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Munich / Berlin, November 4 2015

Germany‘s next generation of family business leaders:  
75 percent want to take over operational management / selling 
is not an option. 

For young German family business leaders the assumption of corporate responsibility 

is the most important professional goal, whether as successors or as the founders of a 

start-up company. This has been shown by way of an empirical study of Zeppelin Uni-

versity Friedrichshafen in cooperation with the Foundation for Family Businesses, which 

was presented in Berlin yesterday. 

For a good portion of respondents (39 percent) the founding of their own company is a 

realistic option. „The willingness to go into the family business, is competing with the 

desire to build up their own businesses. Whichever way one decides to eventually go, 

ultimately depends largely on just how concretely defined the transition from one gene-

ration to another is,“ said Stefan Heidbreder, Managing Director of the Foundation for 

Family Businesses, as he explained the results of the study „Germany‘s next generation 

of business leaders.“ 315 sons and daughters of family business leaders between 16 and 

40 years of age were interviewed this year for the study. After 2010 and 2012, this is the 

largest survey with to focus on the next generation of German family business.

„It is striking that the majority of potential successors (54 percent) can imagine working 

in a team with external managers. The overall conclusion is that especially for larger 

family businesses the professionalization of succession has reached a significantly higher 

level than in previous generational change“ suggested Heidbreder. A sale of the family 

business comes only for a small minority into question (12 percent). Only 14 percent see 

themselves working as an employee in another family business in the future, 9 percent 

in a concern, and only 5 percent in the civil service.

Burden on the next generation

There is a high pressure of expectation on the next generation: 83 percent said that 

their parents would expect them to take over leadership in the family business. The cur-

rently planned tightening of inheritance and gift taxation is seen as a significant threat 

to succession plans: 65 percent of respondents said that the exempting of operating 

assets from inheritance and gift taxation is a prerequisite for continuation. 

Generational change as an opportunity for innovation

„While generational transition is often perceived from the outside only as a risk, the 

successor often views this phase of working together as being particularly suited to dri-

ving innovation and growth,“ explains Prof. Dr. Reinhard Prügl, author of the study and 
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Scientific Director of the Friedrichshafen Institute of Family Entrepreneurship (FIF). The 

successor would preferably like to create new business opportunities and bring new pro-

ducts onto the market (73 percent) or develop new processes and organizational struc-

tures for the company (76 percent). „They would like to have their parents‘ generation 

as mentors and discussion partners but at the same time want to set clear rules for the 

transfer,“ adds Prügl.  48 percent say they have an unwritten common understanding of 

the role of their parents‘ generation for the period after the transfer, while this is written 

down in the case of only 20 percent.

„Family business“ as communications advantage

„Being a family business, according to the next generation, is a real competitive advan-

tage,“ notes Prügl further. 57 percent confirm this in the survey and would therefore be 

willing to emphasize this in the future not only to employees (84 percent), but to banks 

and customers too. The potential successors are also convinced (67 percent) that positi-

oning oneself as a „family business“ helps in wooing specialists and managers - and in 

the future will be even more relevant.

Download the study „Germany‘s next generation of business leaders.  
An empirical study of attitudes and future plans.“
(http://www.familienunternehmen.de/media/public/pdf/publikationen-studien/studien/Studie_Stiftung_

Familienunternehmen_Deutschlands-naechste-Unternehmergeneration-2015.pdf)
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