change of this 
particular firm’s identity. 
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Figure 7.2: Relative importance of the different elements in continuous or changed identity of old 
firms 
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Albert and Whetten (1985) point out the next difficulty: one must bear in mind that 
this central character criterion raises a number of questions. How do organizations 
answer the identity question and how are their answers affected by the context of 
the question? To try and limit this effect, all the respondents were asked the same 
question and their answers categorized by careful content analysis under the same 
circumstances and by the same person. 

7.3.3  Expectations and connection hypotheses 
 
In Section 7.3.2, the elements that seem to be important for a firm’s identity are 
revealed. From these results, the following expectations are raised for the 
investigation into the wished identity, or corporate image, as described earlier. 
Since the research focuses on websites, it is to be expected that the product and 
name of the firm will have a high score. One of the goals of a website is to make 
the firm’s name and product known to the public. But what role do the other 
elements that seem to be important for the firm’s identity play on websites? 
From the literature, the high correlation between ‘location / sense-of-place’ and 
‘tradition, culture & age’, as found in the telephone survey, was expected. For the 
websites the expectation is that only firms that produce region-specific products 
will have high values for sense-of-place. So, the presumption is that the 
relationship between image and ‘location / sense-of-place’ will not be that high. 
Furthermore, the age-history element will overall have a relatively high score in 
relation to image, exploiting the ‘traditional quality and since… feeling’, and 
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reflecting the firm’s old age. The elements ‘size’ and ‘market’ are expected to have 
much higher values for image than for identity, because this is more interesting for 
existing and potential customers. The value for ‘family firm’ is expected to be 
lower for image than for identity. However, this element could be mentioned in 
some sort of ‘trust-statement’ in combination with a traditional product. The value 
for ‘structure’ is expected to have a very low value. This is in itself more of a firm-
internal matter. The element ‘structure’ in the telephone survey was also only 
mentioned as an indicator of changing corporate identities. For this reason it is 
expected that this element will not be exploited as such in creating  corporate 
images.  
As for relationships among the various elements; a positive relationship between 
‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘family firm’ is expected, as well as a positive 
relationship between ‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘product / activity’. 
Furthermore, positive relationships are expected between ‘tradition, culture & age’ 
and ‘size’ and ‘market’, since these would correspond with the results for 
continuous and changing firm identities as explained in Section 7.3.2. 

7.4  Content analysis 
 
Generally speaking, the goal of content analysis is to statistically describe the 
nature and results, in firstly, in an overview of the measure in which certain 
characteristics appear in the studied material and, secondly, how often certain 
characteristics appear and in what relationship to other characteristics (Huttner et 
al. 1995). Mostly content analysis is applied only to written text, but can also 
include the meaning of visual elements (Slater, 1998). 
In this section, firstly, the specifics of the used data material (websites) are 
described in Section 7.4.1. This is followed by the methodology and the coding 
scheme for this specific exercise in Section 7.4.2. The results of the content 
analysis on old firms’ websites, resulting in defining the most important elements 
in old firms’ images, are presented Section 7.4.3. 

7.4.1  Websites as a marketing tool 
 
What does a corporation’s image have to do with the long-term survival of a firm? 
According to Dowling (1986) this can be answered in four ways: 
1. Many organisations are interested in the image they portray because of the 

influence they feel a good image has on the behaviour of people. Some firms 
use their well-known identities as a basis for their marketing effort when 
introducing a new product to the market. Also, firms that sell a parity product 
such as petrol, use their corporate image to help differentiate their product from 
those of their competitors. 
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2. Most people are un likely to have a direct experience with a firm. In such 
circumstances their perception and evaluation of the particular firm is based on 
a set of extrinsic information clues. 

3. The social responsibility of a firm is becoming an increasingly important factor 
to be considered by management in both the short-term decision-making and 
the longer term planning phase of business operations. In an environment 
characterized by inflation, unemployment, uncertain economic growth, 
neglected social services etc.; public welfare considerations need explicit 
recognition. Knowledge of how private enterprise companies and government 
instrumentalities are perceived by the marketing concept has been used by such 
firms. 

4. The promotion of a corporate image by a number of organisations 
complements the new concept of ‘mega-marketing’. This argues that the 
environment in which marketing operates is best conceptualised as a 
controllable rather than an uncontrollable variable in strategy formation 
(Dowling, 1986). 

The reasons mentioned above indicate that image is important for the 
recognizability of firms. Dutton and Dukerich (1991) find that the image and 
identity of a firm, or an organization, guide and activate the public’s interpretation 
of the firm. This knowledge motivates firms to carefully arrange their actions so as 
not to disturb this; and this effect increases with time. The identity of the firm is 
important when a firm is considering changes. Dutton and Dukerich found in their 
research that the firm’s management considers only changes that likely not to harm 
the firm’s image and identity. 
Measuring the firm’s image by content analysis of websites can be useful, however 
it should be noted that the website itself is an ‘image-improver’. With a website, 
the firm is giving the impression that it cares so much about its customers that it 
has explored new technologies to give more service, rather than improve profits 
(Sterne, 1996). However, next to simply offering services, websites also can be 
sources of information about firms. Firms use websites to let the public know who 
they are, or what the firm wants the public to think they are, such as by presenting 
the history of the firm, the board of directors, or product-development (according 
to Sterne, 1996). The impression the public obtains is to a large extent dependent 
on the information the firm provides (Van der Burg, 1997). That is, the public 
judge a firm by the information the firm chooses to provide. 
With content analysis it is possible, with the help of the characteristics of the 
material, to weigh the elements of the communication process, focussing on the 
content of the media itself (Hüttner et al., 1995). In this specific investigation, the 
question is what are important elements of old firms’ images. Do location, history 
and age play any role in this? 
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The interesting point of using websites rather than other media in this investigation 
is that the web provides a more-or-less level playing field for all participants - the 
access opportunities are equal for all players, regardless of size (Pitt et al., 1996). 
Firms have different objectives in establishing and maintaining a website. For 
example, a firm can use a website as a means for introducing itself and its product 
to a potentially worldwide audience, or to create corporate and product awareness 
and inform the market. Or the website can be used as a means of advertising and 
marketing well-known existing products or getting feedback from regular 
customers as well as informing new ones (Pitt et al., 1996). Even considering all 
these different objectives, websites do have one thing in common: a website 
reflects the identity, or to be more precise the wished identity, of the firm. Hartch 
and Schultz (1997) argue that an image is a construction of public impressions 
created to appeal to an audience. This implies an intentional manipulation of the 
image by insiders for the consumption of outsiders. From this, it is clear that 
websites are a tool to influence the wished identity from the managers’ view. 

7.4.2  Method and coding scheme 
 
Following Weger (1990), the coding scheme for the content analysis of the 
websites contains the following: 
1. For the definition of the recording units, the choice is words and/or paraphrases 

per sentence. Also visual aids, such as pictures and logos are taken into 
consideration and given the same weight as a single sentence. Websites 
generally not contain very much text, so analysis on this scale is possible. By 
analysing on the level of sentences, the larger context of the words is also 
considered. 

2. The definition of the categories is broken down into the same eight dimensions 
as used earlier: ‘product/activity’, ‘family firm’, ’name’, ‘tradition, culture & 
age’, ‘location/sense-of-place’, ‘firm structure’, ‘market’ and ‘firm size’. Two 
dimensions, ‘product/activity’ and ‘name’, are expected to have high scores in 
this exercise, since the nature of the material is such that product/activity and 
the name of the firm will surely be mentioned. 

3. On each website, all the pages that could be downloaded under the specific 
html, were studied (e.g. www.kds.nl). If by a hyperlink another server was 
accessed, this information was ignored. Furthermore, banners, database 
information (files with extension .cgi) and other extensions were not included 
(compare Bosman, 1999) . 

4. The sentences were categorized into the eight dimensions mentioned under 2). 
A word, phrase or picture is counted as one. Since the recording unit are words 
and paraphrases per sentence, and some elements could be mentioned several 
times in one sentence, the overall score for an element can be higher than the 
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total number of sentences. (see Table 7.1). The relative frequency is calculated 
per dimension by dividing the number of hits per dimension by the total of the 
number of sentences and pictures on the website. 

5. The frequencies per dimension are counted, through which the dominant 
elements defining the firm’s image can be revealed. Examples of 
measurements of the eight dimensions are displayed in Table 7.1, and 
examples of how these elements were actually found on websites can be seen 
in Figures 7.3, 7.4 and 7.5. Because the studied websites differed in length, the 
measurements are ‘normalised’ by the total number of sentences and pictures 
per website. Only the websites of old firms were studied, totalling 70 websites. 
For all the old firms that responded in the telephone survey as discussed in 
Chapter 5, it was investigated, using an internet search, whether these firms 
had a website. Of the 257 old firms in the Netherlands that responded to the 
telephone survey, 70 had a website. These 70 websites were all used in the 
content analysis. The counting of the characteristics is based on the assumption 
that the elements are mutually exclusive, and that higher relative counts reflect 
a higher concern / importance attached to the category (Weber, 1990; Segers, 
1999). In other words, the more the website mentions a particular element, the 
more important this feature is for the firm in describing its ‘wished identity’.  

 
Table 7.1: Examples of measuring ‘image-elements’ with website-content analysis  
 
Category Word Phrase Picture 
Product / activity ‘wood’ or 

‘insurance’ 
‘in a wholesale formula’ Picture of 

product 
Family firm ‘family firm’ ‘family involvement’  
Name ‘NAME’ ‘as the firm’s name 

indicates’ 
LOGO 

Tradition, cultur & age ‘1842’ ‘long tradition’ or 
‘traditional recipe’ 

 

Location / Sense-of-place ‘Amsterdam’ ‘In the home region’ or 
‘Twents’ 

Picture of site 
and situation 

Structure ‘short-lines’ ‘open organization’ Picture of 
structure 

Market ‘market-share’ ‘global organization’  
Size ‘small’, ‘100 

employees’ 
‘large firm with plural 
sites’ 
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As one can imagine, it all depends on context. In order to make sure that all 
websites were measured in the same way, the same person, under the same 
circumstances, carried out all the content analyses. The results per case for the 
content analysis can be found in Appendix 5.  
 
Figure 7.3: Example 1 of website in content analysis. Source: www.royaldelft.nl, December 2003 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7.4: Example 3 of website in content analysis. Source: www.scheepswerf-bocxe.nl, December 
2003 
 

 

Elements of ‘tradition, culture & age’ 
Element of ‘location 
/ sense-of-place’ 

Elements of ‘location / sense-of-place’ 

Element of ‘product / activity’ 
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Figure 7.5: Example 2 of website in content analysis. Source: www.rum.nl, December 2003 

 

Element of ‘tradition, culture & age’ 

Element of ‘location / sense-of-place’ 

7.4.3  Results of content analysis 
 
The results for each case in absolute and relative values are found in Appendix 5. 
In this section the results will be discussed in terms of the frequencies per element 
and in relative frequencies per website. 
In Figure 7.6 below, an initial insight is given in the results of the content analysis. 
Here we measure whether or not elements linked to identity were mentioned on the 
websites, and in this way could be marked as image-elements. The procedure was 
as follows. A website got a positive score for the concerned element if it was 
mentioned at least once. When the element was not mentioned at all on the website, 
either in words, phrases or pictures, the website got a zero score. Figure 7.6 can be 
understood in the following way. For the ‘product/ activity’ and ‘name’ elements 
the score was 100%, this is not surprising since the main purpose of websites is the 
marketing of the name and the product of a firm to the public. On all the studied 
websites the ‘product/ activity’ and ‘name’ elements were mentioned at least once. 
The results for ‘family firm’ element for example, are quite different. As can be 
seen, only 40% of the websites mention this element. This can be for two reasons. 
Firstly, the firm is not family owned, or secondly, this feature of the firm is not 
considered an important element of the desired image. Since, from the telephone 
survey, it was found that 90.7% of the old firms are family-owned firms, the latter 
explanation is the most likely. Overall, the results shown in Figure 7.6, correspond 
reasonably well with the expectations raised in Section 7.3.3. 
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Figure 7.6: Score per element on websites. A website received a positive score provided the element 
was mentioned at least once 
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However, Figure 7.6 does not give any indication of the relative frequencies of the 
image-elements as mentioned on websites. This information is given in Figure 7.7. 
As can be seen from Figure 7.7 below, it is clear that the most important element 
found on the websites for image, as measured in this exercise, is by far the element 
‘product / activity’ of the firm. This is followed by ‘name’, ‘tradition, culture & 
age’, and ‘location / sense-of-place’. From the average relative frequencies per 
element, as found in Figure 7.7, again some expectations are confirmed. The 
element ‘product/ activity’ does indeed have the highest average relative 
frequency. Striking, is the relatively low average frequency for ‘name’. This 
element was expected to be as prominent as ‘product/ activity’. This much lower 
score can be explained by the fact that the name of the company, very often in 
combination with the firm’s logo, was prominently shown on the first home page 
of the firm’s website, but not much mentioned after this first page. Also, the 
average frequencies for ‘market’ and ‘size’ are much lower than expected as 
potential image elements. Apparently, these elements are not as important image-
creators as anticipated. This can partly be explained by the fact that some 
information concerning these elements could be found in so-called ‘links’ on the 
website. If by a hyperlink another server, database information, or other extensions 
was accessed, this information was not included in this exercise in order to keep 
the content analysis viable.  
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Figure 7.7: Relative frequency of elements in all websites in relation to the total number of sentences 
and pictures per website 
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The results for ‘family firm’ are much as expected, although, this result might be 
better explained by Figure 7.6, where it is found that 60% of the investigated 
websites did not mention the element ‘family firm’ at all. These websites could 
belong to firms that are not, or no longer, a family business, and as such 
mentioning this element has no value for these firms as an image-element. The 
analysis showed that if ‘family firm’ was mentioned on the website, then quite 
often these individual cases had quite high relative scores of for example 0.114 or 
0.149. As an example, one website contained the following phrase: ‘the current 
director is the seventh generation in this family firm, showing the loyalty we have 
to our customers…’  So, if indeed the firm uses ‘family firm’ as an image-element, 
they seem to have a tendency to use it as a ‘trustworthy’ image element. The 
element ‘structure’ also had a very low relative frequency, but this is as expected. 
The exercise indicated that only very large - registered on the stock exchange - 
firms with many shareholders give some attention to the ‘structure’ on their 
website. 
Most interesting, from our point of view, are the relatively high average scores for 
‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘location / sense-of-place’. For the element ‘tradition, 
culture & age’ this was expected since all firms where founded before 1851. 
Nevertheless, large differences are found between the relative frequencies per 
website (see appendices) varying from 0 to high scores such as 0.471 and 0.402. 
Firms with a particularly high score had specific parts of their websites that 
described the history of their firm, and very often these where also the firms that 
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had ‘since 18xx’ incorporated in their name, logo or slogan. As for the relatively 
high average frequency for ‘location / sense-of-place’: this was much higher than 
expected. From Figure 7.6 it can be seen that 97% of the investigated websites 
mentioned this element at least once. Note, further, that in this content analysis the 
mentioning of the location in the address information was not taken as a score. It 
had been expected that only firms that produce a regional product would score 
highly on this element. This assumption is thus rejected, since ‘location / sense-of-
place’ was mentioned on almost all the investigated websites. Among these, there 
were many firms that do not produce a specific regional product. Apparently, 
‘location / sense-of-place’ is a more important image-element for firms than 
expected. When the two above elements are correlated, there is a very low 
correlation score of 0.223 which is also not statistically significant. This means that 
there is no direct link between a high frequency for ‘tradition, culture & age’ and a 
relatively high score for ‘location / sense-of-place’ on the same website. 
Considering the relationships between all the various elements, the results for the 
correlations can be found in Table 7.2 below. It is interesting that there are high 
positive correlations between ‘product / activity’ and ‘family firm’, between 
‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘family firm’ as well as between ’location/sense-of-
place’ and ‘family-firm’. All these relationships are significant at the 5% level. The 
positive relationship between ‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘family firm’ was 
expected. A positive relationship between ‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘product / 
activity’ was also anticipated but turned out not to be the case. Between these 
elements, a negative, albeit not statistically significant, relationship was found.  
Positive relationships were expected between ‘tradition, culture & age’ and the 
elements ‘size’ and ‘market’. For ‘market’ such a relationship was not found. For 
‘size’ a small positive correlation was found, however, only significant at the 5% 
level.  
 
Table 7.2: Correlations between the various elements on the websites 
 
 Product Family name tradition location structure market  size 
product 1 -0.289* 0.105 -0.125 -0.138 0.160 0.118 0.065 
family  1 -0.194 0.413** 0.316** -0.090 -0.057 -0.041 
name   1 -0.048 0.30 0.124 0.225 -0.034 
tradition    1 0.223 0.270 -0.058 0.281* 
location     1 -0.164 0.181 0.007 
structure     1 0.037 0.310* 
market      1 0.124 
size       1 
** = significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
*  = significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
N = 70 
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Figure 7.7 could be confusing as it measures the relative frequency of all the 
elements over all websites, even on those websites that did not even mention the 
element at all. Some firm are, for example, not a family firm, so of course their 
score for this element on their website should be zero, as reflected in Figure 7.6. 
However, after controlling for this, the results did not differ significantly from the 
results shown in Figure 7.7. The results for average frequency when only websites 
which mentioned the element at least once were included, gave almost identical 
results as for the average frequency of the elements over all websites. 

7.4.4  Continuous versus changed identity 
 
Since, in the telephone survey, a distinction was made between continuous or 
changed identity of old firms, here also the websites were examined for possible 
differences in this respect. In Figure 7.8 below, one can see the relative importance 
of the image-elements on websites for firms with a continuous corporate identity 
and those with a changed identity. 
 
Figure 7.8: Relative frequency of elements on websites of firms with a changed versus a continuous 
identity 
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The figures in Figure 7.8 do not differ very much at first sight from the values 
given in Figure 7.7 for all websites. However, when comparing the figures for each 
element for continuous versus changed corporate identity, more disparities are 
found. The element ‘size’ is twice as important as an image element for firms with 
an unchanged identity as for firms with a changed identity. Conversely, the element 
‘structure’ is twice as important, as an image element, for firms with an altered 
identity as for firms with an unaltered identity. This is interesting, since both 
elements were relatively less important as an identifying element for firms with a 
continuous identity in the analysis of Section 6.5. Overall, however, the differences 
in image elements between firms with a continuous and those with a changed 
identity are not large. Apparently, when constructing a ‘wished identity’, elements 
that were significant for the change in identity are not emphasized on websites. 
Firms wish to underline those elements that reflect accountability and reliability. 
Continuous and stable elements are a better tool for doing this, as found as well in 
the earlier chapters. 
 

7.5  A trustworthy identity: a tool for survival? 
 
From the results in this chapter, it can again be underlined that a continuous 
identity, together with an image that shows this continuity, is important for old 
firms and in a way imperative for the firm’s survival. Although trustworthiness was 
not a distinct identifying element in this particular exercise, several respondents, as 
well as the secondary data, emphasized this element. 
A few good examples from the empirical data are: Respondent 4:“we have always 
produced the same product; continuity of quality is our trademark”, respondent 
105: “Within the firm we kept our authentic atmosphere, culture and character”, 
respondent 285: “our image and mentality remained the same, this gives a sense of 
trust to our customers, even though we have modernised”, and respondent 28: “we 
are a family firm and our values go from father to son: tradition, reliability and 
quality are our main trademarks.”. Also in the written questionnaires this sense of 
trustworthiness comes up. Not just among the very old firms, but also among firms 
between 30 and 70 years old. Questionnaire 88: “we stand for reliability and 
fulfilment of agreements”, questionnaire 156: “we have grown over the years, but 
our image remains trustworthy”, questionnaire 249: “a small family firm with an 
image of trustworthiness and correctness”, questionnaire 271: “we are a 
renowned firm, we are accountable and reliable” and questionnaire 293:”a small 
firm to which reliability and tradition are of paramount importance.” 
Also in the secondary data this element was highlighted many times, here are two 
of the most expressive examples. Firm J: “trustworthiness and solidity are still in 
the year 2003 the foundation of this firm” (Hubben, 2003), and Firm X: “The past 
matters and is something to be very proud of. ‘Since 1692’ is added to our name to 
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express our long history to our clients. A firm that has been successful for over 300 
years deserves its credibility. This firm’s long-term existence indicates that this 
firm is solvent, knowledgeable and trustworthy” (Boorsma, 2001a). 
Even though it might seem that these illustrations reflect a biased viewpoint, this is 
not the case. The selection of the research material (websites and secondary data) 
was not arbitrary, but deliberately chosen because this material was assumed to 
contain important information concerning the investigated problem (compare 
Segers, 1999). Furthermore, the research material has been investigated and 
presented as objectively as possible. The material does strongly underline the 
importance of stable, traditional, trustworthy and reliable identities in the survival 
of old firms. 

7.6  Concluding remarks 
 
The main purpose of this chapter has been to gain insights into the use made of 
several aspects or elements that old firms can use in defining their identity and 
constructing their ‘wished-identity’ or image. As seen from the results, the 
elements mentioned by the firms in the telephone survey to describe their corporate 
identity were indeed also used to construct their image on the websites. 
Furthermore, by means of a content analysis of the websites, it was found that the 
most important of these element in defining a firm’s image on a website is 
‘product/ activity’ given its highest average relative frequency, followed by 
‘name’, ‘tradition, culture & age’ and ‘location / sense-of-place’. Interestingly, 
these last two elements are not correlated, as was expected from the theory. 
Overall, this exercise does prove once again that old firms have a strong connection 
with their location. Old firms mention their location much more that younger firms 
in verbally describing their identity and, to highlight this, old firms also mention 
their location on their websites. Clearly, ‘location / sense-of-place’ is important for 
old firms. Together with the multiple illustrations that were given in this and earlier 
chapters, the embeddedness of old firms in their location is considered proven.  
The results as shown in this chapter underline the acceptance of hypotheses 6 and 
7, and particularly hypothesis 9. The results indicate that changes in the various 
elements are seen as disruptive to the firm’s identity as such. The illustrations 
given in Chapters 5 and 6, on accountability and reliability, showed that continuity 
of the identifying elements is important for the general level of trustworthiness, and 
this is emphasised by the outcomes of the content analysis. 
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i Cultural geographers would perhaps phrase this as ‘the public ascribes an identity to the 
company.’ This is because in cultural geography the same point of view as described here is 
expressed, not by the term ‘images’, but by ‘ascribed identities.’ However, in the author’s 
opinion, it is just different names for the same phenomena. For the clarity of this chapter 
with as its main subject firms and their identities and images, and to stay in line with the 
corporate marketing literature which has been a great source of information for this specific 
investigation, the term image will be used. 
ii The answers by the respondents were coded into different categories. From the data it 
appeared that most answers containing elements of tradition, culture and age indicated the 
same answer, so these were coded into one category, the same is true for the location / 
sense-of-place category. The coding of the answers in the categories was very context 
dependent as well as the coding for the content analysis later in this chapter. 



   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



8 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS  

 
The only aspects we can see are those that our research tools allow us to capture 
(Waluszewski and Håkansson, 2002), is definitely an appropriate comment for this 
study. Although this investigation has tried to be as complete as possible, some 
early assumptions, the ‘spatial’ field of departure, and the lack of comprehensive 
data means that this research provides just one view of old firms in the 
Netherlands. But, in spite of the shortcomings, it can be argued, that interesting 
results have been found. In this final chapter some closing comments will be made 
about these results. The findings will also be related to a more general agenda on 
geographical studies, and some ideas for future research areas will also be 
presented.  
The outline for this chapter is that, it begins with a review of the questions posed in 
the introduction, followed by Sections 8.2, 8.3 and 8.4 that summarize the most 
important results from the research. In view of these results, some points for 
discussion are elaborated upon Section 8.5, and the conclusions are drawn in 
Section 8.6. In Section 8.7 this study is compared to contemporary findings in the 
field of firm demography. The chapter ends with some research implications. 

8.1  Introduction: the research set-up 
 
The central feature of this study has been the confrontation of the development of 
old firms with time. The aim of this investigation was to study the regional 
differences in the age-composition of the population of firms in the Netherlands, 
with special attention to the occurrence of older firms. Furthermore, the aim was to 
investigate the relationship between the existence of old firms and the spatial 
conditions in which these firms operate, and to gain more insight into the spatial 
aspects of the long-term existence of firms in terms of their specific characteristics.  
From this, the following questions were a starting point for this investigation. What 
is an old firm? What share do old firms (age in years) have in the total firm 
population and what are the differences in shares between regions and sectors? 
How is the population of old firms distributed over the Netherlands - are old firms 
notably concentrated in specific areas or regions? Can these differences be 
explained from the economic history of the Netherlands? What are the 
characteristics of old firms, in terms of size, location type, relocation behaviour, 
products, sector; and do old firms differ from younger firms in terms of these 
characteristics? How do old firms ‘perceive’ their corporate identity and corporate 
image, and does a sense-of-place play a role in these? Are old firms embedded in 
their local environment? The study never pretended to answer these questions fully, 
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but attempted to contribute to the understanding of the long-term survival of firms 
in a regional context from a firm demographic context. 
We started our research project with the construction of a practical definition of old 
firms, and by creating a database of old firms in the Netherlands that met this 
definition in Chapter 2. A total of 362 old firms were found, and these were the 
basis for the later empirical chapters. Then, in Chapter 3, the historical 
development of trade and industry in the Netherlands was described, together with 
an analysis of historical databases on firm activities in order to gain an insight into 
the economic history of the Netherlands. In Chapter 4, the theories of 
organizational ecology and industrial organizations were discussed from an 
evolutionary viewpoint, which suggested many ideas about the different 
characteristics of old firms that might have an influence on their long-term 
survival. 
Theoretically, the age and size of a firm have an influence on its survival chances, 
and it is to be expected that the surviving firms are generally larger than the 
‘average’ firm. Furthermore, theory also claims that firms with greater structural 
inertia have higher chances of survival. This inertia can be seen in fewer changes in 
product or activity or, from a spatial view, in less changes in location than in 
‘average’ firms. From such assumptions, concerning the variables discussed in 
Section 4.4.1, the following hypotheses were proposed at the end of Chapter 4: 

1. Old firms have different characteristics than younger firms 

2. With increased age, firms develop inertia concerning locational behaviour.  

3. With increased size, firms develop inertia concerning locational behaviour. 

4. Firms founded in adverse environments have less relocation history 

5. Locational behaviour of old firms is first-degree path dependent 

6. Old firms are positively locked-in to their location, product and identity 

7. Old firms experienced adaptation at early times in their lives concerning 
growth and location, product and market. 

8. Old firms’ identities are a result of path-dependence 

9. Old firms’ generally inert behaviour is linked to the preservation of their 
identity, in order to maintain high levels of accountability and reliability.  

In Chapters 5, 6 and 7, these hypotheses guided an empirical investigation of the 
population of old firms in the Netherlands. In Chapter 5, the population of old 
firms was investigated, using the results from a telephone survey of the entire 
population of old firms, supplemented with some spatial firm histories based on the 
outcomes of 37 written questionnaires completed by old firms and complementary 
secondary data. In Chapter 6, the old firms were contrasted with a group of 144 
younger firms, to investigate whether or not they are really different. Also in this 
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chapter, the influence of increasing firm age on locational inertia was tested. In 
Chapter 7, the corporate identity and image of old firms has been researched in 
more depth, concentrating on its meaning in terms of long-term survival. In all the 
empirical chapters, attention has been given to the historical context: the past of the 
old firms has been taken into consideration, and how the past has influenced the 
present state. 

8.2  Old firms in the Netherlands: a recapitulation 
 
It was necessary to construct a practical definition of old firms in such a way that 
the theoretical and research considerations were both met, and that a sufficient 
number of researchable objects remained. Even though, in the theory, much 
discourse exists about how to define a firm, a few common characteristics are seen 
as being be present in all firms. These are: firms have a goal of profit or survival, 
firms are based around one or more production processes, and firms have some 
legal form. In practice, studies are forced to take a more pragmatic approach and 
adjust their questions to the available data. The definition chosen in this research is 
that a firm remains the same firm provided the product stays the same, or is 
differentiated in the same product-line, and the name of the firm has not been 
altered. Age is defined as years since founding, an old firm is one that was founded 
before 1851 and still exists today. 
In the Netherlands, 362 firms met this definition. Investigating this group, it was 
found that the population of old firms is not evenly distributed over the 
Netherlands and that a sectoral bias exists within this population, both over the 
Netherlands as a whole, and also within the provinces. Compared to the total firm 
population in the Netherlands, regional differences were found. The age 
distribution of firms varies slightly over the provinces. In general, a greater 
absolute and relative share of old firms is found in the less dynamic areas such as 
the provinces of Fryslân, Overijssel, Gelderland and Zeeland. Old firms make up 
0.1% of all Dutch firms and by province this share ranges from 0.26% in Zeeland 
and 0.21% in Fryslân to 0.01% in Flevoland and 0.02% in Limburg. In terms of 
sectoral distribution, the old firms also differ to the total firm population. Old firms 
are mainly represented in the so-called old-fashioned sectors within construction 
and industry. Even though the old firms make up such a small percentage of the 
total Dutch firm population, they generate more than 4% of all employment. 
In the period that these old firms have existed, the Dutch economy has gone 
through two major transitions. The Netherlands has gone from a crafts and trade 
based economy, with a strong agricultural basis, at the beginning of the 19th 
century to a service-oriented economy at the beginning of the 21st century, having 
witnessed two industrial revolutions. The first period of transition started around 
1850 and lasted until the beginning of the First World War, and can be 
characterized as the mechanization of production and mass production. The second 
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transition period started around 1945 with the introduction of microelectronics and 
plastics. The production of goods has been ‘delocalised’ to cheap-labour countries, 
and turned the Dutch economy towards a more service oriented focus. 
Linking the development of the Dutch economy to the group of survivors, 
generally the survival of oldies in manufacturing is very easy to understand in their 
present location. The development of industry, as discussed in Section 3.3, explains 
this. Currently, among old firms, the most important manufacturing groups in the 
Netherlands are ‘construction’, ‘foodstuffs & beverages’ and ‘book printing’. Of 
the old firms, in absolute numbers, most fall within one of these categories. It is 
concluded from the historical investigation, in Chapter 3, that the surviving oldies 
come from manufacturing groups that were much larger at the firms’ time of 
founding. By linking this with the density dependence model, as described in 
Chapter 2, this seems to be plausible. The old firms mostly produce ‘traditional 
goods’ and are the survivors of groups of firms that were (and are) producing daily 
necessities. Over the course of time, these have either become less needed and only 
used for specific purposes, or through economies of scale or replacement by similar 
goods from cheaper countries, and so the number of firms in the group has 
declined. The survivors were either in a better position regarding competition, or 
adapted their production processes to recent standards. The survivors created a 
niche for themselves in a market for traditional products,  sometimes even just for 
the sake of memories and nostalgia. 
This link with the past, through which historic, momentary conditions become 
important for the present outcome, can be theoretically explained by the concept of 
path dependency. Events at and during the firm’s initial location and development, 
created durable commitments and have determined the present outcome. With the 
progress of time, the development and past decisions of a firm become increasingly 
important as determinants of future choices. It does not really matter whether the 
current state of the firm is an outcome of deliberate choice or an outcome of a 
series of accidental events, it is clear that the created inertia due to past choices has 
consequences for the present state of the firm. In this study it is observed that the 
its present state and condition of an old firm, in interaction with its environment, is 
caused by historical circumstances, past and current entrepreneurial achievements 
and locational advantages. 
In Chapter 4 it was concluded that from theory, firms survive by two mechanisms. 
Firstly adaptation: process innovation or locational adaptation, and secondly; 
inertia: which creates increased levels of reliability and accountability. Several 
factors influence this fragile balance between adaptation and inertia in old firms; 
such as history, legitimation and competition. These factors influence the levels of 
reliability and accountability, and are reflected in the firm’s identity. Tradition and 
path dependency create inert behaviour in old firms concerning their location, 
product and culture, and this keeps levels of trustworthiness high. Also the region 
where the firm resides is important. Tradition and identity create a sense-of-
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belonging of a firm in a specific location. For old firms these factors add up to the 
following: old firms are inert because these firms cannot change very much without 
affecting their level of trustworthiness but, at the same time, a firm needs to adapt 
in order to keep up. Adaptation in old firms will therefore be less ‘visible’ to the 
outside world and, in this way, will less affect the firm’s identity and 
recognizability. An old firm’s localisation in terms of time and place has made the 
firm what it is today. Due to path-dependent structures, an old firm is currently less 
free in its behaviour. The firm’s identity is positively locked-in, created by choices 
made in the past. This, in turn, is reflected in the firm’s inert behaviour in terms of 
most factors and only modest adaptation in others. The firm is bounded by this 
lock-in, and major changes in the firm will create a greater likelihood of exit by 
resetting the clock. 

8.3  Spatial behaviour of old firms 
 
In Chapters 5 and 6, the age-dependency of several characteristics for old firms 
was proven. Evidence was found to underline the fact that old firms show more 
inert locational behaviour. Spatial inertia for old firms is a consequence of rent 
displacement. The sunk costs in location, plant, equipment, personnel and network 
relationships have created this locational inertia. The findings indicate that firm age 
is an important factor in explaining this spatial inert behaviour. Size of the firm and 
its market are less delineating in the firms locational behaviour. Using an historical 
inductive approach, in the form of spatial firm histories, it was found that the 
embeddedness of old firms in their location originates mostly from their history. 
With the passing of time these old firms get entangled in their local environment. 
The firms’ reliability is increased by a known and unchanged location, together 
with tradition and recognizability stimulating locational inertia. The longer a firm 
exists, the stronger these inertial forces become. It is interesting that no evidence is 
found that the regional environment, in terms of adversity, influences the survival 
chances. Also, no cluster-type activities were found in the spatial behaviour of old 
firms. 
The population of old firms was confronted with a randomly but statistically 
selected group of younger firms (founded after 1850), with the following results. 
Old firms relocate less and there is a difference in the location type of the two, as 
well as a slight difference in their appreciation of their current location. It can be 
concluded that the inert behaviour of oldies concerning their location is due to 
spatial lock-in and embeddedness acquired time, rather than originating from a 
specific ‘contentment’ to their location. The findings do not support the view that 
other firm characteristics, such as size, market, and network connection are directly 
related to the age of a firm. When these characteristics were tested without 
considering age, it was found that for all the tested firms (old and younger), that 
firms with a local network, firms that were more innovative and firms that are not 
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located in the West of the Netherlands have increased locational inertia, or a lower 
chance of having relocated. Furthermore, firms that own their premises and firms 
that have already invested in adaptating their current site are also less likely to 
relocate. 
This again underlines the fact that, indeed, old firms do have more locational 
inertia. It seems that when firms have been located longer at a specific location that 
they get more entangled with their local environment. For old firms with a long 
history, this is even more the case. A known and unchanged location increases the 
firm’s perceived reliability and accountability over time. Together with a sense of 
tradition and belonging, the firm’s size and recognizability to the customers 
encourages spatial inertia. 

8.4  Old firm’s identities 
 
In this study, significant emphasis was given to the identity of old firms. It was 
assumed, and later found, that the identity of old firms remained the same provided 
certain characteristics of the old firms did not considerably change during the life 
of the firms. When an old firm was asked to identify itself, the identity remained 
stable provided the product or activity did not change, when the name of the firm 
was unaltered and when the location remained the same. Furthermore, continuous 
family involvement and tradition were seen as important for the old firm’s 
identities. In comparison, the old firms would consider their identities changed 
when the firm’s structure, market and size had changed. Thus, the old firms’ 
identities are strongly related to other firm variables remaining stable over time. 
When the identities of old firms and younger firms were compared, the results 
underlined this sense of stability for old firms. Old and young firms use different 
identifying elements in describing their own identity. Younger firms put more 
emphasis on their personnel and the services they offer. Furthermore, it was clearly 
shown that old firms put much more emphasis on their location and traditions as 
identifying elements. This indicates that old firms are more embedded in their 
location, and for this reason their location or sense of place is an identifying 
element. Old firms may have been located at the same place for long that the street 
is named after the firm and not the other way round. A firm may have known 
several generations of clients and employees, or the firms produce a regional 
product. Old firms have been so long in one place that the name and place are 
mentioned in one breath: relocating out of the region would harm the firm’s image. 
Old firms get locked-in by their reputation, the legitimation of their product, and 
identity; and over generations this becomes a self-reinforcing process within the 
firm. 
From a content analysis of their websites, it appears that old firms use the same 
elements in creating an image as they indicated as being important for their internal 
identity. Recognizability of the firm by its ‘product or activity’, ‘name’, ‘tradition, 
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culture & age’ and be being at a specific location are important in creating an 
image. When the findings were controlled for changed or unchanged identity, the 
results were almost identical. It seems that old firms that recognize that they have 
experienced several changes in firm characteristics, avoid emphasising these 
changes on their websites. All the old firms underlined those elements that reflect 
accountability and reliability: creating a continuous and stable image. This points 
towards the idea that a continuous identity, together with an image that shows this 
continuity, is important for old firms and an imperative for their survival. A stable 
identity increases the level of trustworthiness. 

8.5  Discussion 
 
The empirical evidence discussed above supports all the hypotheses except one. 
For hypothesis 4, firms founded in adverse environments have less relocation 
history,  no evidence was found, and therefore it is rejected. The other hypotheses 
are supported, although for some the evidence is more plentiful than for others. 
However, the conclusions should be treated with caution, since this study takes 
only one viewpoint: the spatial. We have ignored firm internal data such as export 
shares and sales, FDI, specialisation effects, to name but a few. These could be 
incorporated in future research. Unfortunately, with the focus on structural inertia 
in locational behaviour, no insights into other forms of structural inertia concerning 
firm internal factors are gained. Also the memory gap should be considered further. 
The period studied in this research for these firms is so long that it is impossible for 
the current entrepreneurs to remember everything, especially those occurrences that 
happened before they were born and that they only know through stories of 
preceding entrepreneurs. Although it was attempted to fill the memory gap as far as 
possible using secondary data, there is every chance that the results are coloured by 
the memory gap. A final critical note on the data gathering is that although we tried 
to be as complete and objective as possible, the results would have been enhanced 
if, for all firms, more in-depth research had taken place. However, such a research 
program would have taken much longer, and by adopting telephone interviews it 
was possible to interact with the total population in a relatively short period. 
Furthermore, the decision to define old firms as those founded before 1851 was 
based on data considerations. Cut-off dates of 1900 of 1950 could as easily have 
been chosen, and this could have led to different results with a larger sample size.  
The issues of learning organizations and structural inertia are not as mutually 
exclusive as it might seem at first sight. For both theories, sufficient contemporary 
evidence is found in the literature. The empirical evidence found in this 
investigation also indicates that indeed all firms’ behaviours include aspects of 
adaptation and inertia. However, the evidence does underline that most emphasis is 
placed by old firms on remaining stable, creating forces for structural inertia in 
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firm characteristics. Nevertheless, it must be stated that all firms, including old 
ones, do change over time, and that this is inevitable. 
The research by De Geus (1997) found four common indicators in multinational 
firms that are long-lived: 1) these firms are sensitive to their environment and 
timely adapt to the changing circumstances. 2) The firms were coherent and had a 
strong sense of identity, a strong bonding between the personnel was necessary to 
survive turbulent times, 3) long lived firms are tolerant, and 4) the firms are 
financially conservative. Furthermore, he found that long survival was not 
influenced by financial status, specific sector, or type of production or country. The 
results from his study, based on a sample of 30 international multinationals, were 
never published in academic journals. Our study of old firms had a different focus 
group, because most old firms are not multinationals, and also in that only Dutch 
firms were investigated (362 long-lived firms). The results from De Geus and this 
thesis do have some communalities, but differences are also found. The most 
interesting common findings are that long-lived firms are very much determined by 
their identity, and that identity plays an important role in long-term survival. We 
also agree that there is no influence from sector or type of production on this long-
term survival. Furthermore, De Geus did not find country differences in his firms’ 
in survival. Although, in this study, only firms in the Netherlands are investigated, 
it has been found that long-lived firms define themselves not so much on the 
national level but more on the local level; and this could been an explantion for De 
Geus’ results as well. 

8.6  Conclusions 
 
Theoretical and empirical analysis has revealed evidence that underlines the 
importance of embeddedness in a certain location and a continuous identity in the 
survival of old firms. It can be concluded that these are key-elements in long-term 
survival. This study has implications for the concept of the firm in terms of 
economic geography. Old firms are more embedded in the regional economy, and  
with higher levels of employment than newer, and mostly smaller, firms. 
This study has contributed to a better understanding of the long-term survival of 
firms from a spatial context. It has been illustrated and proven that both history and 
space matter, and thus that firms should always be considered in the wider context 
of their location and past, and should not be researched as a timeless and space less 
object of investigation. Rather, the path-dependent nature of development and 
spatial lock-in can create creative solutions for future firm development. 
Modern literature states that firms mostly relocate when they are young, possibly  
in the first years of their existence. When the population of old firms studied was 
young, transportation was not so good as today and relative distances were larger. 
Mobility was less common in those days, and this can explain the low relocation 
figures for old firms. Having been located at a specific site for so long, the forces 
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of path dependency and embeddedness increase and so these firms do not relocate, 
even if it is desirable in periods of growth. Old firms will try to find other solutions 
to satisfy their need for space, by adapting the current site or by opening a branch. 
Thus, old firms do differ from younger firms in several characteristics, and also in 
their economic impact. Location matters, old firms are more locked-in to their 
location and have more emotional attachment. Old firms very much identify 
themselves with the location in which they are situated. De Geus (1997) concludes 
in his research that “the priorities of long-living firms are not explicitly expressed in 
economic terms” (pp.222) and “a decrease in the death rates of firms seems to be 
beneficial for all parties: the members, suppliers, customers, the community and the share 
holders” (pp. 223). This can be said to hold true for old firms in the Netherlands as 
well. 
In Figure 8.1, a schematic view is given of the influence of path dependence on the 
spatial behaviour of old firms. From organizational ecology, we learned that firms 
survive to an extent by adapting. For instance, through process innovation or 
locational adaptation. On the other hand they also survive by inertia: creating 
increased levels of reliability and accountability. Several factors influence this 
delicate equilibrium between levels of adaptability and of inertia within old firms; 
which are listed in the right-hand column. History matters, since this is the core of 
path-dependence. Legitimation is important for old firms, in earlier life for creating 
a market and, nowadays, for maintaining their market. Levels of competition 
influence this legitimation. Levels of reliability and accountability are reflected in 
the identity of the firm. This creates inert behaviour in firms in terms of location, 
product, and innovation. Also tradition is important for identity and tradition is in 
itself a stimulus for the inert behaviour of firms, in a so-called positive lock in. 
Technology and routines result from this positive lock-in and, conversely the 
choice of a particular technology and/or routine in the past, created this tradition, 
and from this the identity. All this has a direct influence on the levels of inertia 
within old firms. A firm cannot be studied without paying attention to the region 
and its institutions: these interact with the firm and can create a sense of belonging 
for a firm. This sense of belonging reflects ,in turn, on the firm’s site and situation, 
and so, over time, it becomes more difficult for firms to leave their current 
locations. 
All these factors influence the inert behaviour of firms. For old firms this 
encourages inert behaviour in one sense, because the firm cannot ‘afford’ changes 
since this will affect its levels of trustworthiness. On the other hand, firms need to 
adapt in order to react to changing environments. Adaptation in old firms is 
therefore less ‘visible’ on the outside. The changes will be for example on-site 
spatial adaptation, process-innovation, or market extension. Whichever, the 
changes will not affect the firm’s identity and recognizability for its customers. The 
old firm has become what, and where, it is nowadays by its localisation in time and 
place: path-dependency, in interaction with competition and regional development. 
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Due to this, the old firm is constrained in its behaviour if it wants to continue its 
‘long-life’ or ‘success.’  
 
Figure 8.1: Path dependency and the location of old firms 
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8.7  Demography of firms; contemporary findings 
 
In recently published special issues of the journals ‘Small Business Economics’ 
and ‘Annals of Regional Science’, much attention has been given to firm 
demographic subjects. These special issues do involve any of the relationships 
between a firm’s age, size, location, and growth. All are investigating the impact of 
firms (and their entrepreneurs) and their specific characteristics on the regional 
economy. For example, Hoogstra and Van Dijk (2004), explain firm employment 
growth by location. From their empirical findings, they conclude that the 
performance of a firm is influenced by location characteristics. A high population 
density, general employment growth and spatial clustering of similar firms all are 
found to have a positive effect on the employment growth in firms. Furthermore, 
Hoogstra and Van Dijk find that firms that have recently relocated show greater 
increases in employment numbers, which indicates that these firms want to grow 
and have already adapted by means of a location strategy that allows growth. Other 
interesting findings from their research are that when many new firms enter a 
market the employment growth of the existing firms is hampered (increase in 
density and competition) and that alongside to spatial clustering a great diversity of 
economic activities also enhances employment growth. As for business activity, 
they find, not surprisingly, that manufacturing is less footloose in terms of location 
than services because of the greater investments in buildings and equipment. Other 
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research supports these findings. Beugelsdijk and Noorderhaven (2004) find that 
there are regional differences in entrepreneurial activities. Regions with a higher 
economic growth have more firm start-ups. Wagner and Sternberg (2004) also find 
evidence for regional differences in entry-rates. Furthermore, they argue that the 
performance and indirectly the survival chances are related not just to the 
characteristics of the firm itself and the entrepreneur, but also the environmental 
factors as features of the regional environment. In line with this, Huisman and Van 
Wissen (2004) find a tendency for spatial concentration in new firms more than for 
existing firms. In terms of the survival of firms, they conclude that existing firms in 
clusters have lower survival rates because the effects of local competition are 
stronger for older firms than the positive effects of localization economies. They 
find that firms who start in clusters have a tendency to relocate at later stages of 
their life to more distant locations. The logit model by Brouwer et al. (2004, see 
also Section 6.2) also indicated that the relocation of firms is mostly triggered by 
firm growth, either external growth through acquisition or mergers, and to a less 
extent by takeovers, or by internal growth in the number of employees. Together 
with firm age and size, this also has an influence on relocation behaviour. Van 
Wissen (2004) also finds that space matters in terms of economic growth, in firms, 
and between industries. He finds that “as industries develop, the geographical pattern 
that emerged in the earlier stages may have a lasting impact upon the geographical 
distribution of further growth. This may be labelled as spatial lock-in or path dependency” 
(pp.261). 
It seems from my particular investigation, together with the contemporary findings 
as indicated in this section, that there is a triangular relationship between firm 
growth, age and (re) location. When firms grow they have greater survival chances, 
and as they grow they have higher relocation likelihoods. By relocating, the firm 
gets even greater opportunities for growth and by this growth the firm improves its 
likelihood of long-term survival. With the increased chances of firms growing and 
surviving, employment rates will go up in specific region. So, from this 
perspective, long-term survival is clearly a positive thing, because older firms will 
be larger with more employees. Evidence of this is found in this particular 
research: even though the old firms are only 0.1% of the total firm population, 
these old firms generate over 4% of the employment in the Netherlands. Old firms 
in this study had low relocation figures it is argued because, when these firms were 
young and were growing, mobility was less common and they found alternative 
solutions to their need for space. 
So, thus old firms do differ from younger firms in several characteristics, and also 
in their economic impact. Location matters, old firms are more locked-in to their 
location and attribute more emotional value to it. Old firms identify themselves 
with the location where they are situated. From a firm demographic perspective, it 
means that one should not overlook the older part of the firm population in 
explaning the structure and impact of the firm population on the regional economy. 
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Further research on the economic significance of the ‘middle-aged and mature’ 
firms in firm demography would complement this study’s findings on the older part 
of the firm population. 

8.8  Research implications 
 
One question leads to another, and this is true for this study. Spatial studies have 
paid too little attention to older firms and the ways they have successfully survived, 
and how the regional circumstances may perhaps have favoured them. This study 
has shed some light on this issue, but much research is still needed in this 
fascinating field that combines economic and historical geography. Other types of 
research on the same theme could complement the present study. At least five 
directions can be considered:  
First, an investigation of a firm’s path in time and space by means of cohort 
analysis. Given the data requirements, such an investigation needs to be on a 
shorter time frame than the current study. An investigation of the firm’s path over a 
shorter period would reveal the moment of lock-in. With younger firms, there may 
be more sectoral differences to be found. In this, the importance of the historical 
approach needs to be underlined in order to explain the differences between firms 
and industries. Also the development of technology over time needs to be 
incorporated, the process of technological innovation; within the firm, but also in 
its regional context. Levels of technology in firms and in their context (e.g. 
improved infrastructure) play an important role in firm- and industry development.  
Second, investigating ‘dead’ firms, using a negative case study approach, would 
shed more light on non-survival. This approach might provide more insight into the 
specific survival qualities of firms than is achieved by only analysing the survivors 
for common characteristics. A confrontation between the characteristics of 
survivors and non-survivors would better answer the survival question.  
Third, a better understanding of the long-term development through implementing 
entrepreneurial stimuli, would be obtained by in-depth research into family firms, 
since these might have information about generations of entrepreneurs. Especially 
if these firms have always remained in the same region, then the longer-term 
implications for the region could be revealed.  
Fourth, some interesting findings in this study concered the role of corporate 
identity, and the role of location in this, and deserve further attention in future 
research. A few interesting topics are whether corporate identities differ 
internationally, and whether multinationals also identify themselves on a local 
level? This could add to the current debate on the global firm, the role of 
transnational corporations and their role in corporate social responsibility.  
Fifth, the validity of these findings is limited by the fact that they refer mainly to 
past developments. Thus, there is a need for some prospective analyses as well. 
Such analyses may address the way particular events in firms’ lives could be linked 
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with developments in urban and regional policies. This could, for example, reveal 
the nature and magnitude of the possible outplacement needs of these older firms. 
Future investigations could also reveal the national condition of the old firm, since 
we have concentrated on only one specific country: the Netherlands. Our study has 
shown that the history of firms in various places does matter for the development in 
time and space. It can be concluded that old firms have a spatial impact, that they 
are embedded in their location and region and that their spatial organization is inert 
and carefully preserved through the firm’s identity and image. This study, however, 
represents but a minor part of the research that still needs to be undertaken within 
this research area. 
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SAMENVATTING 

 
In dit onderzoek naar oude bedrijven in Nederland was het doel 1) inzicht 
verwerven in de regionale verschillen die optreden in de leeftijdssamenstelling van 
de bedrijvenpopulatie in Nederland, met bijzondere aandacht voor het voorkomen 
van oude bedrijven en 2) het zoeken van een relatie tussen het voorkomen van oude 
bedrijven en de ruimtelijke condities waaronder ze functioneren. Aldus kon 3) 
meer inzicht verworven worden in de ruimtelijke aspecten van het lange termijn 
bestaan van bedrijven bezien vanuit hun specifieke (ruimtelijke) karakteristieken 

Oude bedrijven in Nederland 
 
In dit onderzoek worden bedrijven als volgt gedefinieerd. Een bedrijf blijft 
hetzelfde bedrijf wanneer het product of de activiteit gelijk is gebleven of 
gedifferentieerd binnen dezelfde product/activiteitengroep en de naam van het 
bedrijf niet is veranderd. De leeftijd van het bedrijf is gedefinieerd in jaren sinds 
oprichting, oud zijn die bedrijven die opgericht zijn voor 1851 en nu nog steeds 
bestaan. 
In Nederland zijn er 362 bedrijven die aan deze definitie voldoen. Tijdens het 
onderzoeken van deze groep kwam naar voren dat de populatie van oude bedrijven 
niet gelijkmatig over Nederland is verdeeld. Naast verschillen in aantallen 
bedrijven per provincie, zijn er sectorale verschillen tussen de provincies gevonden 
voor oude bedrijven. De leeftijdssamenstelling van de bedrijvenpopulatie verschilt 
ook per provincie. In het algemeen zijn absoluut en relatief hoge percentages oude 
bedrijven te vinden in minder dynamische gebieden, zoals de provincies Fryslân, 
Overijssel, Gelderland en Zeeland. In de totale Nederlandse bedrijvenpopulatie 
neemt de groep oude bedrijven slechts 0,1% in. Per provincie bekeken verschilt dit 
aandeel van 0,26% in Zeeland en 0,21% in Fryslân tot 0,01% in Flevoland en 
0,02% in Limburg. Ook qua sectorale verdeling verschillen de aandelen oude 
bedrijven van de totale populatie. Oude bedrijven komen voornamelijk voor in de 
bouw en in de zogenaamde ‘ouderwetse’ sectoren in de nijverheid. Alhoewel de 
oude bedrijven slechts een klein aandeel van het Nederlandse bedrijfsleven 
vormen, genereren ze wel meer dan 4% van alle werkgelegenheid. 

Economische geschiedenis  
 
In de periode dat deze oude bedrijven bestaan, heeft de Nederlandse economie 
twee belangrijke omwentelingen ondergaan. Nederland veranderde van een 
ambachts- en handelsgeoriënteerde economie met een sterke agrarische basis in het 
begin van de 19e eeuw in een dienstverlenende economie aan het begin van de 21e 
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eeuw. Dit gebeurde in twee industriële revoluties. De eerste overgangsperiode 
begon rond 1850 en duurde tot het begin van de Eerste Wereldoorlog en werd 
gekenmerkt door mechanisatie van de productie en het starten van massaproductie. 
De tweede overgangsperiode loopt vanaf 1945, met de introductie van micro-
elektronica en kunststoffen. Veel productie van goederen wordt in deze periode 
verplaatst naar lage-lonen landen en de Nederlandse economie richt zich 
voornamelijk op de dienstverlenende sector. 
Wanneer de ontwikkeling van de Nederlandse economie aan de groep van 
overlevers gekoppeld wordt, is de overleving van oudjes in de nijverheid makkelijk 
te begrijpen. Momenteel zijn in de groep van oude bedrijven vooral de volgende 
groepen vertegenwoordigd: bouw, levensmiddelen en boekdrukkerijen. In absolute 
aantallen zijn in deze groepen de meeste oude bedrijven vertegenwoordigd. Een 
conclusie die hieruit voorvloeit is dat de overlevende oudjes onderdeel zijn van 
nijverheidsgroepen die veel talrijker waren in aantalen bedrijven toen deze werden 
opgericht. Wanneer dit wordt bekeken vanuit het dichtheid-afhankelijkheids model 
lijkt dit een aannemelijke verklaring. De oude bedrijven produceren voornamelijk 
‘traditionele goederen’ en zijn de overlevers van een groep bedrijven die dagelijkse 
gebruiksgoederen produceerden, maar in de loop der tijd werden deze producten of 
minder nodig, of alleen nog gebruikt voor speciale doeleinden, of door 
schaaleconomie vervangen door gelijkwaardige producten uit goedkopere landen; 
in elk geval nam het aantal bedrijven in deze groep af. De groep van overlevers had 
òf een betere positie ten opzichte van de concurrentie, òf hebben hun 
productieproces aangepast aan hedendaagse standaarden. De overlevers hebben 
voor zichzelf een marktniche gecreëerd in een markt van traditionele producten, 
soms alleen maar ten behoeve van herinneringen en nostalgie. 

Padafhankelijkheid van oude bedrijven 
 
De schakel naar het verleden is van groot belang voor het verklaren van lange 
termijn overleving. De huidige toestand van een bedrijf kan verklaard worden door 
het concept van padafhankelijkheid. Hierbij wordt aangenomen dat historische 
gebeurtenissen en beslissingen invloed hebben op het heden. Gebeurtenissen op de 
vestigingslocatie in het verleden en het heden creëren duurzame verbintenissen van 
een bedrijf met die plek en bepalen daardoor het huidige resultaat. In de loop der 
tijd worden beslissingen die genomen zijn in het verleden steeds belangrijker als 
determinanten voor toekomstige keuzes. De gecreëerde inertie door eerdere 
beslissingen heeft consequenties voor de huidige staat van een bedrijf.  De huidige 
conditie en samenhang met de omgeving van oude bedrijven is veroorzaakt door 
historische omstandigheden, oude en nieuwe verworvenheden van ondernemers en 
locatievoordelen. Ruimtelijke inertie van oude bedrijven kan gezien worden als een 
gevolg van het vermijden van inkomensverlies. Het kapitaal dat is vastgelegd in 
locatie, fabriek, apparatuur en netwerkrelaties veroorzaakt deze ruimtelijke inertie. 
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In de evolutionaire economie- en populatie ecologie-theorieën wordt beschreven 
hoe bedrijven overleven door het toepassen van twee mechanismen. Als eerste 
aanpassing; procesinnovatie of aanpassing van locatie, en ten tweede inert gedrag; 
dit creëert verhoogde niveaus van deugdelijkheid en verantwoordelijkheid van een 
bedrijf. Diverse factoren beïnvloeden deze fragiele balans tussen enerzijds 
aanpassing en anderzijds inertie in oude bedrijven, zoals het verleden, legitimatie 
en concurrentie. Deze factoren beïnvloeden namelijk de niveaus van 
deugdelijkheid en verantwoordelijkheid die ook worden weergegeven in de 
identiteit van een bedrijf. Traditie en padafhankelijkheid creëren inert gedrag van 
oude bedrijven ten opzichte van hun locatie, product en cultuur, die op hun beurt de 
niveaus van betrouwbaarheid hoog houden. Ook de regio waar een bedrijf zit is van 
belang. Traditie en identiteit creëren een thuisgevoel met een specifieke locatie. In 
het geval van oude bedrijven tellen al deze factoren op tot het volgende. Oude 
bedrijven vertonen inert gedrag omdat deze bedrijven niet (veel) kunnen 
veranderen, omdat verandering het niveau van betrouwbaarheid van het bedrijf kan 
aantasten, maar op hetzelfde moment moeten bedrijven veranderingen doorvoeren 
om bij de tijd te blijven. Aanpassingen in oude bedrijven zullen daarom minder 
zichtbaar zijn voor het publiek en op deze manier minder invloed hebben op de 
identiteit en herkenbaarheid van een bedrijf. De locatie van een oud bedrijf in tijd 
en plaats hebben het bedrijf gemaakt wat het vandaag de dag is. Als gevolg van 
padafhankelijke structuren is een oud bedrijf op dit moment minder vrij in zijn 
gedragingen en keuzes. De identiteit van een bedrijf is ‘ingebed’ door keuzes uit of 
routines ontstaan in het verleden, die het bedrijf door verbondenheid aan traditie of 
door kostenoverwegingen niet wil vervangen. Dit is te herkennen in het inerte 
gedrag van oude bedrijven in de meeste situaties, en bescheiden aanpassing in 
andere situaties. Door deze ‘ingebedheid’ zullen grote veranderingen in oude 
bedrijven leiden tot het terugzetten van de klok en zal de kans op sluiting 
toenemen. 
In figuur 1 is een schema gegeven dat de invloed van padafhankelijkheid op het 
ruimtelijk gedrag van oude bedrijven weergeeft. Diverse factoren beïnvloeden het 
evenwicht tussen de mate van aanpassing en inertie in oude bedrijven, deze kunnen 
gezien worden in de kolom aan de rechterkant. Het verleden is van belang, dit is 
het basisidee van padafhankelijkheid. Legitimatie is ook belangrijk voor oude 
bedrijven, in het begin bij het aanboren van de juiste markt en nu voor het in stand 
houden van die markt. De hoeveelheid concurrentie beïnvloedt deze legitimatie. De 
niveaus van deugdelijkheid en verantwoordelijkheid zijn terug te zien in de 
identiteit van een bedrijf. Dit genereert inert gedrag van oude bedrijven wat betreft 
hun locatie, product en innovativiteit. Ook traditie is van belang voor de 
bedrijfsidentiteit en traditie zelf is ook een stimulans voor structurele inertie. Keuze 
voor techniek en routines komen voort uit een positieve ingebedheid, de keus voor 
een specifieke techniek en of routine in het verleden heeft een traditie in gang gezet 
en daarmee een invloed op de identiteit. Dit alles heeft een directe invloed op de 
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mate van inertie binnen oude bedrijven. Een bedrijf kan niet bestudeerd worden 
zonder aandacht te schenken aan de vestigingsregio en de instituten binnen de 
regio. Regio en bedrijf hebben een wisselwerking met elkaar en daardoor heeft een 
bedrijf een thuisgevoel in een regio. Dit thuisgevoel wordt gevisualiseerd in de 
directe omgeving van het bedrijf, waardoor met het toenmenen van de tijd er steeds 
minder kans bestaat dat een bedrijf zijn huidige vestigingslocatie zal verlaten. 
 
Figuur 1: Padafhankelijkheid en de locatie van oude bedrijven 
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Padafhankelijkheid en locatie 
 
Bepaalde karakteristieken van bedrijven zijn leeftijdsafhankelijk. De resultaten van 
dit onderzoek duiden erop dat de leeftijd van bedrijven belangrijk is bij het 
verklaren van ruimtelijk inert gedrag. De grootte van een bedrijf en de markt zijn 
bijvoorbeeld minder bepalend voor het vestigingsgedrag van deze oude bedrijven. 
Met een historische inductieve benadering in de vorm van ruimtelijke 
bedrijfsgeschiedenissen is gevonden dat de verankering van oude bedrijven op hun 
locatie meestal voortvloeit uit de geschiedenis van deze bedrijven. In de loop van 
de tijd raken bedrijven verstrikt in hun locale omgeving. De deugdelijkheid van een 
bedrijf neemt toe door een bekende en onveranderde locatie, tegelijkertijd wordt 
inert gedrag versterkt door traditie en herkenbaarheid. Hoe langer een bedrijf 
bestaat, hoe sterker deze inerte krachten worden. Het is interessant dat de rol van 
de regionale omgeving op de kansen van overleving overal als positief ervaren 
wordt. Ook zijn er geen bewijzen gevonden voor het sectoraal ruimtelijk clusteren 
van oude bedrijven op het lokale niveau. 
Bij de confrontatie van 37 oude bedrijven met een geselecteerde groep van 144 
jongere bedrijven (opgericht na 1850) worden de volgende resultaten duidelijk. 
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Oude bedrijven verhuizen minder en er is een verschil in locatietypen voor beide 
groepen, net als een klein verschil in de waardering voor de huidige 
vestigingslocatie. Geconcludeerd kan worden dat het inert gedrag van oude 
bedrijven ten aanzien van hun vestigingslocatie veroorzaakt wordt door ruimtelijke 
‘ingebedheid’ en een verankering in de loop der tijd, meer dan dat dit veroorzaakt 
wordt door een bepaalde ‘tevredenheid’ met hun huidige locatie. De bedrijfsgrootte 
en markt hebben geen verband met de leeftijd van het bedrijf, maar 
netwerkcontacten innovativiteit en regio wel. Wanneer er met een logit-model 
getest wordt voor deze karakteristieken zonder leeftijd mee te nemen, wordt voor 
alle geteste bedrijven (oude en jongere) gevonden dat bedrijven met een lokaal 
netwerk, bedrijven met hogere innovatieniveaus en bedrijven die niet in het westen 
van Nederland zitten, meer locationeel inert gedrag vertonen. Deze bedrijven 
hebben een kleinere kans op verplaatsingen. Hiernaast is ook gevonden dat 
bedrijven die een eigen pand in bezit hebben en bedrijven die al veel bijkomende 
investeringen gedaan hebben in de aanpassing van hun terrein minder geneigd zijn 
te verplaatsen, ook dit komt vaker voor bij oude bedrijven. Het lijkt erop dat 
wanneer bedrijven langer op een bepaalde plek zitten, ze meer vastgroeien in hun 
locale omgeving. Voor oude bedrijven met een lange geschiedenis is dit nog 
sterker het geval. Een bekende en onveranderde locatie draagt bij mate waarin 
klanten het bedrijf als onveranderd en betrouwbaar zien. Samen met een hang naar 
traditie, thuisgevoel en herkenbaarheid naar de klanten toe wordt inert gedrag van 
oude bedrijven bevorderd. 
Hedendaagse literatuur geeft aan dat de meeste bedrijven verhuizen in de 
beginjaren, wanneer ze jong zijn. Maar toen de groep van oude bedrijven jong was, 
waren er minder transportmogelijkheden en waren de relatieve afstanden groter. 
Mobiliteit was toen minder gebruikelijk, wat één verklaring is voor de lage 
migratiecijfers van de oude bedrijven. Doordat deze bedrijven lange tijd op een 
bepaalde locatie zitten, is de invloed van padafhankelijkheid en verankering 
versterkt en zullen deze bedrijven minder gauw verhuizen – zelfs in tijden van 
groei en uitbreiding. Oude bedrijven zullen trachten andere oplossingen te vinden 
voor hun ruimteprobleem, door bijvoorbeeld de huidige locatie aan te passen of 
door het openen van een extra locatie.  

Bedrijfsidentiteit en verankering 
 
In dit onderzoek is veel aandacht geschonken aan de identiteiten van oude 
bedrijven. Aangenomen werd dat de identiteit van een oud bedrijf hetzelfde blijft 
wanneer bepaalde karakteristieken van een oud bedrijf niet aanmerkelijk 
veranderen gedurende het bestaan van het bedrijf. De bedrijfsidentiteit blijft gelijk 
wanneer het product of dienst niet verandert, wanneer de naam van het bedrijf 
gelijk blijft en/of wanneer het bedrijf niet verplaatst is. Hiernaast zijn ook continue 
familiebetrokkenheid en tradities belangrijk voor het beschrijven van de identiteit 
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van oude bedrijven. Uit het onderzoek blijkt, dat oude bedrijven vinden dat hun 
identiteit veranderd is, wanneer de structuur, markt en grootte van het bedrijf 
aanzienlijk zijn veranderd.  
Bij het vergelijken van de identiteit van oude en jongere bedrijven onderschrijven 
de resultaten de hang naar stabiliteit bij oude bedrijven. Oude en jongere bedrijven 
gebruiken verschillende identificerende elementen om hun eigen identiteiten te 
beschrijven. Jongere bedrijven leggen meer nadruk op hun personeel en de 
producten en diensten die ze aanbieden. Oude bedrijven leggen veel meer nadruk 
op hun vestigingslocatie en traditie als identificerende elementen. Dit is een 
indicatie dat oude bedrijven meer verankerd zijn in hun omgeving en daarom hun 
locatie en plaatsaanhankelijkheid gebruiken als identificerende elementen. Oude 
bedrijven zitten vaak al zo lang op één plek dat bijvoorbeeld de straat naar het 
bedrijf genoemd is. Het bedrijf kent meerdere generaties van klanten én 
werknemers of het bedrijf produceert een streekproduct. Oude bedrijven zitten 
vaak al zo lang in dezelfde plaats dat de naam van de plaats en het bedrijf in één 
adem genoemd worden; verplaatsing naar elders zou het imago van het bedrijf 
kunnen schaden. Oude bedrijven raken ‘ingebed’ in hun reputatie, in de legitimatie 
van hun product en identiteit; door verschillende generaties heen wordt dit een 
zelfversterkend proces. 
Uit een inhoudsanalyse van websites van oude bedrijven komt naar voren dat oude 
bedrijven dezelfde elementen gebruiken in het creëren van een imago als voor het 
omschrijven van de bedrijfsidentiteit. Herkenbaarheid van het bedrijf door middel 
van ‘product of dienst’, ‘naam’, ‘traditie, cultuur en leeftijd’ en een bepaalde vaste 
locatie zijn belangrijk in het scheppen van een imago. Wanneer er gecontroleerd 
wordt voor veranderde en onveranderde bedrijfsidentiteit blijkt dat de resultaten 
bijna gelijk zijn. Oude bedrijven die zich bewust zijn van veranderingen die hebben 
plaatsgevonden in hun diverse bedrijfskarakteristieken leggen hier geen nadruk op 
in het imago dat ze willen creëren op hun website. Alle oude bedrijven 
onderstrepen die elementen die deugdelijkheid en verantwoordelijkheid 
weergeven; het creëren van een continu en stabiel imago. Dit geeft aan dat een 
continue identiteit en tegelijkertijd een imago dat deze continuïteit weergeeft 
belangrijk zijn voor oude bedrijven en een voordeel in de bedrijfsoverleving. Een 
stabiele identiteit verhoogt het niveau van betrouwbaarheid. 

Conclusie 
 
Oude bedrijven en jongere bedrijven verschillen, ze hebben verschillende 
karakteristieken en een andere economische impact. De locatie is van belang, oude 
bedrijven zijn meer verankerd op hun vestigingsplaats en hebben een grotere 
emotionele aanhankelijkheid aan die locatie. Oude bedrijven identificeren zichzelf 
onder andere door hun specifieke vestigingslocatie. 
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Theoretische en empirische analyses bewijzen dat verankering op een bepaalde 
locatie en een continue identiteit van belang zijn voor het overleven van bedrijven. 
Geconcludeerd kan worden dat dit sleutelelementen zijn voor de overleving op de 
lange termijn. Dit onderzoek heeft implicaties voor het gebruik van het concept 
bedrijf in de economische geografie. Oude bedrijven zijn meer verankerd in de 
regionale economie met een grotere bijdrage aan de werkgelegenheid dan jongere, 
en meestal kleinere, bedrijven. 
Dit onderzoek draagt bij aan een beter begrip van het op lange termijn overleven 
van bedrijven vanuit een ruimtelijke invalshoek. Geschiedenis en afstand zijn van 
belang en daarom moeten bedrijven altijd bezien worden in de bredere context van 
hun locatie en geschiedenis en kunnen niet worden onderzocht als tijdloze en 
afstandsloze onderzoeksobjecten. In plaats daarvan moet de padafhankelijke aard 
van de ontwikkeling en de ruimtelijke verankering gebruikt worden in het vinden 
van creatieve oplossingen voor toekomstige bedrijfsontwikkeling.  
Verschillende factoren beïnvloeden het inert gedrag van bedrijven. Voor oude 
bedrijven betekent dit aan de ene kant dat een bedrijf zich geen veranderingen kan 
veroorloven omdat deze veranderingen een bedrijfsniveau van betrouwbaarheid 
zullen aantasten. Aan de andere kant moeten bedrijven ook aanpassingen 
doorvoeren om adequaat te kunnen reageren op veranderingen in de omgeving. 
Aanpassing zal daarom voor oude bedrijven minder zichtbaar zijn aan de 
‘buitenkant’. Een oud bedrijf is geworden wat en waar het nu is door een 
lokalisatie in tijd en plaats, padafhankelijkheid in interactie met de concurrentie en 
regionale ontwikkeling. Hierdoor is een oud bedrijf minder vrij in zijn gedrag 
wanneer het zijn lange bestaan of bedrijfssucces wil verlengen.  
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APPENDICES 

The questionnaires below were written in Dutch for use with native Dutch 
speakers; the author has translated them solely for the purposes of this document. 

Appendix 1: Telephone survey  

question protocol 
Name, address, contact. 

1. What is your function at this firm? 
2. Can you tell me the legal construction of your firm? 

  □ Single proprietor without personnel 
  □ Single proprietor with personnel 
  □ Partnership 
  □ General partnership 
  □ Limited partnership 
  □ Incorporated (inc.). 
  □ Limited (Ltd.) 

3. Can you briefly describe your product or service? 
4. Is the following zipcode the correct one for your firm’s headquarters 

address? yes / no, if not what is the correct zipcode? 
5. Does your firm have any overseas branches?  yes/no, if so in which 

countries:  
6. Has your firm ever expanded the current site or premises? yes / no 
7. How many employees does your firm have at this moment? (all employees 

that work at least 12 hours a week) 
8. Is it correct that your firm is founded in xxx (year)? yes / no: correct year 
9. Does your firm still have the same identity as when it was founded? yes/no, 

please elaborate? 
10. Is your firm a family firm? 
11. Can you describe the original product or service of your firm, if different 

from the present activities? 
12. Do you know if your firm has ever relocated since its founding? If so, how 

many times? 
□ Never relocated 
□ 1 - 3 times 
□ More than 3 times 
□ Don’t know 
If the answer was yes to relocation, the following question was put: were 
these relocations in your ‘home region’? 
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13. Would your firm be willing to participate in a written survey as a follow up 
to this telephone survey? The written questionnaire will take about 20 
minutes of your time. 

Appendix 2: Written questionnaire for the old firms 
 

1. What is your function at this firm? 
2. Can you tell me the legal construction of your firm? 

  □ Single proprietor without personnel 
  □ Single proprietor with personnel 
   □ Partnership 
  □ General partnership 
  □ Limited partnership 
  □ Incorporated (inc.). 
  □ Limited (Ltd.) 

3. What is your the registered branch code at the chambers of commerce? 
4. What product or service does your firm provide? 
5. How many employees does your firm have at this moment? (all employees 

that work at least 12 hours a week or more) 
6. What is the zipcode at your firm’s location?  
7. Does your firm have any branches in the Netherlands? If so, at what 

zipcodes? 
8. Does your firm have branches abroad?  
 □ Yes, in the following countries……………… 
 □ No 
9. Which of the following situations is applicable for your firm’s premises? 
 □ Owned 
 □ Leased 
 □ Rented 
10. Has your firm ever expanded the current site or premises?  
 □ Yes  
 □ No 
11. Which of the below types of location best describes your firm’s location? 

(only one answer possible) 
 □ In the inner city / center of town. 
 □ At the edge of the inner city / center of town 
 □ Residential neighborhood 
 □ Office site or park 
 □ Business site for transportation /distribution 
 □ Industrial site for heavy industry 
 □ Business site for manufacturing 
 □ Rural area 
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12. How would you describe the accessibility of your firm’s location? (one 
answer possible) 

 □ Near an intercity train station 
 □ Near a regular train station 
 □ Near a public transportation interchange (underground / tram etc.) 
 □ Near a regional bus stop 
 □ Near a public transport stop (bus, underground, tram) 
 □ On an entrance road to the inner city / center of town 
 □ On / near a highway to another city / town 
 □ General access in the built environment 
 □ At / near a commodity exchange point (harbor / terminal) 
 □ Other 
13. What is your appreciation of your current location? On a scale from 1 to 10, 

where 1 is a very low appreciation and 10 represents total satisfaction with 
your current location (please place a cross through your evaluation). 
1 2     3     4    5    6    7    8    9   10 

14. How do you appreciate the accessibility of your current location? On a 
scale from 1 to 10, where 1 is a very low appreciation and 10 represents 
total satisfaction with your current accessibility (please place a cross 
through your evaluation). 
1 2     3     4    5    6    7    8    9   10 

15. How would you describe the spread of your consumers? 
 □ Local 
 □ Regional 
 □ National 
 □ International 
16. How would you describe the spread of your suppliers? 
 □ Local 
 □ Regional 
 □ National 
 □ International 
17. How would you describe the spread of your competition? 
 □ Local 
 □ Regional 
 □ National 
 □ International 
18. All firms are to some extent embedded in a network of market 

relationships. How would you describe the spread of your network? 
 □ Local 
 □ Regional 
 □ National 
 □ International 
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19. In terms of competition, is this: 
 □ Price-based? 
 □ Quality-based? 
20. How would you describe your firm’s position compared to the average firm 

in your line of business? 
 □ Better 
 □ Average 
 □ Worse 
21. If your firm advertises (in magazines, billboards, or on radio or television) 

do you sometimes use the founding year of your firm as a marketing tool? 
22. In what year was your firm founded? 
23. Does your firm - in your opinion - still have the same identity as when it 

was founded? Yes or no, and please elaborate? 
24. Can you describe the original product or service of your firm, if different 

from that the present-day activities? 
25. Can you indicate the economic circumstances at the time of your firm’s 

founding? 
 □ Prosperity (economic boom) 
 □ Recession 
 □ Depression (economic fall) 
 □ Economic revival 
 □ Don’t know 
26. Is your firm a family firm?  
 □ Yes 
 □ No, please go to question 28 
27. Is your family still actively involved in the management? 
 □ Yes 
 □ No, not since……. 
28. Does your firm have the proclaimation ‘purveyor to the court’ or ‘Royal’? 
 □ Yes, since….. 
 □ No 
29. Can you indicate the approximate changes in the number of employees over 

the course of time? 
 □ Around January 1, 1800: …… persons 
 □ Around January 1, 1850: …… persons 
 □ Around January 1, 1900: …… persons 
 □ Around January 1, 1950: …… persons 
 □ Around January 1, 2000: …… persons 
30. Has your firm taken over any firms of importance? Can you describe this 

briefly? 
31. Did these takeovers have any influence on the survival of your firm? 
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32. Do you know whether your firm has ever relocated since it was founded 
and, if so, how many times? 
□ Never relocated, please go to Question 35 
□ 1 to 3 times 
□ More than 3 times 
□ Don’t know, please go to Question 35 

33. Can you give the zipcodes and/or place-names of the earlier locations (from 
the original to the most recent)? 

34. Can you indicate approximately when and for what reason the firm 
relocated (from oldest to the most recent)? 
First relocation: about …….. (year), to……… (place) 

   Reason:  
□ Supply of goods 
□ Labor market 
□ Expansion 
□ Location in market (consumers, suppliers, competition) 

Second relocation: about …….. (year), to……… (place) 
Reason:  
□ Supply of goods 
□ Labor market 
□ Expansion 
□ Location in market (consumers, suppliers, competition) 

Third relocation: about …….. (year), to……… (place) 
Reason:  
□ Supply of goods 
□ Labor market 
□ Expansion 
□ Location in market (consumers, suppliers, competition) 

35. Has your firm ever innovated during its existence?  
 □ Yes 
 □ No, please go to Question 37 
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36. Can you mark in the table below the kind(s) of innovation(s) made in your 
firm? Could you also give a short explanation of the innovation? 

 First Innovation: ………………………………………………………………… 
 Primary: your 

firm was the 
first in the 
world with this 
innovation 

Secondary: 
your firm was 
first firm that 
implemented 
this innovation 
in the 
Netherlands.  

Tertiary: your 
firm 
implemented 
this innovation, 
but was not the 
first in the 
country  

Product 
innovation 

   

Process innovation    
Second Innovation: ………………………………………………………………… 
 Primary: your 

firm was the 
first in the 
world with this 
innovation 

Secondary: 
your firm was 
first firm that 
implemented 
this innovation 
in the 
Netherlands.  

Tertiary: your 
firm 
implemented 
this innovation, 
but was not the 
first in the 
country  

Product 
innovation 

   

Process innovation    
Third Innovation: …………………………………………………………………… 
 Primary: your 

firm was the 
first in the 
world with this 
innovation 

Secondary: 
your firm was 
first firm that 
implemented 
this innovation 
in the 
Netherlands.  

Tertiary: your 
firm 
implemented 
this innovation, 
but was not the 
first in the 
country  

Product 
innovation 

   

Process innovation    
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37. Has your firm ever received a governmental subsidy within the framework 
of: 

 □ Regional stimulation 
 □ Innovation stimulation 
 □ Sector development 
 □ Nature conservation 
 □ Labor costs 
 □ Individual firm support 
38. If so, in your opinion, did this subsidy have any influence on the survival of 

your firm? 
39. Does your firm have an educational program or courses? 
 □ Yes, since…… 
 □ No, please go to question 41 
40. What kind of courses and programs are these? 
41. Does your firms have (or had in the past) any of the following facilities for 

its own employees? 
 □ Staff association 
 □ Sporting club 
 □ Social club (drama group / walking group) 
 □ Company housing 
 □ Educational funds for employees 
 □ Educational funding for employees’ children  
 □ Company retirement insurance scheme 
42. Can you indicate in the table below whether your firm suffered from any of 

the problems that were common in the indicated periods? 
 W.W. I 

1914-18 
Depression 

1930-39 
W.W. II 
1940-45 

Cold war 
1950-80 

ICT-era 
1990- 

present 
Family capital      
Personnel      
Production techniques      
Quality of production      
Resource Availability        
Sales      
Imports      
Exports      
Other:      
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Appendix 3: Written questionnaire for Contrast group 
 

1. What is your function at this firm? 
2. Can you tell me the legal construction of your firm? 
  □ Single proprietor without personnel 
  □ Single proprietor with personnel 
   □ Partnership 
  □ General partnership 
  □ Limited partnership 
  □ Incorporated (inc.). 
  □ Limited (Ltd.) 
3. What product or service does your firm provide? 
4. How many employees does your firm have at this moment? (all employees 

that work at least 12 hours a week or more) 
5. What is the zipcode at your firm’s location?  
6. Does your firm have any branches in the Netherlands? If so, at what 

zipcodes? 
7. Does your firm have branches abroad?  
 □ Yes, in the following countries……………… 
 □ No 
8. Which of the following situations is applicable for your firm’s premises? 
 □ Owned 
 □ Leased 
 □ Rented 
9. Has your firm ever expanded the current site or premises?  
 □ Yes  
 □ No 
10. Which of the below types of location best describes your firm’s location? 

(only one answer possible) 
 □ In the inner city / center of town. 
 □ At the edge of the inner city / center of town 
 □ Residential neighborhood 
 □ Office site or park 
 □ Business site for transportation /distribution 
 □ Industrial site for heavy industry 
 □ Business site for manufacturing 
 □ Rural area 
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11. How would you describe the accessibility of your firm’s location? (one 
answer possible) 

 □ Near an intercity train station 
 □ Near a regular train station 
 □ Near a public transportation interchange (underground / tram etc.) 
 □ Near a regional bus stop 
 □ Near a public transport stop (bus, underground, tram) 
 □ On an entrance road to the inner city / center of town 
 □ On / near a highway to another city / town 
 □ General access in the built environment 
 □ At / near a commodity exchange point (harbor / terminal) 
 □ Other 
12. What is your appreciation of your current location? On a scale from 1 to 10, 

where 1 is a very low appreciation and 10 represents total satisfaction with 
your current location (please place a cross through your evaluation). 
1 2     3     4    5    6    7    8    9   10 

13. How do you appreciate the accessibility of your current location? On a 
scale from 1 to 10, where 1 is a very low appreciation and 10 represents 
total satisfaction with your current accessibility (please place a cross 
through your evaluation). 
1 2     3     4    5    6    7    8    9   10 

14. How would you describe the spread of your consumers? 
 □ Local 
 □ Regional 
 □ National 
 □ International 
15. How would you describe the spread of your suppliers? 
 □ Local 
 □ Regional 
 □ National 
 □ International 
16. How would you describe the spread of your competition? 
 □ Local 
 □ Regional 
 □ National 
 □ International 
17. All firms are to some extent embedded in a network of market 

relationships. How would you describe the spread of your network? 
 □ Local 
 □ Regional 
 □ National 
 □ International 
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18. In terms of competition, is this: 
 □ Price-based? 
 □ Quality-based? 
19. How would you describe your firm’s position compared to the average firm 

in your line of business? 
 □ Better 
 □ Average 
 □ Worse 
20. In what year is your firm founded? 
21. Is your firm a family firm?  
 □ Yes 
 □ No 
22. Does your firm have the proclamation ‘purveyor to the court’ or ‘Royal’? 
 □ Yes, since….. 
 □ No 
23. Has your firm taken over any firms of importance? Can you describe this 

briefly? 
24. Do you know whether your firm has ever relocated since it was founded 

and, if so, how many times? 
□ Never relocated, please go to Question 27 
□ 1 to 3 times 
□ More than 3 times 
□ Don’t know, please go to Question 27 

25. Can you give the zipcodes and/or place-names of the earlier locations (from 
the original to the most recent)?  

 □ First location 
 □ Second location 
 □ Third location 
26. Can you indicate approximately when and for what reason the firm 

relocated? 
            Reason:  
  □ Supply of goods 
  □ Labor market 
  □ Expansion 
  □ Location in market (consumers, suppliers, competition) 

27. Has your firm ever innovated during its existence?  
 □ Yes 
 □ No, please go to Question 29 
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28. Can you mark in the table below the kind(s) of innovation(s) made in your 
firm? Could you also give a short explanation of the innovation? 

 Innovation: ………………………………………………………………… 
 Primary: your 

firm was the 
first in the 
world with this 
innovation 

Secondary: 
your firm was 
first firm that 
implemented 
this innovation 
in the 
Netherlands.  

Tertiary: your 
firm 
implemented 
this innovation, 
but was not the 
first in the 
country  

Product 
innovation 

   

Process innovation    
29. Has your firm ever had a government subsidy within the framework of: 
 □ Regional stimulation 
 □ Innovation stimulation 
 □ Sector development 
 □ Nature conservation 
 □ Labor costs 
 □ Individual firm support 
30. Does your firm have an educational program or courses? 
 □ Yes, since…… 
 □ No, please go to question 32 
31. What kinds of courses and education programs are there? 
32. Does your firm have (or had in the past) one or more of the following 

facilities for its own employees? 
 □ Staff association 
 □ Sporting club 
 □ Social club (e.g. drama group / walking club) 
 □ Company housing 
 □ Educational funding for employees 
 □ Educational funding for children of employees 
 □ Company’s retirement insurance scheme 
33. Can you briefly describe your firm’s identity? 
34. Does your firm has a specific firm-culture and, if so, can you briefly 

describe this? 
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Appendix 4: Results from written questionaires (old and younger 
firms)  
 
Results from written survey on ‘old firms in the Netherlands and contrast group’ 
(N = 181:   37 cases are ‘old firms’; 144 cases make up the ‘contrast group’) 
 
Age distribution:  
Age Percentage 
0 - 5 years old 9.5% 
6 - 10 years old 10.6% 
11 - 25 years old 20.7% 
26 – 50 years old 21.2% 
51 – 100 years old 15.6% 
101-200 years old 14.0% 
201 years or older 8.3% 
 
Average appreciation of current site and situation (on a scale from 1 to 10): 
 All Old Rest 
Location 7.7 7.4 7.8 
Accessibility 7.4 7.0 7.5 
 
Sites:  
 All Old Rest 
Single site 88.3% 88.9% 88.1% 
Branch plants 11.7% 11.1% 11.9% 
 
Legal Status:  
 All Old Rest 
Single proprietor 54.2% 55.6% 53.8% 
Single proprietor with employees 14.5% 11.1% 15.4% 
Private partnership 18.4% 11.0% 20.3% 
General partnership 12.3% 22.2% 9.8% 
Other 0.6% 0.0% 0.7% 
 
Foreign branches:  
 All Old Rest 
None 83.2% 80.6% 83.9% 
Within EU 10.6% 8.3% 11.2% 
Outside EU 1.7% 2.8% 1.4% 
World wide 4.5% 8.3% 3.5% 
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Premises:  
 All Old Rest 
Owned 50.8% 72.2% 45.5% 
Rented 45.3% 25.0% 1.4% 
Leased 1.1% 2.8% 50.3% 
 
Locational adaptation:  
 All Old Rest 
Locational adaptation 55.3% 69.4% 48.3% 
No locational adaptation 44.7% 30.6% 51.7% 
 
Type of location:  
 All Old Rest 
Inner city 11.2% 16,7% 4.2% 
Edge inner city 17.9% 41,7% 11.9% 
Residential  7.8% 8,3% 7.7% 
Office Park 3.9% 2,8% 4.2% 
Transportation site 6.7% 2.7% 7.7% 
Heavy industry site 6.7% 2.8% 5.5% 
Manufacturing site 40.2% 25.0% 44.1% 
Rural area 5.6% 0.0% 7.0% 
 
Accessibility of location:  
 All Old Rest 
Intercity train station 3.9% 2.8% 4.2% 
Regular train station 5.0% 5.6% 4.9% 
Public Transportation point 1.1% 2.8% 0.7% 
Regional bus station 2.2% 2.8% 2.1% 
Public transportation stop 5.6% 13.9% 3.5% 
Inner-city entrance road 14.0% 25.0% 11.2% 
Highway to another city 32.4% 22.2% 35.0% 
General access within the built 

environment 
16.8% 16.7% 16.8% 

Commodity exchange point 3.4% 2.8% 3.5% 
Other 15.6% 5.6% 18.2% 
 
In terms of network relationships, the following results were found: 
Spread of consumers:  
 All Old Rest 
Local  5.6% 8.3% 4.9% 
Regional 27.4% 5.6% 29.4% 
National 33.0% 38.9% 35.7% 
International 34.1% 52.8% 30.1% 
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Spread of suppliers:  
 All Old Rest 
Local  2.2% 2.8% 2.1% 
Regional 19.0% 5.6% 22.4% 
National 44.1% 38.9% 45.5% 
International 34.1% 52.8% 29.3% 
 
Spread of competition:  
 All Old Rest 
Local  6.1% 5.6% 6.3% 
Regional 22.9% 19.4% 23.8% 
National 43.0% 36.1% 44.8% 
International 27.4% 36.1% 25.2% 
 
Network of market relationships:  
 All Old Rest 
Local  6.1% 8.3% 5.6% 
Regional 34.1% 25.0% 36.6% 
National 26.8% 25.0% 27.5% 
International 32.4% 41.7% 30.3% 
 
Competition: 
 All Old Rest 
Price 65.4% 52.8% 68.5% 
Quality 17.3% 22.2% 16.1% 
Both 15.6% 19.4% 14.7% 
 
Branch situation:  
 All Old Rest 
Better 44.7% 38.9% 46.2% 
Same 52.5% 55.6% 51.7% 
Worse  2.8% 5.6% 2.1% 
 
Family firms: 
 All Old Rest 
Yes 55.3% 86.6% 52.4 
No 44.7% 13.9% 47.6% 
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Size distribution of the firms  
 All Old Rest 
2-9 employees 15.6% 33.3% 11.2% 
10-25 employees 44.7% 25.0% 49.7% 
26-50 employees 18.4% 8.3% 21.0% 
51-100 employees 9.5% 11.1% 9.1% 
101 + employees 11.7% 22.2% 9.1% 
 
Sectors:  
 All Old Rest 
Transport/communication 7.8% 2.8% 9.1% 
Financial services 2.8% 2.8% 2.8% 
Business services 9.5% 0.0% 11.9% 
Other services 20.1% 5.6% 23.8% 
Engineering 4.5% 5.6% 4.2% 
Food and drinks 5.0% 11.1% 3.5% 
Publishing / printing 6.7% 19.4% 3.5% 
Other manufacturing 16.2% 30.6% 12.6% 
Construction 16.8% 11.1% 18.2% 
Wholesale 10.6% 11.1% 10.5% 
 
Provincial distribution 
 All Old Rest 
Groningen 2.% 2.8% 2.8% 
Fryslan 8.4% 13.9% 7.0% 
Drenthe 0.6% 0.0% 0.7% 
Overijssel 7.8% 5.6% 8.4% 
Gelderland 10.1% 8.3% 10.5% 
Utrecht 7.3% 8.3% 7.0% 
Limburg 5.0% 5.6% 4.9% 
Noord Brabant 20.1% 5.6% 23.8% 
Zeeland 1.7% 0.0% 2.1% 
Zuid Holland 21.2% 16.7% 22.4% 
Noord Holland 15.1% 33.3% 10.5% 
Flevoland 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
 
Takeovers 
 All Old Rest 
Takeover 19.0% 44.4% 12.6% 
No takeover 81.0% 55.6% 87.4% 
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Relocation 
 All Old Rest 
Relocated 69.3% 61.1% 71.3% 
Original Site 30.7% 38.9% 28.7% 
 
Relocation reasons: (percentage of relocated firms) 
 All Old Rest 
Distribution goods 11.3% 9.1% 11.8% 
Labor market 4.0% 4.5% 3.9% 
Lack of space 73.0% 68.2% 73.5% 
Market situation 10.5% 4.5% 11.8% 
 
Percentage of these relocations in the home region:  
 All Old Rest 
Home region 76.0% 77.0% 75.4% 
Further afield 24.0% 23.0% 24.5% 
 
Innovative behaviour: 
 All Old Rest 
Innovative 49.2% 63.9% 54.5% 
Not innovative 50.8% 36.1% 45.5% 
 
Types of innovationi: 
 All Old Rest 
Primairy product 14.8% 21.7% 12.3% 
Primairy process 8.0% 17.4% 4.6% 
Secondary product 29.5% 34.8% 27.7% 
Secondary process 12.5% 13.0% 12.3% 
Tertiairy product 40.9% 30.4% 44.6% 
Tertiairy process 40.9% 26.1% 46.2% 
 
Subsidy: 

 All Old Rest 
Yes 39.7% 36.1% 40.6% 
No 60.3% 63.9% 59.4% 
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Type of subsidyii 
 All Old Rest 
Regional stimulus 14.1% 30.8% 10.3% 
Innovation stimulus 33.8% 61.5% 27.6% 
Sectoral development 11.3% 7.7% 12.1% 
Environmental protection 14.1% 23.1% 12.1% 
Labor costs 49.3% 46.2% 50.0% 
Individual firmssupport 5.6% 7.7% 5.2% 
 

Appendix 5 
Results of the content analysis. 
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1 158 4 70 59 48 7 13 0 187 33 220
Rel. 0.718 0.018 0.318 0.268 0.218 0.032 0.059 0     

2 273 0 19 10 1 6 9 0 216 36 252
Rel. 1.083 0 0.075 0.04 0,004 0.024 0.036 0     

3 91 0 13 9 9 5 2 0 96 23 119
Rel. 0.765 0 0.109 0.076 0.076 0.042 0.017 0     

4 43 0 8 17 3 2 0 0 46 20 66
Rel. 0.652 0 0.121 0.258 0.045 0.03 0 0     

5 132 1 25 14 1 8 1 0 109 12 121
Rel. 1.09 0.008 0.207 0.116 0.008 0.66 0.008 0     

6 386 0 64 167 5 14 0 0 539 31 570
Rel. 0.677 0 0.112 0.293 0.009 0.025 0 0     

7 205 14 53 171 68 25 1 0 356 69 425
Rel. 0.482 0.033 0.125 0.402 0.16 0.059 0.002 0     

8 97 52 18 81 25 3 0 2 149 23 172
Rel. 0.564 0.302 0.105 0.471 0.145 0.017 0 0.01     

9 40 0 7 18 13 0 0 1 66 15 81
Rel. 0.494 0 0.086 0.222 0.16 0 0 0.01     

10 76 4 86 30 39 10 25 0 248 20 268
Rel. 0.286 0.015 0.321 0.112 0.146 0.037 0.093 0     

11 68 7 7 15 3 0 1 0 41 37 78
Rel. 0.872 0.09 0.09 0.192 0.038 0 0.013 0     

12 89 2 27 17 6 10 15 8 106 20 126
Rel. 0.706 0.16 0.214 0.135 0.018 0.079 0.119 0.06     

13 104 4 49 19 1 8 15 0 151 0 151
Rel. 0.689 0.026 0.325 0.126 0.007 0.053 0.1 0     
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14 74 6 20 13 11 3 4 4 118 0 118
Rel. 0.627 0.051 0.169 0.11 0.09 0.025 0.034 0.03     

15 186 3 71 35 13 33 27 0 281 11 292
Rel. 0.637 0.01 0.243 0.12 0.045 0.113 0.092 0     

16 80 6 66 12 15 17 5 2 149 0 149
Rel. 0.537 0.04 0.443 0.081 0.101 0.114 0.034 0.01     

17 72 4 7 10 11 1 0 0 50 11 61
Rel. 1.18 0.066 0.115 0.164 0.18 0.016 0 0     

18 49 4 16 24 5 2 7 3 58 17 75
Rel. 0.653 0.051 0.213 0.32 0.067 0.027 0.093 0.04     

19 66 5 15 5 11 2 2 0 97 6 103
Rel. 0.641 0.049 0.146 0.49 0.107 0.019 0.019 0     

20 171 0 11 0 0 6 2 0 56 147 203
Rel. 0.842 0 0.054 0 0 0.03 0.01 0     

21 35 0 6 6 3 2 0 0 38 5 43
Rel. 0.814 0 0.14 0.14 0.07 0.047 0 0     

22 50 0 10 4 8 7 0 1 49 19 68
Rel. 0.735 0 0.147 0.059 0.118 0.103 0 0.02     

23 58 2 10 16 12 2 0 2 57 22 79
Rel. 0.734 0.025 0.127 0.203 0.152 0.025 0 0.03     

24 44 0 13 2 4 10 6 2 64 0 64
Rel. 0.688 0 0.203 0.031 0.063 0.156 0.094 0.03     

25 17 0 7 2 3 0 0 0 13 7 20
Rel. 0.85 0 0.35 0.05 0.15 0 0 0     

26 51 0 16 4 3 4 3 0 31 5 36
Rel. 1.417 0 0.444 0.111 0.083 0.111 0.083 0     

27 14 0 6 0 2 0 0 0 20 8 28
Rel. 0.5 0 0.214 0 0.071 0 0 0     

28 82 0 54 4 0 8 1 0 199 0 199
Rel. 0.412 0 0.271 0.211 0 0.04 0.005 0     

29 60 0 12 9 6 1 3 1 93 13 106
Rel. 0.566 0 0.113 0.085 0.057 0.009 0.028 0.01     

30 26 0 22 4 4 4 0 1 25 6 31
Rel. 0.839 0 0.71 0.129 0.129 0.129 0 0.03     

31 13 0 8 0 2 0 0 0 17 5 22
Rel. 0.591 0 0.364 0 0.091 0 0 0     

32 70 0 24 14 8 6 2 0 74 22 96
Rel. 0.729 0 0.25 0.146 0.083 0.063 0.021 0     
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33 73 1 24 9 2 4 3 2 83 13 96
Rel. 0.76 0.01 0.25 0.094 0.021 0.042 0.031 0.02     

34 65 0 10 5 6 0 0 0 72 10 82
Rel. 0.793 0 0.122 0.061 0.073 0 0 0     

35 175 0 96 20 2 23 6 1 405 3 408
Rel. 0.429 0 0.235 0.049 0.005 0.056 0.015 0     

36 55 4 24 16 5 18 8 0 85 5 90
Rel. 0.611 0.044 0.267 0.178 0.056 0.2 0.089 0     

37 76 0 34 25 8 17 16 7 98 8 106
Rel. 0.717 0 0.321 0.236 0.075 0.16 0.151 0.07     

38 73 0 21 1 2 2 1 1 75 15 90
Rel. 0.811 0 0.233 0.011 0.022 0.022 0.011 0.01     

39 57 0 13 12 7 0 3 0 87 6 93
Rel. 0.613 0 0.14 0.129 0.075 0 0.032 0     

40 53 0 10 3 3 2 0 0 28 23 51
Rel. 1.034 0 0.196 0.059 0.059 0.039 0 0     

41 44 0 14 7 1 4 3 0 53 1 54
Rel. 0.815 0 0.26 0.13 0.019 0.074 0.056 0     

42 20 2 3 5 6 0 2 0 16 7 23
Rel. 0.87 0.087 0.13 0.217 0.261 0 0.087 0     

43 30 15 11 23 13 4 3 1 79 3 82
Rel. 0.366 0.183 0.134 0.28 0.159 0.049 0.037 0.01     

44 169 0 9 6 1 8 11 4 233 11 244
Rel. 0.693 0 0.037 0.025 0.004 0.033 0.045 0.01     

45 167 0 16 12 6 0 0 1 163 29 192
Rel. 0.87 0 0.083 0.063 0.031 0 0 0.01     

46 41 0 2 10 13 1 0 0 69 5 74
Rel. 0.554 0 0.027 0.135 0.176 0.014 0 0     

47 30 0 10 4 2 2 2 1 27 2 29
Rel. 1.034 0 0.345 0.138 0.069 0.069 0.069 0.03     

48 23 0 10 1 1 0 1 0 27 4 31
Rel. 0.742 0 0.322 0.032 0.032 0 0.032 0     

49 69 1 9 8 10 4 2 3 70 32 102
Rel. 0.676 0.01 0.088 0.078 0.098 0.039 0.02 0.29     

50 42 0 20 0 6 5 4 8 42 7 49
Rel. 0.857 0 0.408 0 0.122 0.102 0.082 0.16     
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51 19 3 1 1 0 1 0 0 21 10 31
Rel. 0.613 0.097 0.032 0.032 0 0.032 0 0     

52 52 2 4 37 11 2 0 2 47 10 57
Rel. 0.912 0.035 0.07 0.649 0.018 0.35 0 0.35     

53 50 0 22 11 3 0 1 0 47 4 51
Rel. 0.98 0 0.431 0.216 0.059 0 0.02 0     

54 57 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 52 11 63
Rel. 0.905 0 0.016 0 0.016 0 0 0     

55 69 0 13 10 3 2 0 0 68 5 73
Rel. 0.945 0 0.178 0.137 0.041 0.027 0 0     

56 107 26 28 30 21 2 13 0 213 16 229
Rel. 0.467 0.114 0.122 0.121 0.092 0.009 0.057 0     

57 70 0 6 14 13 0 4 0 58 10 68
Rel. 1.029 0 0.088 0.206 0.191 0 0.059 0     

58 165 1 25 15 2 4 12 3 134 82 216
Rel. 0.764 0.05 0.116 0.069 0.01 0.019 0.056 0.01     

59 44 0 8 0 1 4 1 0 66 12 78
Rel. 0.564 0 0.103 0 0.013 0.051 0.013 0     

60 74 0 10 2 0 0 0 1 61 5 66
Rel. 1.121 0 0.152 0.03 0 0 0 0.02     

61 72 0 13 3 1 0 2 0 47 10 57
Rel. 1.263 0 0.228 0.053 0.018 0 0.035 0     

62 37 0 1 2 10 8 3 2 54 10 64
Rel. 0.578 0 0.016 0.031 0.156 0.125 0.047 0.03     

63 42 0 13 4 6 0 17 2 37 7 44
Rel. 1.048 0 0.295 0.091 0.136 0 0.386 0.05     

64 17 0 14 6 1 0 1 1 34 2 36
Rel. 0.5 0 0.389 0.167 0.028 0 0.028 0.03     

65 85 0 8 8 2 1 0 0 93 3 96
Rel. 0.885 0 0.083 0.083 0.021 0.01 0 0     

66 76 6 13 13 18 4 0 3 71 48 119
Rel. 0.689 0.05 0.109 0.109 0.151 0.034 0 0.03     

67 62 0 5 4 2 7 0 0 88 7 95
Rel. 0.653 0 0.053 0.021 0.021 0.074 0 0     

68 55 0 5 1 12 5 12 6 55 12 67
Rel. 0.821 0 0.075 0.015 0.179 0.075 0.179 0.09     

 

264 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  265 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  pr
od

uc
t 

fa
m

ily
 

na
m

e 

tr
ad

iti
on

 

lo
ca

tio
n 

st
ru

ct
ur

e 

m
ar

ke
t 

si
ze

 

se
nt

en
ce

s 

pi
ct

ur
es

 

TO
TA

L 

69 57 12 15 10 21 0 4 0 92 15 107
Rel. 0.533 0.112 0.14 0.093 0.196 0 0.037 0     

70 32 10 10 9 9 0 2 0 64 3 67
Rel. 0.478 0.149 0.149 0.134 0.134 0 0.03 0       

 
 

                                                     
 

 
i Percentages of types of innovation can add up to over 100%, since some firms had multiple types of 
innovation. 
ii These percentages can add up to  over 100% because some firms got several subsidies 
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