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Abstract: Today, corporations play an important role in the global, national and local economy. Regardless of 
the business profile, degree of internationalisation or size, they participate in numerous economic processes, 
which is why they are the subject of research in geography of industry, especially in geography of enterprises. 
The main goal of the article is to review research related to corporations in Polish literature on the subject 
in the field of geography of industry. The author also aims at organising the concept of corporations, pre-
senting closer their classifications, as well as indicating the place of research on corporations in geography.
The preparation of the article began with a literature query, as well as an analysis of the existing data (desk 
research). As a result, the analysis of the concept of a corporation, various types of classifications and divi-
sions of corporations, as well as a literature review of the subject in terms of the corporation’s research issues 
were made. As the research carried out indicates, in Polish literature on the issues of geography of industry, 
the researchers who concentrate on corporations look at the concentration of their head offices, theory and 
location factors, shaping processes and location of production, service and various branches, network con-
nections, strategies implemented by corporations and their organisational forms, processes of corporation 
influence on international conditions for the development of domestic and regional systems and industrial 
enterprises, stimulation of inflow of foreign direct investment, the influence of corporations on the shaping 
of various industrial sectors, export relations, the role of cities in globalisation processes and the location of 
the corporation and their effects, as well as on corporate CSR activities.
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Introduction

Corporations, due to their significant potential, are an important driving force in global 
economy. Other factors affecting their growing role are primarily capital held, manage-
ment by highly qualified managerial groups, own dynamic research and development 
centres, as well as various branches.
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Corporations, regardless of the profile of their activities, have an indirect and direct 
impact on the society of almost every country. Therefore, among other entities in the 
economy, corporations are the theme of study of many sciences, including geography.

The main goal of the article is to review the research related to corporations in Pol-
ish literature on the subject in the field of geography of industry. The author discusses 
the concept of a corporation, analyses the classification of corporations, and aims to 
indicate the place of research on corporations in geographical surveys.

Research work was based on basic methods, i.e. query and analysis of the subject 
literature, as well as analysis of existing data (desk research).

The concept of a corporation

The growing interest in the activities of large enterprises operating internationally was 
most significant in the 1970s. In the literature on the subject, transnational corpora-
tions are most often treated as enterprises, companies, international firms, multina-
tional firms, or transnational firms.

One of the earliest definitions of a corporation, as indicated by A. Zorska (2007: 
123), was formulated by P.J. Buckley and M. Casson (1976). The authors assume that 
it is an enterprise that owns and controls operations in various countries. Discussing 
the various types of market distortions and transaction costs, they point to the only 
effective way to mitigate their effects by establishing common ownership and control 
of corporations over activities abroad. The attribute of a corporation is, therefore, the 
ability to bypass market distortions and reduce transaction costs of operations by in-
ternationalising activities carried out in its own structure in different countries.

In 1974, the UN report entitled “The Impact of Multinational Corporations on De-
velopment and International Relations”, regarding the impact of these entities’ activ-
ities on development and international relations, multinational corporations are de-
fined as enterprises who own or have control over production or service units located 
outside the country of the head office. It is recognised that “these enterprises may be 
companies or units with private capital, but also mixed or state capital” (after Jarczews-
ka-Romaniuk, 2004: 18).

Since the 1970s, the activities of these large enterprises have been an important 
subject of the United Nations Conference for Trade and Development (UNCTAD). The re-
sult of this organisation’s activities are annual reports (WIR – World Investment Report, 
2005, 2006), which have adopted the concept of a transnational corporation, defined as 
“an enterprise being a joint-stock company or other business entity consisting of a par-
ent enterprise (with control over at least 10% of shares or other shares over economic 
units located outside its country of origin) and foreign enterprises affiliated to it, which 
include: subsidiaries, in which 50% of shares or other resources are controlled by a par-
ent undertaking; affiliates, 10 to 50%, respectively; and branches, wholly under the 
control of the parent company, 100% of shares” (World Investment Report, 2001: 275).

In parallel with the work carried out by the UN, the issues of the corporation’s ac-
tivities were taken up by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD). In 1974, in the Declaration on International Investments and Multinational En-
terprises, multinational enterprises were defined as: “companies or other entities with 
private, state or mixed capital located in different countries and interrelated in such 
a way that each separately or jointly can exert a significant influence on the activities of 
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others, in particular, share knowledge and resources with them” (after Jarczewska-Ro-
maniuk, 2004: 19).

E. Czarny (Czarny, Kleinert, 2004: 234–235) emphasises that one of the manifes-
tations of internationalisation of economic processes is the expansion of multinational 
enterprises. He defines them as: ”companies owning enterprises or controlling eco-
nomic activity in more than one country”.

A. Zorska (2007) explains that there are two names in English literature at the 
same time: multinational enterprises (MNEs) or multinationals, and transnational cor-
porations (TNCs), assuming that transnational corporations are enterprises operating 
across national borders. Finally, A. Zorska (2007: 10) adopts the concept of transnation-
al corporations (TNCs) after the United Nations, defining them as “enterprises whose 
activity permeates national borders and is organised, integrated and coordinated by 
the head office in the home country”.

J.H. Dunning, who from the mid-1970s conducted his research on corporate is-
sues in the United States and mainly focused on corporate operations in foreign direct 
investment (FDI), defines that a corporation is an enterprise that engages in foreign 
direct investment and owns and controls the activity of units creating added value in 
more than one country (after Zorska, 2007: 123).

A. Zorska (2002: 50), after J.H. Dunning (1993), emphasises that the main and 
unique feature of corporations is their involvement in international production in other 
countries and trading in intermediate goods (creating this production) on the markets 
of these countries, within their own organisational structures.

P. Dicken (1992) formulates the definition of a transnational corporation, in which 
he points out that it is an organisation that coordinates and controls operational ac-
tivities in more than one country, even if the resources are not its property (Jarczews-
ka-Romaniuk, 2004: 20). He believes that its own specialised value-creating activities 
are complemented by contracted activities carried out by external, independent com-
panies located in different countries. In connection with this, cross-border networks of 
internal and external relations are created, which are driven by the ability to integrate 
and coordinate geographically and organisationally dispersed activities by corpora-
tions. P. Dicken emphasises that a corporation making decisions from one centre cre-
ates the added value of different units in different countries. The centre is usually the 
head office of the parent corporation, although in the case of the largest corporations 
some of the competencies are transferred to regional offices that oversee the activities 
of more regions (Zorska, 1998, 2007).

Therefore, the author, for the purpose of this study, adopts the concept of a cor-
poration by P. Dicken, considering that it is one of the most complete definitions.  
At the same time, it confirms A. Zorska’s view that transnational corporations are cur-
rently the most powerful and most thriving organisations in the world (Zorska, 1998, 
2002, 2007).

The problem of defining corporations is widely analysed in the literature, in which 
the concept of corporations is understood in a similar way. The word “corporation” in 
Polish law distinguishes a company that is a “joint stock company”, but in the nation-
al literature, adjectives specifying a corporation, e.g. transnational, global, are usually 
used interchangeably. Therefore, it seems particularly important to approximate the 
classification of corporations used in the literature on the subject, delimited due to dif-
ferent criteria of division.
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Delimitation of corporations in the literature of the subject

The subject matter of corporations in the specialist literature also includes delimitation 
of corporations and adopts various criteria. In addition to the delimitation based on 
the subject of the business, which distinguishes the following corporations: production 
(manufacturing and processing sector), service (trade, finance, insurance and others) 
and diversified activities (conducting their activities simultaneously in many indus-
tries, e.g. General Electric corporation), the classification which is often referred to and 
which deserves special attention, takes as a criterion the degree of internationalisation 
and the structure of the corporation.

Division of corporations due to the degree of internationalisation

Internationalisation is a complex process that J. Kukułka (2000) defines as a continuous 
and ascending process of internationalisation, i.e. going beyond the national borders of 
various elements of economy, politics, culture, science, technology, information, ser-
vices, sport, entertainment, and customs. In economic sense, it is understood as a kind 
of economic activity undertaken by a  company abroad, but it has a  phase character, 
and subsequent phases may or may not occur. Considering, as a criterion for the divi-
sion of corporations, the degree of internationalisation, the literature includes different 
divisions of corporations. In general, the successive stages which a  given enterprise 
enters, by internationalising its operations, constitute types of corporations in the clas-
sifications. R. Griffin (1998) and H. Towarnicka (1997) attempted to systematise cor-
porations by adopting this criterion. R. Griffin divides enterprises into national, inter-
national, multinational, and global, while H. Towarnicka distinguishes national, export, 
international, multinational, transnational, and supranational. The key role in classify-
ing a company to the category is played by the organisation and management model 
adopted by them.

A. Jarczewska-Romaniuk (2004) analyses adjectives specifying corporations in 
terms of internationalisation. She assumes that international corporations are those 
that operate in different countries (nations) and have representatives in many coun-
tries; transnational corporations concern all countries (nations) and are superior to 
all nations; while international and multinational terms are, according to her, synon-
ymous. The term ‘transnational’ is understood by the author as a company operating 
across national borders, and their activity based on a constant and conscious under-
taking of actions going beyond national borders and establishing wide international 
contacts, thus exerting an influence on international relations.

W. Gierańczyk and A. Stańczyk (2003) recognise that if the company’s assets are 
located in at least two countries, the corporation will be called ‘international’. The au-
thors emphasise that internationalisation can be measured by the percentage of sales 
for export, the share of foreign workforce employed abroad, in the value of assets 
abroad, the share of foreign production in total production or the profit generated from 
foreign operations. By accepting these criteria, the authors, after J. Czupiał (1997), di-
vide corporations, similarly to H. Towarnicka, into international, multinational, trans-
national, and supranational (global) and made their detailed characterisation (Tab. 1).
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In the literature on the subject, some authors use the UNCTAD transnationality 
index, calculated as the arithmetic mean of three factors: transnationalisation of as-
sets (value of foreign assets to the value of all assets), sales (quotient of the value of 
foreign sales to the total value of sales) and employment (the ratio of the number of 
employees abroad to general employment). The ratio is expressed as a percentage, and 
its values range from 0 to 100%, with values close to 100% indicating the huge scale 
of foreign involvement of a given corporation (World Investment Report, 2001; Jarcze-
wska-Romaniuk, 2004; Marzęda, 2007). Due to the degree of internationalisation of 
activity measured by the transnationalisation index, we distinguish corporations with 
high internationalisation rate (significantly dependent on foreign activity, most of the 
enterprise’s operations are carried out outside the country of origin) and low rate (low 
dependence on foreign activity, most of the company’s activities are carried out in the 
country of origin) (Jarczewska-Romaniuk, 2004: 83). Most often, this indicator is used 
for analyses of the activities of production corporations, but no such assessment has 
been made for financial corporations, e.g. banks (Tobolska, Matykowski, 2006).

Division due to the corporate structure

Due to the corporate development process resulting from establishing branches in 
various countries, the following are distinguished:

–– vertical corporations, in which production is divided into stages located in differ-
ent places (countries) in order to minimise costs; corporations of this type often 
make direct investments in developing countries,

–– horizontal corporations, which are multi-plant companies that develop similar ac-
tivities in different places, while maintaining uniform control over multiple pro-
duction units; subsequent corporations start to develop when benefits arise from 
the location of production in different countries, from lowering transaction costs 
or management costs, or when the parent company has specific competitive as-
sets (often immaterial); such corporations deal with both production and service 
activities,

–– conglomerates, or corporations with diversified activities; the production of indi-
vidual branches is neither interrelated horizontally nor vertically; they are created 
to differentiate the risk resulting from the company’s operations (Czarny, Kleinert, 
2004).
Thus, individual corporate taxonomies, created on the basis of various criteria, are 

complementary, not competitive, and individual corporations may at the same time be 
included in many classifications.

The place of the corporation in geography of industry

The issue of corporations is the subject of research in many scientific disciplines, main-
ly economic and geographic sciences. In geography, the issues analysed belong to geog-
raphy of enterprise, i.e. one of the currents of geography of industry, part of economic 
geography. Modern geography of industry is eclectic, because it is assumed – after R. 
Hayter (1997) – that the boundaries between theories get blurred, and the concepts, 
terminology and methods associated in the past with one theoretical approach are used 
and modified in other approaches.
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T. Stryjakiewicz (1999: 24–27) distinguishes three theoretical and methodologi-
cal orientations in geography of industry, which are now complementary: neoclassical, 
behavioural and institutional. From the point of view of the subject of research in this 
publication, institutional orientation1 requires a broader discussion. In this theory, in 
contrast to the neoclassical theory, the goals, priorities and strategies of enterprises are 
largely autonomous and, being a part of the environment, can be changed considerably 
and not only passively accepted. Institutional orientation is closely related to geogra-
phy of enterprise (or corporate geography) developing since the 1960s. “This research 
direction underlines the role of economic organisations (in particular, large suprana-
tional enterprises) as the basic element of shaping the structure and spatial transfor-
mation of the entire economy industry. B. Domański (1997) describes it as an underrat-
ed current of research in the Polish economic geography” (Stryjakiewicz, 1999: 24–25).

Thus, the issues raised refer, as many authors point out, to the mainstream of geog-
raphy of industry research (Stryjakiewicz, 2001a; Wieloński, 2003, 2004; Zioło, 2001, 
2003, 2004, 2006a, 2006b; Zorska, 1998, 2002, 2007).

Research problems of corporations in Polish literature  
on the subject

So far, research into corporations in geography of industry in Poland has focused pri-
marily on the problem of the diversification of the world’s industrial space in terms of:

–– concentration of head offices, also focusing on the essence of the head office, in 
which strategic decisions are made for corporations, even if it is significantly dis-
tant from the branches these decisions concern. The authors often explain the de-
cision process and the rules of the corporation’s operation and their management 
head offices through example studies of the corporations (Domański, 2002; Gier-
ańczyk, Stańczyk, 2003; Kilar, Cieluch, 2008; Kilar, 2014a, 2014b, 2015, 2016; Sala, 
2003, 2005; Śleszyński, 2001a, 2001b, 2002b, 2015; Zioło, 2003, 2006a; Zioło, 
Piróg, 2002; Tobolska, 2010a, 2010b; Raźniak, Winiarczyk-Raźniak, 2014),

–– processes of formation as well as theories and factors of location of production, 
service and various departments; these are often considerations in which the re-
searchers explain empirical examples of the most important motives that have in-
fluenced the location of corporation branches and its formation. In this way, the 
authors, when referring to the location theory, sometimes consider the spatial di-
versity of corporations in the world (Gługiewicz, 1997; Spector, 2000; Stryjakiew-
icz, 2001a, 2001b, 2009a 2009b; Stryjakiewicz, Wajda, 2003; Tkocz, 2003; Wajda, 
2003, 2006; Wajda, Zoricic-Wołek, 2003; Wajda, Zalewska, 2003; Budner, 2004; 
Kostrubiec, 2006; Micek, 2006a, 2006b; Kilar, 2007, 2009c, 2010a, 2010b, 2011a, 
2011b, 2014a; Kilar, Cieluch, 2008; Tobolska, 2008a, 2010a, 2008b, 2011, 2014, 

1 In the institutional orientation, location factors are not a feature assigned to a given location, but are 
the subject of various negotiations and persuasions, e.g. labour costs, prices or tax levels. According to the in-
stitutional theory, this process is controlled by technostructures, i.e. professional, specialised decision-mak-
ing entities that undertake various activities, including their responsibility for negotiating, which takes place, 
for example, in market procedures and transactions and relations between national governments and corpo-
rations. The methodological pattern of institutional orientation research is classified as an intensive group 
and consists in an in-depth analysis of outstanding cases (case study), which according to many authors 
allows to fully understand the complexity of many processes and their dependence on internal and external 
conditions.
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2017; Zioło, 2009a, 2009b, 2011; Bonar, 2009a, 2009b, 2011; Tkocz, Żydzik, 2010; 
Boguś, 2011a, 2011b, 2012), 

–– network connections, which somehow relate to the processes of the formation of 
corporations and their functioning, but it also includes research on the examples of 
corporations and networking in the world, as well as theoretical and methodolog-
ical considerations of the possible effects of network connections (Stryjakiewicz, 
2001a, 2001b, 2008; Tkocz, 2003; Wieloński, 2003; Zioło, 2003, 2011; Friedman, 
2006; Paszkowski, 2008), 

–– corporate strategies and their organisational forms, which is a complex research 
problem; by embedding it in theoretical considerations and showing the spatial 
dimension of the analysed concepts, on empirical examples, it allows learning and 
understanding this issue more closely (Sowa, 2006; Tobolska, 2006b, 2017),

–– the influence of corporations on international conditions for industrial development 
in national and regional systems; on the one hand, the conditions necessary for 
increasing the attractiveness of the area for the location of corporation branches 
and industry development in a given place are approximated, and the examples 
of local government activities in this area are mentioned (Tkocz, 2003; Tkocz, So-
bala, 2006; Kilar, 2007, 2009a, 2009b, 2014c; Matykowski, Tobolska, 2009; Lizak, 
2010; Micek, Działek, Górecki, 2010; Tobolska, 2017) and the surrounding industri-
al enterprises, because often the location of the corporation’s branch in the region 
poses a challenge for the surrounding enterprises, due to its possible competitive-
ness, but also gives the opportunity to the organisation to learn (Rachwał, 2003; 
Wieloński, 2003; Zioło, 2003, 2008; Reśko, 2006; Czapliński, Stawarska, 2010), 

–– stimulating the process of inflow of foreign direct investments and export links; it 
is a broad issue that in geographical work, apart from the spatial aspect, is also 
examined from the perspective of factors that attract FDI and, on the other hand, 
the expected effects and sizes of investment in the host country (Przybylska, 1998, 
1999; Domański, 2002; Rachwał, 2003; Brezdeń, 2006; Gierańczyk, 2006; Komor-
nicki, 2006; Sala, 2006; Tkocz, Sobala, 2006; Tobolska, 2007; Kowalska, 2011), 

–– the influence of corporations and their branches on the shaping of various industrial 
sectors, which results, inter alia, from the transfer of broadly understood innova-
tions, e.g. technological or organisational, by a  corporation, but also from rapid 
technological progress (Gierańczyk, 2006; Huculak, 2006; Szmytkowska, 2006; 
Kilar, 2014a), 

–– indicating the role of cities in the processes of globalisation and the location of cor-
porations in cities and its effects, which is interesting for some authors, due to the 
research of the function of the location centres, assuming that they are the control 
and management centres (Śleszyński, 2002a, 2007; Tobolska, 2010b; Wdowicka, 
2012; Raźniak, Dorocki, Winiarczyk-Raźniak, Płaziak, Szymańska, 2016), 

–– corporate CSR activities, i.e. corporate social responsibility conducted by corpora-
tions, manifestations of this responsibility and their effectiveness in various as-
pects (Kowalska, 2012, 2013, 2018).

In the literature (e.g. economic) corporations are still considered from many other 
points of view, but the issues presented above are most often captured in a geograph-
ical way, that is, in relation to space. Geographical approach to corporate issues gives 
the opportunity to consider their activities in a  wider, complementary way. In most 
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cases, the analysed phenomena are provided with figures and maps, especially the is-
sues concerning the diversity of corporations in the world and national space, which 
more fully illustrates the issues under investigation, e.g. the location of various types of 
departments and various functions in local and global spatial systems.

The most important source which contains publications in this field in Poland is 
the academic journal The Studies of the Industrial Geography Commission of the Polish 
Geographical Society, but some of the research results in geography of industry have 
been published in the form of various types of monographs.

Summary

The issue of corporation in geographical literature, as it is apparent from the research, 
is widely undertaken. a definition of corporations and their delimitation, as well as indi-
cation of the position of corporate research in systematics of geography are interesting 
and current topics from the point of view of both the world economy, domestic and 
local interests, as well as companies and individuals, and therefore are studied by many 
researchers. Differentiation of corporate issues in the literature is mainly due to a broad 
spectrum of the factors influencing the location of the corporation on the one hand, and 
the effects of its operations, both short-term and long-term, on the other hand.

It seems necessary to continue research into the problems of corporations by Pol-
ish geographers of industry, but the apparent shortcomings concern sectoral differen-
tiation of the largest economic entities in the national and regional space. It is to be 
hoped, therefore, that further research of corporations in the field of geography will 
continue as both empirical and conceptual studies, in various Polish research centres.
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