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Letter from the Editor is our biweekly weekend read,  
which looks at the big picture, one question at a time.  

Europe’s corporate problem is not its age but its scale. Europe 
certainly has too few young giants, but its older firms often 
embody adaptability, resilience and global competitiveness. 
The real weakness is Europe’s inability to turn savings, 
technology and industrial know-how into companies of 
continental size. In a nutshell: Europe needs both more 
startups and better conditions for established companies to 
expand. Ultimately, this is very much a matter of financial 
integration at the continental level.    

Hello from The Investment Institute 

During my last trip to the US, I attended a seminar led by Andrew McAfee, an MIT professor best known for the 
book The Second Machine Age, that he co-authored with Stanford’s Erik Brynjolfsson. The workshop focused 
on Europe’s (un)competitiveness. McAfee brought some interesting data to reinforce the typical gloomy 
assessment of Europe, emphasising how far the continent lags the US in creating large, dynamic and 
innovative firms.  

His starting point was the Draghi report, which notes that “there is no EU company with a market capitalization 
above EUR 100bn that has been set up from scratch in the last fifty years, while all six US companies with a 
valuation above EUR 1tn were created in this period”. McAfee reinforced this point by lowering the threshold: 
even at USD 10bn, the picture remains equally bleak. 

Looking exclusively at publicly listed firms, the gap is striking. As of 2024 (and likely with little change since), 
only 14 European companies founded over the past fifty years – excluding those resulting from mergers, 
acquisitions or rebranding – have surpassed a USD 10bn valuation. Their combined market capitalisation 
amounted to roughly USD 430bn, less than half the value of Tesla alone at the time. By contrast, the US 
counted 242 such “young” companies, with a combined market capitalisation in the tens of trillions of dollars. 
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McAffee implicitly assumed that young and big companies are always better. In a highly competitive global 
economy, the lack of scale is undoubtedly a critical issue, and it points to a clear policy priority: completing 
the single market. But is the relative age of European firms an equally serious concern? 

It would be a mistake to assess the life cycle of companies through a demographic lens. Unlike individuals, 
firms do not necessarily become weaker with age. On the contrary, longevity can signal adaptability, resilience 
and sustained dynamism. Reframing the debate in this way could help shift the narrative around Europe’s 
corporate environment, emphasizing its strenghts. Rather than focusing narrowly on the scarcity of young 
giants, policymakers should also recognize the strength embedded in long-standing firms – and, crucially, 
create the policy conditions for them to fully unleash their potential.  

 
Aging well  

The contrast in corporate demographics between Europe and the US is striking. The average age of the top 10 
companies by market capitalization in Europe (including the UK) is around 85 years, compared with just 35 years in 
the US. Europe’s corporate champions include firms such as Siemens (founded in 1847) and Louis Vuitton (1854, 
now part of LVMH), all of which have endured for well over a century. 

By contrast, the US cohort is markedly younger, with Microsoft (1975) the oldest among the top ten. Indeed, six of 
the top 10 US companies – Amazon, Alphabet (Google), Tesla, Meta (Facebook), Nvidia, and Micron – were founded 
after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, compared with only three in Europe (Arm, AstraZeneca, and Novartis). But 
AstraZeneca traces its earliest corporate history to 1913, when Astra AB was formed by a large group of doctors and 
pharmacists in Sweden. 

This divergence extends beyond the largest firms. Looking at a more specific sample, the average age of the top 70 
French companies is well above 130 years. Some companies such as Stora Enson and Saint-Gobain were established 
well before the birth of the US, in 1268 and 1665, respectively. The gap is even more evident when considering 
corporate longevity in stock indexes: while the average lifespan of an S&P 500 company has fallen from 61 years in 
1958 to less than 18 years today, European listed companies continue to exhibit a tenure comfortably above 50 
years. 

On the one hand, the lack of young, large companies is clearly a sign of systemic rigidity. In the US, there are several 
century-old companies, too (e.g. Ford, US Steel Corporation, General Motors, Coca-Cola, etc.). Over time new 
companies simply replace them in the stock indices, lowering the average age of the firms included in them. So, this 
is a purely technical problem related to index composition.  

For Europe, as it is well-known, this is evidence that the lack of integrated financial markets prevents new companies 
from rising, especially in tech, where corporate life cycles tend to be shorter. As a result, Europe has fewer unicorns 
than the US (in 2025, 331 vs 1,963). And, on average, even among those that manage to cross the USD 1bn threshold, 
nearly 30% move their headquarters to the US for funding reasons.  

On the other hand, equating age with obsolescence is misleading. Corporate longevity is often a proxy for adaptability 
rather than stagnation. Companies that survive for decades, or even centuries, have successfully navigated wars, 
technological disruption, regulatory shifts and multiple economic cycles. They have also navigated Europe's less 
favourable entrepreneurial environment characterised by stricter labour laws, higher social contributions and more 
complex tax systems. Their endurance reflects a repeated capacity to reinvent business models, reposition 
strategically and allocate capital across changing environments.  

Success stories 

Europe excels in traditional sectors, engineering depth and industrial specialisation, with several hidden champions 
in areas such as machinery, industrial equipment and automation, many of which hold leading global positions in 
narrow but critical niches. Think about ASML, created in 1984, which is the sole global manufacturer of advanced 
extreme ultraviolet (EUV) lithography machines that are needed to produce semiconductors. Paradoxically, the world 
could live more easily without Nvidia chips than without ASML’s machinery.  
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Looking at companies with longer histories, Nokia offers a textbook example of corporate invention, failure and 
reinvention. Founded in 1865 as a Finnish pulp and paper mill, it evolved into a diversified industrial group before 
pivoting towards telecommunications. It became the global leader in mobile phones in the 1990s and early 2000s, 
and after miserably missing the smartphone transition, reinvented itself once again as a leader in telecom 
infrastructure, 5G technologies and AI data-centre connectivity, with further investments in optical networking and 
semiconductors. 

Similarly, Siemens has evolved from a traditional industrial conglomerate into a leader in automation, digital 
industries and smart infrastructure, consistently reshaping its portfolio over time. Novo Nordisk, established in the 
1920s, has transformed itself into a global leader in obesity and metabolic treatments. Schneider Electric, which was 
founded in 1836, evolved from a traditional electrical equipment company into a global specialist in energy 
management, automation and digital infrastructure. Today it is positioned around electrification, automation, 
efficiency, data centres and AI-related power infrastructure, a clear case of age coinciding with strategic repositioning.  

European corporate longevity is also closely tied to the strength of iconic brands, particularly in sectors like fashion, 
food and automotive. With no ambition to be exhaustive, companies such as LVMH (Louis Vuitton, Dior), Hermès, 
Nestlé, Unilever, and Ferrari derive significant competitive advantage from deeply embedded brand equity built over 
generations. These brands offer pricing power, customer loyalty and global recognition – intangible assets that are 
difficult for younger entrants to replicate. 

Importantly, longevity does not preclude innovation. Rather, the most successful long-lived firms combine heritage 
with renewal: they leverage their history and reputation while continuously investing in new capabilities. In many 
cases, their scale, financial resilience, and accumulated know-how enable them to adapt more effectively than 
younger, less established competitors. L’Oréal is an old consumer company, but it has adapted through brand 
portfolio management, digital distribution, beauty tech, AI/AR tools and acquisitions such as ModiFace, an 
augmented-reality and AI beauty-tech company. It allows consumers to virtually try on beauty products before buying 
them. 

In this sense, the apparent trade-off between youth and dynamism on one side, and age and stability on the other, 
is too simplistic. The real differentiator is not age per se, but the ability to evolve. The companies that endure are not 
those that resist change, but those that institutionalise it. Age for a company becomes a problem only if it leads to 
organisational sclerosis.  

So where is the problem? 

The longer index tenure and the older age of the average European company clearly reflect the fact that Europe is 
strong in traditional sectors (often in very innovative ways as shown by L’Oréal) but it is missing in the key industries 
of the future. In a world where economic interdependencies are often weaponised, Europe needs to foster an 
environment in which firms can immediately emerge at the technological frontier and scale rapidly. This is certainly 
more the prerogative of startups than of older companies. Considering how capex intensive new technologies are 
becoming, success requires appropriate access to funding.  

But even in traditional sectors the problem of scalability is equally relevant. Going back to the initial statistics, while 
the age of a company should not be a concern, their relative size is quite depressing. The only European company 
among the world’s top 20 largest firms in terms of market capitalisation is ASML. And among the top 50, there are 
only two more – HSBC and Roche – neither of which is based in the EU.  

In a world where new actors emerge even in mature sectors, strong brands that were built over decades are no 
guarantee of perpetual rent and should not lead to complacency. According to ranking of global brand value compiled 
by Kantar, in 2025, European brands accounted for just 7% of the top 100 – down from 26% in 2006.  

Even in the automotive sector, where many firms have long histories despite extensive consolidation, Europe, once 
dominant in this area, is struggling to adapt to new technological paradigms. The delayed shift towards electric 
vehicles illustrates how incumbency can slow down strategic repositioning when new competitors, particularly from 
China, move faster and with greater coordination. Incumbents need to continuously reinvent themselves, and this 
requires scale, money, strategic vision and far-seeing industrial policies. 

Addressing these weaknesses requires a dual approach, targeting both new and established firms. For younger 
companies, the priority is clear: deepen Europe’s venture capital ecosystem. For established firms, the challenge is 
different but equally important: enabling them to scale and transform.  
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This requires completing the Savings and Investment Union and the Banking Union to unlock Europe’s vast pool of 
savings – over EUR 10tn currently held in low-yield deposits – and channel it towards productive investment. 
American companies are often larger and scale more rapidly precisely because they benefit from superior access to 
deep and liquid capital markets, which supports faster growth and higher investment capacity. 

Equally important is the regulatory environment. Simplification, harmonisation and predictability are essential to 
allow firms, regardless of age, to grow without being constrained by administrative complexity or market 
fragmentation. Policies should not try to pick winners but should ensure that successful firms can expand across 
Europe as easily as they can within the US. Finally, given the many technological delays, industrial policy should 
focus both on creating new champions from scratch and on accelerating the transformation of existing ones –
leveraging Europe’s strong industrial base while ensuring it remains competitive in emerging sectors. Like it or not, 
we have a lot to learn from the way Beijing designs its industrial policies, as shown in the field of green technologies. 

Europe does not suffer from having old companies, but from not having enough large ones. 

Enjoy your weekend! 

Edo 

 
Edoardo Campanella 
Director and Chief Editor of The Investment Institute (UniCredit, Milan)  
edoardo.campanella@unicredit.eu 
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Legal Notices 

Glossary 
Terms used in the report are available on our website: Our glossary. 

Marketing Communication 
This publication/video constitutes a marketing communication of UniCredit S.p.A., UniCredit Bank Austria AG, Schoellerbank AG and 
UniCredit Bank GmbH (hereinafter jointly referred to as the “UniCredit Group”) is addressed to the general public and is provided free of 
charge for information only. It does not constitute investment recommendation or consultancy activity by the UniCredit Group or, even 
less, an offer to the public of any kind nor an invitation to buy or sell securities. The information contained herein does not constitute an 
investment research or financial analysis since, in addition to the lack of content, it has not been prepared in accordance with legal 
requirements designed to promote the independence of investment research, and it is not subject to any prohibition on dealing ahead 
of the dissemination of investment research. 

UniCredit Group, including all its group companies may have a specific interest in relation to the issuers, financial instruments or 
transactions detailed herein. Relevant disclosures of interests and positions held by UniCredit Group are available at: Conflicts of interest. 
Any estimates and/or assessments contained in this publication represent the independent opinion of the UniCredit Group and, like all 
the information contained therein, are given in good faith on the basis of the data available at the date of publication, taken from reliable 
sources, but having a purely indicative value and subject to change at any time after publication, on the completeness, correctness and 
truthfulness of which the UniCredit Group makes no guarantees and assumes no responsibility. Interested parties must therefore carry 
out their own investment assessments in a completely autonomous and independent manner, relying exclusively on their own 
considerations of the market conditions and the information available overall, also in line with their risk profile and economic situation. 
Investment involves risk. Before any transaction in financial instruments please refer to the relevant offering documents. It should also 
be noted that:   

1. Information relating to the past performance of a financial instrument, index or investment service is not indicative of future results. 

2. If the investment is denominated in a currency other than the investor’s currency, the value of the investment can fluctuate strongly 
according to changes in exchange rates and have an undesirable effect on the profitability of the investment. 

3. Investments that offer high returns can undergo significant price fluctuations following any downgrading of creditworthiness. In the 
event of bankruptcy of the issuer, the investor may lose the entire capital. 

4. High volatility investments can be subject to sudden and significant decreases in value, being able to generate significant losses at 
the time of sale up to the entire capital invested. 

5. In the presence of extraordinary events, it may be difficult for the investor to sell or liquidate certain investments or obtain reliable 
information on their value. 

6. If the information refers to a specific tax treatment, it should be noted that the tax treatment depends on the individual situation of 
the customer and may be subject to change in the future. 

7. If the information refers to future results, it should be noted that they do not constitute a reliable indicator of these results. 

8. Diversification does not guarantee a profit or protect against a loss.  

The UniCredit Group cannot in any way be held responsible for facts and/or damages that may arise to anyone from the use of this 
document, including, but not limited to, damages due to losses, lost earnings or unrealised savings. The contents of the publication – 

including data, news, information, images, graphics, drawings, brands, and domain names – are owned by the UniCredit Group unless 

otherwise indicated, covered by copyright and by the industrial property law. No license or right of use is granted and therefore it is not 
allowed to reproduce its contents, in whole or in part, on any medium, copy them, publish them and use them for commercial purposes 
without prior written authorisation from UniCredit Group unless if purposes of personal use only.   E 25/1 
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