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n  In summer 2012, within the framework of “The major 
family businesses in Germany” study series, 405 of the 
4,400 major family businesses in Germany with an  
annual turnover of more than 50 million euros provided 
representative information on the following subjects: 
the current and future economic situation, the euro 
crisis, Germany as a place for doing business and  
current and future personnel policy. 61% of the  
family businesses surveyed belong to the industrial  
sector, 26% to trade and 13% to the service sector.

n  In comparison with the survey carried out in spring 
2012, the assessment of the current economic situation 
indicates a pattern of decline. Nonetheless, the majority of 
those surveyed assessed the current economic situation 
as “good”. With regard to the coming twelve months, 
family businesses are less optimistic and assume that the 
economic situation will be satisfactory. One of the reasons 
for this is the negative impact of the euro crisis, which 
has had a noticeable effect on 61% of those surveyed.

n  With an average of 6.9%, the major family businesses 
have high training quotas that are significantly above 
the training quotas for the DAX companies. The leader 
in terms of business sectors is trade, where almost one 
in every two businesses has a training quota of 10% or 
higher.

n  The major family businesses still regard Germany very 
positively as a place for doing business. At present 
“security of power supply” is regarded by the majority 
of those surveyed as “good” or “very good”. However, 
when asked to assess the reliability of power supply 
in the coming three years, this confidence declines sig-
nificantly.

n  The majority of the major family businesses regard them-
selves as more attractive employers, when compared 
to other large (DAX) companies. Nonetheless, a little 
more than half of them experienced problems in the 

last twelve months in filling vacancies. In the first place 
there were problems finding specialist staff with profes-
sional training, followed by problems filling vacancies 
for specialist staff and managers with university degrees. 
The filling of engineering vacancies was a particular 
problem for industrial businesses.

n  In an effort to overcome problems with personnel  
recruitment, around 70% of the businesses make contact 
with future graduates at an early stage through coopera-
tive arrangements with the universities and colleges. 
In addition, most family businesses use the Internet 
for e-recruiting.

n  At present, the major family businesses use a variety of 
personnel policy instruments. These primarily include 
internal and external training, flexible working hours 
models or personnel development concepts. In addition to 
the non-monetary elements, for many of those surveyed 
monetary elements play an important role in retaining 
staff. As well as performance-based pay, eight out of ten 
family businesses make a financial contribution to the 
pension provisions of their staff. 

n  In the medium to long term, for three quarters of those 
surveyed, the shortage of specialist staff and managers 
poses one of the three greatest challenges in personnel 
policy terms. In addition, in the future, the major family 
businesses expect an older staff profile and a continuous 
drop in the level of education among their applicants.

n  The major family businesses intend meeting the future 
challenges identified with a range of personnel policy 
strategies. Around 80% intend to develop their manage-
ment cultures/structures or to invest even more strongly 
in the further training of their employees. For around two 
thirds of them, the further improvement of their attractive-
ness as an employer is a key concern.

Summary
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Although major German family businesses have been the 
focus of more public attention in recent years, from a scientific 
perspective there is still a significant need for research into 
the special features of this type of business. It was for this 
reason that the Federation of German Industries (BDI) 
and the Deutsche Bank AG commissioned the Institut für 
Mittelstandsforschung (IfM) Bonn with a long-term study 
series in 2010, following two research strands.

The aim of the first research strand is firstly to identify 
the major family businesses1 in Germany, to analyse the 
development of their sales and employment patterns and, 
building on this, to determine the importance of the major 
family businesses for the economy as a whole. Secondly, 
building on the analysis of balance sheet and profit and 
loss data, key business figures, such as equity capital quotas 
or profitability key figures, are to be determined for major 
family businesses. Based on a newly produced enterprise 
database with around 4,400 family businesses, the balance 
sheet and profit and loss accounting data for the years 2007 
to 2009 was analysed in autumn 2011 and the development 
of the key figures was forecast for the year 2010.

Because the balance sheet and profit and loss accounting 
data only becomes available after a delay of around two 
years, surveys are carried out in the second research strand 
in order to gain up-to-date information about the major 
family businesses. Of the whole group of major family 
businesses identified, around 400 representative businesses 
chosen at random were surveyed in spring 2011 and 2012 
on different key subjects, such as internationalisation, the 
euro crisis, management principles and solutions already 
used or aspired to in settling the succession question.

1  An enterprise was deemed eligible to join the group of the major family  
businesses in Germany if a maximum of three families held at least 50%  
of the shares in this enterprise and the business had an annual turnover  
of 50 million euros or more.

In summer 2012 another survey was carried out on 400 of 
the 4,400 major family businesses. The results of the survey 
are outlined below. First of all, major family businesses  
give their estimation of the current economic situation as 
well as of the effects of the euro crisis on their business  
position (cf. chapter 3). Chapter 4 focuses on assessing 
Germany in general as a place for doing business and on  
the reliability of energy supply in particular as a factor in 
this assessment. The survey concentrates on the current and 
future personnel policy challenges facing the major family 
businesses (cf. chapters 5 and 6). 

This study answers the questions of how attractive the major 
family businesses perceive themselves as employers, which 
personnel policy instruments and recruiting methods they 
use and what opportunities they offer their staff in the con-
text of pension provisions. The employee profile is growing 
older on average as a result of demographic change and the 
competition to attract the best staff is getting tougher. The 
major family businesses offer an insight into the strategies 
they hope will enable them to master future challenges.

Before the detailed study results are presented, in chapter 2 
there will be a short description of the participating family 
businesses, which we would like to thank most sincerely 
here for their support.

1. Introduction



8

Major family businesses in Germany 
2012 Autumn Survey

2.  Design of study and description of the family businesses surveyed

Key figures of the businesses surveyed

In 2010, the family businesses surveyed had an average  
equity ratio of 33.4%. This is almost the same as the value 
determined in autumn 2011 for 2009 using the balance sheet 
and profit and loss analysis for all 4,400 of the major family 
businesses (33.5%).5 As similar correspondences are also 
evident for the other balance sheet and profitability key 
figures, the answers from the 405 family businesses  
surveyed reflect a representative sample of the around 
4,400 major family businesses.

Around 40% of the businesses surveyed had an annual turn-
over of less than 100 million euros in 2011, while another 
third had annual sales of between 100 and 250 million euros. 
Almost a quarter had an annual turnover of 250 million 
euros or more. On average the family businesses surveyed 
achieved a worldwide turnover of 268.6 million euros  
(median6: 120 million euros).

5 Cf. Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 16.
6  The median is the value below which 50% of the measured values/cases  

occur in a distribution. Unlike the arithmetically calculated mean, the  
median has the advantage that it is less susceptible to so-called anomalies, 
i. e. extremely high or low values.

The basis for the current group of surveys was a representa-
tive random sampling1 from the database of the 4,387 major 
family businesses in Germany produced in autumn 2011.2 
Businesses were surveyed from 31 July to 31 August 2012, 
primarily through 15-minute telephone interviews (CATI) 
conducted by TNS Emnid. Respondents could participate 
online by means of a web-based CAWI survey. Overall, of 
the 405 participants, 153 chose the online variant, 247 the 
personal telephone interview and five provided their answers 
by fax.

Although the study is not designed as a panel, one in every 
three businesses surveyed had participated in the spring 2012 
survey. Around 20% had already taken part in the spring 
2011 survey. This means that additional evaluations are 
possible, enabling trends to be identified in relation to the 
economic development of the major family businesses in 
recent years. Furthermore, the survey results can be linked 
to the balance sheet and profit and loss accounting data of 
the major family businesses.3

Survey sample offers a representative reflection of the  
major family businesses

Of the 405 family businesses that took part in the survey, 
61% come from the industrial sector, 26% from trade and 
13% from the service sector. This is almost exactly the same 
distribution of sectors as in the previous surveys in spring 
2011 and 2012 and in the key figure updates.4

1  Because the surveys in this study focus on the personnel policies of the  
major family businesses, to ensure a representative sample was taken  
from the database of the major family businesses, only businesses with  
more than 20 employees were considered.

2 Cf. Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 32.
3 Cf. Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 16 ff.
4  Cf. Lamsfuß/Wallau (2012), p. 8, Boerger/Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 5,  

and Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 8.

IndustryTrade

 Services

60.7
26.2

13.1

in %

The surveyed family businesses according to economic sectors

n = 405  © IfM Bonn
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One in three of large industrial family businesses has  
more than 1,000 employees

At the end of 2011, the businesses surveyed employed an  
average of around 1,200 people worldwide (median: 483  
employees). More than one quarter of the businesses sur-
veyed had over 1,000 employees worldwide at the same 
time and around 27% had less than 250 employees. Of the 
around 80 companies that already took part in the survey  
in spring 2011, more than half succeeded in increasing  
staff numbers between 2010 and 2011. On the other hand 
around 30% of these businesses experienced a decrease  
in employee numbers. This information would indicate  
that the major family businesses have managed to create 
additional jobs overall1 in both 2010 and 2011.2

When broken down according to the three main branches, 
the expected pattern is evident: The average number of  
employees in the trade sector is lower than in the other  
sectors, due to the higher turnover per employee. In the  
service sector, the average is strongly influenced by a small 
number of very large businesses in the sample. In the  
industrial sector, one third of large family businesses have 
more than 1,000 employees.

1 Cf. Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 30.
2  A more precise analysis will only be possible within the framework of the third 
update	of	the	key	figures,	which	will	be	available	in	winter	2012/2013.

Two thirds of jobs in Germany 

Unlike many of the businesses listed in the DAX, the major 
family businesses continued to employ the majority of  
their staff in Germany. The average business in the sample 
employed two thirds of its staff in Germany, around 800 of 
its total staff of 1,200.

The question of whether a business employs people outside 
Germany largely depends on the sector it belongs to. Almost 
40% of the family businesses surveyed only employed staff 
within Germany. Most of these businesses are in the trade 
sector. There only one in three of large family businesses 
have employees outside Germany. The figures are quite the 
reverse in family-run industrial businesses. They employ 
around 75% of their staff outside Germany.3

Training quotas in the major family businesses are much 
higher than in DAX companies

Family businesses traditionally take a very active role in pro-
viding training. The major family businesses surveyed have 
an average training quota of 6.9% for 2011. This is above the 
training quota among all German businesses in all sectors of 

3  The main reason for this is probably the different level of globalisation in the  
different economic sectors. Thus, the survey carried out in spring 2011, focusing 
on globalisation, showed that family-run industrial businesses have a much 
higher level of globalisation, cf. Boerger/Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 13 ff.

Average
per sector

500 to 999250 to 499
Number of employees 2011

up to 249 1,000 or more

n=382; Ø=1,199.2; Median=482.5

in %

Industry

Trade

Services

1,310.3 empl.

 595.1 empl.

 1,880.6 empl.

22.115.6 28.6 33.7

28.050.0 11.0 11.0

19.633.4 23.5 23.5

Staff size classes for 2011 by sector

n = 382; Ø = 1,199.2; Median = 482.5 © IfM Bonn

Average
per sector

7 to 9%4 to 6%
Training quota 2011

0 to 3% 10% or more

n=384; Ø=6. 9 %; Median=6. 0 %

in %

Industry

Trade

Services

6.3

9.2

5.3

23.1 34.6 23.1 19.2

17.8 21.8 13.9 46.5

46.9 22.4 8.2 22.5

Distribution of the training quotas for 2011 by sector

n = 384; Ø = 6.9%; Median = 6.0% © IfM Bonn
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Average
per sector

25 to 49%1 to 24%
Export quota 2011

0% 50% or more

n=365; Ø=31. 8 %; Median=25. 0 %

in %

Industry

Trade

Services

41.6

14.6

21.5

22.2
5.4

27.6 44.8

50.530.9 8.3 10.3

21.340.4 21.3 17.0

Distribution of the export quotas for 2011 by sector

n = 365; Ø = 31.8%; Median = 25.0% © IfM Bonn

Founding dates of the major family businesses

The average age of the major family businesses is around 84 
years, i. e., the average founding date was the year 1928. Very 
few of today’s major family businesses date back to the early 
or pre-industrialisation era, i.e. prior to 1830. Significantly 
more family businesses were founded during the period of 
Western Europe’s industrial revolution. Thus, one in eight  
of today’s major family businesses was founded prior to the 
period of high industrialisation (approx. 1870). Almost one 
fifth of the major family businesses were founded in the  
period from 1870 to the start of the First World War.  
Almost one in four large family companies was founded  
between the start of the First World War and the end of the 
Second World War. As one would expect, it is evident that 
many new businesses were founded in Germany during  
the rebuilding of the country. 7.5% of today’s major family 
businesses were founded in just the short period between 
1945 and 1950.

6.0% in 2010.1 The major family businesses show a signifi-
cantly greater commitment to training than DAX companies. 
According to calculations by the IfM Bonn, the training 
quota among 19 DAX companies that publish this data was 
around 4% in 2011.

When broken down according to sector, trade’s training 
quota is with 9.2% the highest. Almost every second large 
family business from the trade sector has a training quota 
measured in double figures. The training quotas among 
businesses in rural areas are particularly high2. Overall, 
over 96% of the major family businesses provide training 
programmes. 

Family-run industrial businesses with high export quotas

Export of products and services is a key pillar in gen erating 
income for many of the family businesses surveyed. Across 
all the family businesses surveyed, the average export quota 
for 2011 was almost 32%. Almost one third of the major 
family businesses even have an export quota of over 50%. 

As expected, the businesses with the strongest export track 
record are mainly industrial family businesses. They have 
an above average export quota of almost 42% and the 
large numerous sales centres, service centres and production 
facilities outside Germany. Thus it is only logical that, 
of the around 1,310 employees of an average industrial 
family business, around one in five is employed outside 
Germany.

1  Cf. Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung [Federal Institute for Vocational  
Training] (2010), p. 3.

2		Rural	areas	are	defined	as	areas	with	a	population	density	of	up	to	150	
persons per kilometre2 and without a major population centre of over 100,000 
people, or areas with a major population centre of over 100,000 people and 
population density of less than 100 persons per kilometre2. In turn, urban  
areas	are	defined	as	areas	with	a	population	density	of	over	150	persons	 
per kilometre2 or a major population centre of over 100,000 people with a  
minimum population density of 100 persons per kilometre2. In turn, con- 
urbations	are	defined	as	areas	with	a	major	population	centre	with	over	
300,000 persons or a population density of over 300 persons per kilometre2. 
Cf. Bundesinstitut für Bau-, Stadt- und Raumforschung [Federal Institute  
for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development] (2009),  
no page.
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Around 8.6% of the major family businesses were only  
established after German reunification. In less than 20 years, 
these businesses have succeeded, as a result of strong growth, 
in breaking the 50 million euros turnover barrier, which is 
determinant for inclusion in the database of the major family 
companies.1

1  The survey of the major family businesses in spring 2012 already indicated 
that the majority of the major family businesses only broke the 50 million 
euros annual turnover barrier in the second or third generation. Cf. Lamsfuß/
Wallau (2012), p. 25.

n = 396 © IfM Bonn

1.8

17.2

15.1
14.1

15.9

8.6

1.0
1.8

2.5
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10

n = 396

Distribution of the founding dates of the major family  
businesses

Differentiation according to sector shows that the indus-
trial businesses are significantly older than the other large 
family businesses. While the average large family-run in-
dustrial business was established 91 years ago, the average 
large service business was founded after the Second World 
War.2 Around half of the major family businesses in the 
service sector are less than 50 years old.

2		The	result	is	consistent	with	the	findings	of	an	earlier	survey	indicating	that	 
the average industrial business is in the fourth generation, while service  
businesses are headed up by the second or third generation of the family.  
Cf. Lamsfuß/Wallau (2012), p. 25.

Average age
per sector

50 to 74 75 to 99

25 to 49
Age in years

1 to 24

100 or older

n=396; Ø=84 years; Median=77 years

in %

Industry

Trade

Services

91 years

80 years

60 years

35.821.3 20.016.7

6.2

15.5 19.4 14.6 22.3 28.2

18.9 30.2 13.2 22.6 15.1

Age of the major family businesses by sector

n = 396; Ø = 84 years; Median = 77 years © IfM Bonn
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3. Current and future economic situation

The current economic situation of the major family 
businesses: good (minus)

The majority of the major family businesses assess the  
economic situation in summer 2012 as good. Almost half  
of those taking part in the survey classed the current eco-
nomic situation as good and one in nine said it was very 
good. On the other hand, only one in twenty of those sur-
veyed considered the current economic situation as poor. 

However, the assessment of the current economic situation 
in comparison with the beginning of 2012 has noticeably 
deteriorated. While in spring 2012 61.6% of the family 
businesses surveyed found the current economic situation 
to be good, this figure had dropped to 47.7% in the autumn. 
This represents a decrease of almost 14 percentage points. 
As a corollary, the “satisfactory” and “poor” grades were 
awarded much more frequently in the autumn (+11 and  
+3 percentage points). In the light of economic forecasts, 
these results are not unexpected.

Even though there is evidence of a general decline in the 
assessment of the current economic situation, almost 60% 
of those businesses surveyed offered a good to very good 
assessment. Overall, the positive assessments exceeded the 
negative ones by 53.5 percentage points. Thus, the current 

economic situation of the major family businesses is to be 
evaluated with a grade of good (minus). The major family 
businesses agree on this assessment, irrespective of their 
sector, staff size class or export activity.

Assessment of the future economic situation:  
satisfactory (plus)

The majority of the major family businesses are less  
optimistic about the economic situation over the next 
twelve months. Nonetheless, around 44% of those sur-
veyed assessed the economic outlook as good to very good.  
However, the majority (47.7%) only expect a satisfactory 
economic situation. Around 8% assess the economic out-
look as poor to very poor. When compared with the assess-
ment of the current economic situation, this represents a 
marked deterioration. Nonetheless, the balance between 
positive and negative opinions still yields +36 percentage 
points, i. e., the optimists far outweigh the pessimists. Over- 
all, the future economic situation is assessed as satisfactory 
(plus), irrespective of sector and company size.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Current economic situation, autumn 2012 (n = 398) Expected economic situation in 12 months (n = 390)Current economic situation, spring 2012 (n = 401)

in %

good
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61.6
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47.7

34.9

24.2

poor

7.9
5.3

2.2

very poor

0.30.50.3

very good

11.611.7

2.6

Assessing the economic situation of the major family businesses
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The euro crisis has mostly had a negative impact on the 
business activities of the major family businesses.

Around 60% of those surveyed indicated that the euro  
crisis was currently exerting a negative influence on their 
business activities. Almost one quarter of respondents  
believed that the euro crisis was having a neutral effect  
on their family business, while almost one sixth of those 
surveyed stated that the euro crisis was having a positive 
impact on their business activities.2

If one compares the results of the latest survey carried out 
in the autumn with the earlier surveys in spring 2011 and 
2012, it is evident that the major family businesses currently 
regard the impact of the euro crisis on their companies as 
significantly more negative than on previous occasions. While 
the impact of the euro crisis was assessed as negative in 
around 40% of cases in spring 2011 and spring 2012, as 
shown above, the proportion of businesses sharing this 
opinion rose to more than 60% in autumn 2012.

It is particularly noticeable that the proportion of businesses 
experiencing extremely negative effects from the euro crisis 
has increased significantly. While in spring 2012 only 6.9% 
of family businesses considered the euro crisis to be having 
extremely negative effects, this figure rose to 22.7% in the 
current survey.

2  A little more than a dozen of those surveyed are still unclear about the 
consequences of the euro crisis for their business and did not offer a concrete 
assessment of the effects of the euro crisis.

The impact of the euro crisis

One reason for the poorer assessment of the current and 
future economic situation is doubtless the continuing euro 
crisis. Although the participating states have already launched 
a series of reforms and decisions aimed at stabilising the euro 
zone and the European Stability Mechanism (ESM) has  
recently come into force, there is nonetheless considerable 
uncertainty generally and there are clear signs of negative 
economic effects in the countries particularly affected by 
the crisis. This in turn has concrete knock-on effects for the 
sales opportunities available to the major family businesses, 
whose main sales markets still mostly lie within Europe.1  
In this context, the major family businesses were asked 
about the general impact of the euro crisis on their business 
activities.

1 Cf. Boerger/Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 14.

n = 387 © IfM Bonn

3.1 3.9
5.2
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2.1

0.8
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The impact of the euro crisis: comparison of spring 2011, 
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Exporters harder hit by the euro crisis

The reason for the change in the assessment of the con-
sequences of the euro crisis is that two thirds of exporters 
have now registered a decline in their exports to the coun-
tries hardest hit by the euro crisis. As, on the other hand, 
only 39% of businesses can point to rising exports outside 
the euro zone and only 5% are exporting more to the euro 
crisis countries, it seems very likely that these increases will 
not or will no longer be able to compensate for the decrease 
in turnover in the euro crisis countries. This tendency is 
also evident in the around 80 businesses that participated 
both in the spring 2011 survey and in this present survey. 
Overall, around 30% of these businesses have been able to 
increase their export quotas from 2010 to 2011, while 38%  
of businesses experienced a decline in the same period.

The major family businesses regard the euro crisis as  
particularly problematic for planning security. 72.1% of  
the businesses surveyed indicated that their planning  
security had declined. For many businesses, reduced  
planning security has a direct bearing on their negative  
assessment of their future economic situation. Only 37%  
of businesses reporting a decline in planning security  
assess their future economic situation as “good” or  
“very good”.

A further significant effect of the euro crisis for almost 45% 
of those surveyed is a rise in purchasing and procurement 
costs as a result of the weakness of the euro on the foreign 
exchange markets. On the other hand, only one in every 
nine family businesses has found that purchasing and pro-
curement costs have improved.

Borrowing options, however, have remained almost un-
changed during the euro crisis. There is no credit squeeze 
like the one threatening or already affecting other members 
of the euro zone. These findings in the official statistics are 
underpinned by the results of the survey. Almost three quar-
ters of the businesses surveyed indicated that the euro crisis 
had no discernible impact on their access to credit.

Overall, the negative effects of the euro crisis could explain 
the more negative assessment of the major family businesses 
in relation to the present and future economic situation.

Out of one hundred minus percentage points: no impact; n = 304–394 © IfM Bonn

n=304-394

0 15 30 45 60 75 0 15 30 45 60 75
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The specific impact of the euro crisis
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4. Germany as a place for doing business

Germany is still seen as a good place for doing business

So far, the euro crisis has not had a significant negative  
impact on the undisputed attractiveness of Germany as 
a place for doing business. As in the 2011 spring survey,  
the major family businesses are still almost unanimous 
in giving Germany the thumbs up as a place for doing  
business in comparison with foreign locations. More  
than four out of five of the businesses surveyed said that 
Germany was a better place for doing business, while one 
in five actually assessed the country as significantly better. 
Only 8% indicated a neutral assessment and only every 
tenth respondent believed that Germany was in a poorer 
position than other countries as a place to do business.

The assessment of the place in which to do business de-
pends greatly on the assessment of the current and future 
economic situation. If the location of the business is as-
sessed as better than other countries, this also increases 
the likelihood that the company’s economic situation will 
receive a better assessment.

If the current assessment of Germany as a place for doing 
business is compared with that from spring 2011, there are 
signs of a slight shift. The assessment for 2011 tended to be 
a little better: the “better” and “neutral” assessments decreased 
in autumn 2012 by 2 and 2.3 percentage points respectively, 
while the “poorer” assessment rose by 4.3 percentage points.1

1 Cf. Boerger/Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 22 f.
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Security of supply in Germany 

One reason for the slight decline in the assessment of  
Germany as a place for doing business may be the change-
over to alternative energy sources. The restructuring of the 
energy system is one of the greatest challenges facing the 
German economy in the coming years. The successes and 
failures of this changeover can be judged on the basis of the 
energy policy triangle, entailing cost-efficiency, environ-
mental compatibility and security of supply. 

In spring 2011 more than 70% of the major family  
businesses surveyed believed energy costs in Germany 
were more expensive in an international comparison.1  
On the other hand, the high level of security in energy  
supply was seen as a major plus for Germany as a place  
for doing business. Then however, the withdrawal from 
 nuclear energy and simultaneous development of renewable 
energies signalled by the German government may impact 
on all three target criteria and on security of supply. Critics 
of the changeover to alternative energy fear that the switch 
will not only lead to higher costs, but also to energy short-
falls in the short to medium term. In this context, the 
 major family businesses were asked about their dependence 
on a permanent external power supply. 

1 Cf. Boerger/Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 8 f.

High dependence on a permanent power supply

One third of the major family businesses indicated a high 
level of dependence on a permanent external power supply. 
Another quarter of the businesses surveyed said dependency 
was still high. A little more than one in five of major family 
businesses assess their own dependence on a reliable power 
supply as medium to low.

Industry particularly dependent on a permanent power 
supply  

The industrial sector is particularly dependent on a reliable 
power supply: More than two thirds of large family-run  
industrial businesses indicate a high to very high level of 
dependence on a permanent external power supply, while 
this proportion is significantly smaller in the trade and  
service sectors. In other words: almost three quarters of the 
businesses with a high level of dependence on a permanent 
external power supply operate in the industrial sector.

mediumvery high/high low/very low

n=391

in %

Industry

Trade

Services

Total 57.0 20.5 22.5

67.6 18.1 14.3

42.3 26.9 30.8

36.7 18.4 44.9

Dependence on a permanent external power supply 
in Germany

n = 391  © IfM Bonn
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Current security of supply is judged to be good

Overall, the assessment of current security of energy supply 
is largely positive. More than two thirds of the companies 
surveyed judged security of supply to be good to very good. 
Almost one in five respondents assessed supply as “satis-
factory” and only around 12% described it as “fair”. When 
it comes to the assessment of current security of supply there 
are almost no differences between the sectors or business 
size classes. 

Declining satisfaction with future security of supply

Expectations among the major family businesses in relation 
to security of supply over the next three years are significantly 
more pessimistic than current assessments. Thus, over time, 
10% fewer businesses award the “very good” grade and 20% 
fewer the “good” grade. On the other hand, almost one in 
four graded future security of supply as “fair” and more 
than one in six as “poor”. While current security of supply 
was graded as good overall, the average evaluation of future 
security of supply is only satisfactory. The major family 
businesses thus share the assessment of various experts 
who warn of future shortages in the winter months, as well 
as power grid operators, who themselves fear that security 
of supply could deteriorate in Germany in the coming 
twelve months.

In the southern German states in particular, where many  
of the larger industrial family-run businesses are located1, 
people are already worried about the plans to decommission 
more nuclear power stations, particularly because there is  
a deficit in the capacity of gas and coal-fuelled power  
stations to replace them and there is no capacity for trans-
ferring the energy generated in the north of the country to 
the south.

In particular, the family businesses dependent on a perma-
nent external power supply regard future security of supply 
with concern. Power failures can cause economic problems, 
particularly in industrial businesses with highly specialised 
processes and machines. Overall, the securing of the power 
supply is a significant prerequisite for the competitiveness 
of (industrial) family businesses in Germany and a very  
important area of activity for the government in the coming 
months and years.

1 Cf. Lamsfuß/Wallau (2011), p. 10.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

47.7

14.8 11.8

23.2
19.1

25.3 27.2
20.4

9.5

1.0

Security of supply over the next 3 years (n = 379)
Current security of supply (n = 388)

in %

good very goodsatisfactoryfairunsatisfactory

Assessment of security of energy supply in Germany

 © IfM Bonn



18

Major family businesses in Germany 
2012 Autumn Survey

Topics such as demographic change, a shortage of specialist 
staff and the “war for talents” have influenced personnel  
policy in large German businesses for some time. The  
associated challenges, such as a decline in potential em-
ployees, an ageing workforce and increasing demands 
in terms of qualifications as a result of (technical) inno-
vations and more complex operating procedures, are  
faced by all businesses, including Germany’s major family 
businesses. The current survey focuses on personnel policy 
issues that concentrate on the problems encountered in re-
cruiting personnel, the major family businesses as potential 
employers, their current personnel policy and the possible 
measures to secure future needs in terms of skilled staff. 

Problems with personnel recruitment

The upturn in 2010 and 2011 meant that demand for staff 
among German (family) businesses increased again. Although 
the general demand for staff has decreased slightly in 2012 
as a result of more modest economic expectations, it remains 
at a high level.1 The increased demand for staff in recent years 
has highlighted the question of the availability of suitable 
personnel: thus, companies do not always succeed in filling 
their vacancies quickly. In this context, the major family 
businesses were asked about their problems in recruiting 
personnel.

1  Cf. Bundesagentur für Arbeit [German Federal Labour Agency] (2012),  
no page. 

5.  Current personnel policy in the major family businesses

Recruitment of staff: more than half of the major family 
businesses are experiencing problems at present

The results of the survey indicate that the major German 
family businesses are confronted with difficulties in recruit-
ing personnel. 97% of the businesses surveyed had vacancies 
to fill in the last twelve months. 56.4% of respondents com-
plained of difficulties with recruitment, while 40.6% reported 
no appreciable problems.

Difficulties
experienced

No difficulties
experienced

No vacancies
available

56.440.6

3.0

in %

Difficulties in filling vacancies in Germany

n = 404  © IfM Bonn
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n = 228, multiple answers: 524 answers

Specialist staff with
professional training

Specialist/managerial staff with
college/university qualifications

(excluding engineers)

Engineers

Trainees

Skilled/unskilled staff

in %

72.6

Industry Trade
Services Total

88.5
68.8

76.3

60.7
52.5

62.5
58.8

74.8
19.7

28.1
53.5

27.4
39.3

37.5
32.0

7.4
9.8

15.6
9.2

Recruitment problems among the major family businesses 
broken down according to the level of qualification among 
applicants and sectors 

n = 228; multiple answers: 524 answers © IfM Bonn

Family businesses lack specialist staff with professional 
training 

The greatest difficulty for the major German family businesses 
is finding specialist staff with the appropriate professional 
training. More that three quarters of businesses experiencing 
recruiting difficulties have problems in this qualification 
segment and family businesses located in rural areas are 
particularly affected. When this figure is broken down by 
business size classes, it is evident that recruiting difficulties in 
this qualification segment decline as the size of the business 
increases. The main reason for this may be the available 
personal and financial resources. More than half of the 
businesses surveyed have problems recruiting specialist /
managerial staff with the requisite third level training (58.8%) 
and filling engineering vacancies (53.5%). The search for 
engineers is particularly problematic for family businesses 
with more than 500 employees and businesses that are very 
active abroad.

The situation is significantly easier for the major family 
businesses when it comes to recruiting apprentices and  
unskilled staff. In this case, only one in eleven of the  
businesses surveyed experiences difficulties.

The type and extent of recruitment problems also depend 
on the sector to which the business belongs

Family-run industrial businesses that experience difficulties 
in recruitment are primarily looking for engineers, closely 
followed by specialist staff with the appropriate professional 
training. In contrast, in trade the shortage of specialist staff 
with professional qualifications is greater than in other  
sectors. This sector also has more difficulty in filling its 
training places.

It is noticeable that the shortage of trainees or specialist 
staff with professional qualifications is particularly acute 
in businesses with high training quotas, typically in trade 
(see chapter 2). The results of the survey confirm the general 
trend, whereby the situation on the market for trainees will 
become even more difficult. Because today’s trainees are 
tomorrow’s specialist staff, developments in this qualification 
segment may also have a negative long-term impact on the 
availability of specialist staff with professional qualifications.
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Attractiveness of employers

The last findings correspond to the employers’ assessment 
of their own attractiveness. Thus, three quarters of the 
major family businesses surveyed believed they were (very) 
attractive employers, this assessment being returned to a 
disproportionate extent by businesses with a large number 
of employees.

Job security regarded as important to very important by  
the major family businesses

A high degree of job security is one of the factors that  
contributes to an employer’s attractiveness. Nine out of  
ten of the major family businesses say that they can offer 
their (potential) employees good to very good job security.

From the perspective of the family businesses surveyed, 
the company’s location plays a much lesser role in its  
attractiveness as an employer. Only 40% of businesses  
assess the attractiveness of their location as (very) high.

The situation for potential employers

The ability of the major family businesses to fill vacancies 
quickly is influenced by numerous external and internal 
factors.

Income expectations of applicants often too high 

A good half of the family businesses surveyed indicated 
that the expectations of potential new employees in terms 
of income were (very) high. This could be one reason for 
the reported recruitment problems. However, it is not just 
the high wage demands of applications that cause prob-
lems, but also the fact that one third of the major family 
businesses receive a small number of applications for their 
vacancies. This point is cited more often by small businesses: 
thus 42.1% of the major family businesses with fewer than 
250 employees report that the number of applicants is 
small. The same problem was only reported by 10% of the 
family businesses that employ more than 1,000 people.

Another possible cause of problems in recruiting personnel 
is the fact that applicants are often insufficiently qualified 
from the companies’ perspective – only one quarter of them 
assessed the qualifications of their applicants as (very) high. 
The fact that competitor companies could be more attrac-
tive tends to be a subordinate concern for the major family 
businesses.

mediumvery high/high low/very low

n=384-400

in %

Applicants’ expected
income

Qualifications among
applicants

Number of
applicants

Probability that applicants
would prefer to use

the competition

53.1
0.3

46.6

26.2 15.358.5

16.4 34.649.0

8.8 52.039.2

Assessment of applicants from the perspective  
of the major family businesses

n = 384–400  © IfM Bonn

mediumvery high/high low/very low

n=384-400

in %

Occupational safety

Attractiveness as
an employer

Attractiveness of the
company location

The business’ attractiveness
to applicants from outside

the region

89.1
1.0

1.3

9.9

75.8 22.9

39.6 19.341.1

24.5 34.840.7

Self-assessment of the major family businesses  
as potential employers

n = 391–405  © IfM Bonn
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It is not surprising that large family businesses located 
in densely populated, urban areas would regard their own 
location as significantly more attractive than businesses 
located in rural areas. This mainly applies to businesses in 
the service sector, which are to be found more frequently 
in urban areas and which regard their own location as sig-
nificantly more attractive than large family businesses from 
other sectors.

The business’ own location is regarded as less attractive in 
terms of drawing applicants from outside the region. The 
size of the business is significant in this assessment. As the 
number of employees increases, the business’ attraction  
to potential applicants from outside the region also rises. 
This may not least be connected with the fact that larger 
businesses have a higher public profile because of their  
economic power and therefore have a reputation among  
a broader public including beyond the region. 

The majority of family businesses regard themselves 
as more attractive than other large (DAX) companies

When asked about their own attractiveness as employers 
in comparison with other large (DAX) companies, the  
majority of the major German family businesses see them-
selves as more attractive (57.6%) – irrespective of the  
business sector, size and location. 14.3% of the businesses 
surveyed regard themselves as being equally attractive 
to the comparative group. Around three out of ten com-
panies see themselves at a disadvantage and believe  
themselves to be less attractive.

n = 391 © IfM Bonn
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Measures to recruit personnel

In order to be successful in filling vacancies, businesses are 
increasingly forced to try new approaches to personnel policy. 
This may not just relate to the more frequent recruitment of 
specific target groups, but also the measures used to recruit 
personnel.

Family businesses are mainly interested in talented 
younger staff

The results of this survey indicate that the major German 
family businesses are involved in the national “war for talents”. 
When it comes to personnel recruitment, almost three quar-
ters of the businesses surveyed focus their efforts on young 
specialist and managerial staff. These efforts are significantly 
more in evidence among family-run industrial businesses. 
Eight out of ten businesses in this sector have increased 
their focus on this target group. The bigger the business and 
the more active it is on an international level, the greater 
the efforts to attract young talent in the last twelve months.



22

Major family businesses in Germany 
2012 Autumn Survey

When looking for suitable personnel, the focus is not just 
on highly qualified young talent, however. Four out of ten 
businesses also try to include weaker school-leavers in 
their personnel recruitment, particularly businesses that 
are active on the domestic front or that have trouble filling 
training places.

Likewise, almost 40% of the family businesses surveyed had 
turned to new target groups for recruitment in the last year. 
By recruiting women, migrants and older specialist staff, 
businesses are increasingly attracting previously untapped 
potential that can help them to defuse the threatened future 
shortage of specialist staff in their company.

Only one third of the major family businesses seek to  
integrate the long-term unemployed and those looking to  
return to work and a good quarter of them try to recruit 
staff from abroad. The search for specialist and managerial 
staff abroad is only an option for large, export-oriented 
family businesses in resolving personnel shortages: Six out  
of ten internationally active family businesses with more 
than 500 employees and an export quota of more than 
50% look for suitable staff abroad. However, around one in 
twenty of the businesses surveyed plans to extend its search 
for personnel abroad. Businesses often point to the lack 
of a welcoming culture in Germany, the levels of red tape 
and language barriers as the reasons why they do not seek 
to recruit personnel from beyond the national borders.1 

The majority of the major family businesses use  
e-recruiting

In addition to the target groups, the major family businesses 
were also asked about the measures they use in the context 
of personnel recruitment and therefore in securing their  
future specialist staff requirements.

High up on the list of personnel policy measures is the use 
of the Internet for e-recruiting. More than three quarters of 
the businesses surveyed use electronic media and personnel 
systems to recruit staff. As well as the publishing of vacancies 
on the company’s own website or in online job exchanges, 
e-recruiting channels include the use of social communities 
as part of social media applications. The bigger the business, 
the more likely it is to use the Internet for personnel recruit-
ment purposes. In the case of businesses with more than 
1,000 employees, this is already around 90%.

1 Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung (2012), p. 195.
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school-leavers
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Major family businesses in Germany 
2012 Autumn Survey

23

In using e-recruiting, the businesses are not only proving 
that they have a finger on the pulse, but are also reaching a 
broad public, enabling them to communicate interactively 
and quickly with potential applicants. E-recruiting is thus a 
cost-efficient alternative to the classic methods of personnel 
recruitment. If one considers the development of social 
media to date, some elements indicate that the importance 
of these important personnel policy instruments will increase 
in the future.

Cooperation with universities and colleges makes  
employers more attractive

About seven out of ten of the family businesses surveyed 
use the classic instrument of cooperation with universities 
and colleges as part of their recruitment efforts, while a  
further 7% are planning to do so. These are mainly family-
run industrial businesses and businesses that have large  
human and financial resources (more than 1,000 employees 
or an equity ratio of over 40%). As well as integrated degree 
programmes, they also supervise dissertation projects, for 
example. This enables businesses to compete for up-and-
coming talent even while they are at college/university 
and to make themselves known to potential applicants. 
This also has a positive effect on the attractiveness of the 
business as an employer. 

Over the last twelve months, almost 70% of the businesses 
surveyed have used the development of professional training 
as a personnel policy instrument aimed at covering their 
current personnel requirements. 

The bigger the large family business, the more likely it is 
that it will not only have extended the professional training 
it offers, but also that it will use the services of agencies to 
recruit personnel. This may be due in no small part to the 
financial options available to these businesses. However, 
out of necessity, businesses that experience recruitment 
difficulties rely more than usual on the expertise of specialists. 
In total, 63.9% of the family businesses surveyed used the 
services of such agencies in recruiting personnel.

Majority report no drop in qualification requirements

For Germany’s major family businesses, reducing require-
ments in relation to the (specialist) qualifications of poten-
tial specialist and managerial staff is not an option when it 
comes to competing for staff. Over the last year, only 8.5% 
accepted lower qualifications than those actually required 
in order to recruit personnel. Nonetheless, family businesses 
that experience problems in recruiting specialist and mana-
gerial staff are generally more prepared to reduce their 
qualification requirements (11.1%).

Finally, it is evident that the major family businesses have 
understood the need to secure their own need for specialist 
staff and have taken the appropriate steps to cover their  
requirements. In particular, businesses that are already aware 
of the problem and that indicate that they have experienced 
difficulties filling vacancies use a wider range of measures 
to recruit personnel.

Cooperation with universities
and colleges (e.g. integrated

degree programmes,
supervision of dissertations)

Use of the Internet
for e-recruiting

Expansion of on-the-job training

Entrusting personnel
recruitment to agencies

Drop in qualification requirements
for potential specialist and

managerial staff

in %

Yes No No, but this is planned

n=399-402
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n = 399–402 © IfM Bonn
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Use of personnel policy instruments

It is a well-established and much discussed fact that, as well 
as recruitment problems, it is also getting harder to motivate 
and retain staff. In order to retain qualified employees on  
a permanent basis, businesses need to develop strategies  
for distinguishing themselves from the competition in a 
positive way. How have Germany’s major family businesses 
positioned themselves in this respect?

Further training and flexible working hours models 
as a two-pronged personnel policy strategy

The results of the survey support the general trend whereby 
non-material values are increasingly at the top of the wish 
list for employees. The relevance of salary levels should  
not also be neglected as a decision-making criterion when 
choosing an employer. This has also been recognised by 
Germany’s major family businesses when organising their 
personnel policy instruments.

The most frequent item in the catalogue of measures quoted 
by the major family businesses is internal and/or external 
training (94.3%). A company offering further training  
opportunities will be perceived as an attractive employer1: 
Qualification options open up a range of prospective job  
areas for applicants, as well as better career opportunities, 
while also ensuring additional incentives for existing staff 
and the opportunity to upgrade their skills.

1 Cf. Kay et al. (2010), p. 98.

However, these are not the only advantages. Studies show 
that professional further training is seen as the most impor-
tant measure for dealing with threatened shortages among 
specialist staff. This is also evident among Germany’s major 
family businesses. An above-average number of businesses 
that experience difficulties in recruiting personnel use 
 internal and/or external training as an instrument in 
 personnel policy. 

Flexible working hours was ranked as the second most  
important personnel policy instrument in family businesses 
(80.6%).

Internal and/or external
further training

Flexible working hours

Payment above the collectively
agreed scale

Bonus and profit sharing
among employees

Occupational pension system

Personnel development concept

Occupational health
management

Measures to support the
work/family life balance

in %

n = 403, multiple answers: 2,303 answers

94.3

80.6

78.2

73.4

66.5

66.3

56.1

56.1

Personnel policy instruments in the major family  
businesses

n = 403; multiple answers: 2,303 answers © IfM Bonn
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Company pension provisions

Occupational pension provisions (betriebliche Altersvor-
sorge) originally began as an  additional, purely employer-
financed provision, referred to below as the occupational 
pension. In addition, so-called salary conversion has become 
standard practice over the last approximately ten years.  
As of 1 January 2002, employees who are compulsorily  
insured under the state pension system have a legal entitle-
ment to convert parts of their salary into an occupational old- 
age pension. The state encourages this salary con version 
through deferred taxation. The portions of the wage con-
verted for pension provisions are tax-free up to a maximum 
of 4% of the income limit for chargeable con tributions for 
state pension insurance and are not subject to social security 
payments.

Since that date, all employers are obliged in principle to  
offer their employees at least one pension product and to  
organise implementation. The businesses also save on the 
employer’s social insurance contributions for the amounts 
converted by the employees. Many employers use this  
financial leeway by topping up their employees’ contri-
butions for salary conversion. This results in a mixed form  
of employer and employee-financed occupational pension. 
In principle, all three types of pension can be offered in  
a single business, as is the case in around one in ten family 
businesses. 

Good remuneration:  
another important personnel policy instrument

Third and fourth in the rankings are material instruments 
such as a salary above the collectively agreed pay scale 
(78.2%), bonus and profit sharing among employees (73.4%) 
and the provision of a company pension (66.5%). In addition 
to individual developmental prospects and freedom to  
organise one’s own working day, good remuneration is also 
key. The frequency with which material instruments are used 
depends on the size of the business. Thus, family businesses 
with up to 500 employees use higher salaries more often  
as a personnel policy instrument. On the other hand, large 
family businesses with more than 1,000 employees are more 
likely to offer their employees a share in the company’s  
success than smaller family businesses (79.0%).

The final items in the ranking of existing personnel policy 
instruments are occupational health management and 
measures to help employees balance the demands of work 
and family life, which are also offered by 56.1% of surveyed 
family businesses. In the context of an ageing society and the 
expected further increasing tendency for women to return 
to work, the importance of measures in these two areas is 
set to rise. However, the improvement of occupational 
health management does not have the corresponding im-
portance in terms of future personnel policy strategies 
among the major family businesses (see chapter 6).

Attractive family businesses are more active in terms 
of personnel policy

A good 80% of businesses use more than five of the eight 
personnel policy instruments mentioned in the survey. 
Around one third have a particularly extensive range 
of personnel policy instruments with seven or eight meas-
ures. If an unusually large number of personnel policy in-
struments are used in a business, it will be considered more 
attractive as an employer in comparison with other large 
(DAX) companies. 



26

Major family businesses in Germany 
2012 Autumn Survey

The mixed form of salary conversion, in which both the 
employee and the employer make a contribution, is currently 
offered by around two thirds of the major family businesses. 
In around 55% of businesses, a purely employee-financed 
salary conversion is also offered. Thus numerous companies 
obviously offer both forms of salary conversion. Both forms 
are now standard for occupational old-age pension systems, 
with classic occupational pensions becoming gradually less 
common.

Mixed employer and employee-
financed salary conversion

Purely employee-financed
salary conversion

Purely employer-financed
occupational pension

Neither nor

in %

n = 397, multiple answers: 585 answers

62.7

54.9

22.9

6.8

Existing forms of occupational pension

n = 397; multiple answers: 585 answers © IfM Bonn

The purely employer-financed occupational pension can  
be found in almost one in four family businesses with an 
annual turnover of more than 50 million euros (22.9%).1  
In most cases, the purely employer-financed occupational 
pension is offered to all employees. In around 30% of cases, 
these pension schemes are only open to specialist and 
managerial staff, while in a further 15% of cases they are 
only open to senior managers and members of the board.

Almost all large family businesses – with the exception of 
7% – offer their employees the option of making provision 
for their retirement using these capital-covered occupation 
pension schemes. 

1		Few	family	businesses	in	the	service	sector	offer	a	purely	employer-financed	
pension provision, while more of them than in other sectors offer a mixed 
financed	salary	conversion.

Eight out of ten family businesses provide financial 
support for occupational pensions for their employees

When an analysis is performed at company level, it is evident 
that the family businesses surveyed make a financial con-
tribution to their employees’ pension provisions in eight out 
of ten cases. Through their financial participation, the major 
family businesses demonstrate a particularly employee- 
oriented commitment to personnel policy that goes beyond 
the legal requirements for purely employee-financed salary 
conversion.

Significantly fewer family businesses that consider themselves 
more attractive employers than DAX companies offer only 
employee-financed salary conversion. 

Only modest take-up of salary conversion among 
employees

Despite the excellent offer on the part of the major family 
businesses, the participation quota among employees for 
salary conversion leaves room for improvement. According 
to the businesses, on average only 35% of staff take advan-
tage of the salary conversion option. Only in a good one in 
five businesses is the participation rate among employees 
greater than 75%.

In particular in family businesses that only offer the employee- 
financed salary conversion required by law the participation 
quota is significantly lower (28.9%) than in family businesses 
that participate financially in salary conversion (39.6%). 
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Average level
of use

over 50 to 75%over 25 to 50%
Proportion of employees in the business with salary conversion

up to 25% over 75%

n=76-114

in %

No employer
contribution

With employer
contribution

28.9%

39.6%

52.4 20.9 11.6 15.1

34.1 24.4 14.1 27.4

Take-up of salary conversion according to employer 
participation

n = 76–114 © IfM Bonn

Direct insurance is the most frequent implementation  
alternative

The legislature has opened up five implementation alter-
natives (company-based schemes, direct insurance, pension 
funds, staff pension insurance (Pensionskasse) and benefit 
funds (Unterstützungskasse)). In prin ciple employers them-
selves can decide which implemen tation alternatives they 
offer their employees and how many. Direct insurance is by 
far the most important implemen tation alternative as part 
of occupational old-age pension provision, offered by eight 
out of ten of the major family businesses. In addition, family 
businesses generally offer their employees two further im-
plementation alternatives. ‘Riester’ sponsorship is still often 
offered1, involving staff pension insurance, benefit funds and 
company-based schemes. Other instruments, such as time-
value accounts, still play a subordinate role.

1  As well as the conclusion of a private Riester pension, employees can use 
Riester sponsorship for staff pension insurance, direct insurance or a pension 
fund offered by the employer. The contribution paid by way of salary conver-
sion must, as with a private contract, involve individually taxed income subject 
to contributions.

Operational old-age pension provisions are evidence 
of social responsibility to employees and help retain/ 
attract staff

Social responsibility to employees is the main drive for all 
family businesses, irrespective of whether they participate  
financially in the old-age pension provision. In addition,  
occupational old-age pension provision is of greater impor-
tance in times in which competition for the best specialist 
and management staff is getting tougher.2 Three out of four 
family businesses assume that occupational old-age pension 
provisions have the effect of retaining employees, leading 
to greater identification with the company.3 In addition, 
the offer of occupational old-age pension provisions also 
makes it easier to recruit specialist and managerial staff.

2 Cf. Deutsche Bank Research (2010), p. 4 f.
3		Family	businesses	in	which	only	employee-financed	salary	conversion	is	 

offered believe that staff loyalty is encouraged, despite the portability of  
the old-age pension provision established by the German legislature if the 
employee should leave the business.

Direct insurance

Occupational Riester pension

Staff pension insurance

Benefit fund

Company-based pension
scheme

Individually developed
special model

Group contract of a trade
association/trade union

Pension fund

Time-value accounts in
combination with company

pension provisions

in %

n = 344, multiple answers: 1,045 answers

82.3

43.3

41.6

36.9

34.9

18.0

17.2

16.3

13.4

Implementation alternatives as part of  
company pension provisions

n = 344; multiple answers: 1,045 answers © IfM Bonn
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The significance of the occupational old-age pension  
system will increase over the next three years 

The current debate about poverty among the elderly and 
the reduction in pension levels to 43% in 2030 makes it 
clear that state pension insurance is gradually reaching its 
financial limits. More and more frequently in future, the 
state pension will no longer be enough to guarantee an  
individual’s accustomed standard of living in old age. Both 
occupational and private pensions will thus become a vital 
provision for all workers. This is why the major family busi-
nesses assume that the share of employees using a salary 
conversion scheme will increase significantly in the next 
three years. Higher growth rates are particularly expected 
when employers participate in the occupational old-age 
pension system. 

The proportion contributed by the beneficiaries to a purely 
employer-financed occupational pension scheme is also set 
to rise. Thus 21% of the family businesses surveyed expect 
a rise in the number of beneficiaries, while only around 9% 
expect a decrease. It would seem that, although frequently 
pronounced dead, the employer-financed occupational pen-
sion system remains an important instrument for enhancing 
an employer’s attractiveness and for retaining personnel.

In particular, the surveyed family businesses that participate 
financially in the occupational old-age pension system  
believe that the offer of an occupational pension has a  
positive effect on their employees’ motivation.

n = 348; multiple answers: 1,462 answers © IfM Bonn

Social responsibility
to employees

Employee retention
and recruitment

Greater motivation
for employees

Meeting legal obligations
as an employer

Company pension provisions
as part of corporate culture

Reward for individual
high-performers, e.g. managers

Reduction in incidental
wage costs

Reinforcement of internal
financing

in %

n = 348, multiple answers: 1,462 answers

85.3

75.0

69.5

58.3

54.6

38.8

28.4

10.1

Motives and aims of occupational pension provisions
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6.  Medium to long-term personnel policy of the major family businesses

Thanks not least to their size advantages and their good  
financial footing, Germany’s major family businesses are 
not yet faced with a general shortage of specialist staff. The 
demographically-related decline in potential employees may, 
however, also result in a further deterioration in recruitment 
problems in the medium to long term. In this context, the 
major family businesses were first asked to identify the three 
biggest personnel policy challenges for the future from their 
point of view. They were also asked about the personnel 
policy strategies that they intend to pursue in the future.

Future challenges in personnel policy

Shortage of specialist and managerial staff poses the  
greatest future challenge in personnel policy

For three out of four of the major family businesses, the 
shortage of specialist and managerial staff poses the greatest 
future challenge in personnel policy. It is mainly regarded 
as a challenge for the future by those businesses that already 
experience problems in filling their vacancies: 85% of busi-
nesses that have experienced difficulties in filling vacancies 
in Germany in the last twelve months expect that the short-
age of specialist and managerial staff will be a problem in 
the future. 

The medium to long-term challenges in personnel policy  
of the major family businesses

Shortage of specialist
and managerial staff

Increasingly ageing staff

Continuously dropping level
of education among applicants

Shortage of trainees

Qualifications becoming
outdated with increasing speed

Increasing fluctuation among
employees

in %

n = 397, multiple answers: 1,050 answers

74.1

50.6

46.3

41.6

33.0

18.9

n = 397; multiple answers: 1,050 answers © IfM Bonn

The assessment that the future shortage of specialist and 
managerial staff is one of the three most important personnel 
policy challenges also depends on the different individual 
characteristics of the major family businesses, as well as the 
sector in which they operate. Businesses that have a large 
number of applicants, a high self-assessment in terms of job 
security or a high level of attraction to applicants from out-
side the region are less inclined to see the lack of specialist 
staff as a future challenge for personnel policy. There is also 
a general trend that businesses that have a positive view of 
their own location and of Germany as a place in which to do 
business are less inclined to see the shortage of specialist 
and managerial staff as a problem for the future. 
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Negative effects expected from an ageing workforce

Around half of the major family businesses saw the rising 
age profile of the workforce as one of the three biggest  
personnel policy challenges for the future. This assessment  
is little influenced by the size of the workforce, whether the 
business is involved in export, or the attractiveness of the 
major family businesses as employers. 

In the assessment of the major family businesses, the aver-
age ageing of the workforce is likely to have more negative 
than positive effects. Rising personnel costs, a higher level 
of absenteeism through illness or declining flexibility among 

Out of one hundred minus percentage points: no effects; n = 388–393 © IfM Bonn

Out of one hundred minus percentage points: no effect
n=388-393

Rising personnel costs

in %

79.7

Rising absenteeism due to illness 56.4

Decreasing flexibility 53.5

Decreasing capacity for innovation 39.9

Decreasing productivity 33.4

Decreasing personnel costs1.5

Decreasing absenteeism due to illness5.6

Rising flexibility10.7

Rising capacity for innovation13.4

Rising productivity

Decreasing motivation Rising motivation

Declining expertise Rising expertise

Decreasing loyalty Rising loyalty

14.6

21.0 21.7

11.9 43.8

4.9 56.8

negative effects positive effects

Expected effects of an ageing workforce

the workforce are the most frequently expected negative  
effects. The major family businesses also expect a significant 
drop in their ability to innovate and in their productivity  
as a consequence of the ageing workforce: The balance 
(negative versus positive effects) for both effects is minus 
26.5 or 18.8 percentage points. Thus, the demographic 
change threatens the competitiveness of the major family 
businesses if countermeasures are not taken. 

In relation to employee motivation, positive and negative 
expectations balance out in terms of the ageing of their  
employees. The most frequently mentioned positive effects  
of the ageing workforce are increased loyalty and expertise.
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Concerns for the level of education among applicants

While the qualifications of applicants are still seen as satis-
factory (see chapter 5), the major family businesses are 
concerned about the level of education among future appli-
cants. When asked to identify the three biggest medium to 
long-term personnel policy challenges, 46% of the major 
family businesses identified the continuously declining level 
of education among their applicants. Even one third of 
businesses that assess the current level of education of their 
applicants as very high or high regard the level of education 
among their applicants as one of the greatest challenges in 
future. The problem is seen as particularly grave by businesses 
that already assess the current level of education among their 
applicants as low or very low. 

Shortage of trainees poses a problem for the future,  
particularly in the trade sector

The lack of trainees is seen as one of the three most serious 
future challenges by 42% of respondents. Only those busi-
nesses with a high subjective assessment of their attractive-
ness as employers are somewhat more relaxed about the 
situation. On the other hand, businesses that have already 
experienced problems over the last year in filling their training 
places regard the shortage of trainees as a future problem 
of similar proportions to the shortage of specialist and 
managerial staff (more than 70% of respondents). 

It is mainly those businesses with a particularly high trainee 
quota that indicate problems in filling trainee places. Thus, 
one in every two businesses with a trainee quota of more 
than 10% regard the lack of trainees as one of the biggest 
future personnel policy problems. This effect is primarily 
experienced in the trade sector, which, because of its high 
trainee quotas (see chapter 2), is particularly dependent on 
the availability of trainees. Both the current and future ex-
pected shortage of trainees would lead one to expect that 
the shortage of specialist staff with professional training in 
trade will deteriorate further in the future. 

Outdated qualifications and fluctuation among staff of less 
significance

Around one third of the major family businesses saw the ever-
accelerating speed with which qualifications become out-
dated as one of the three biggest personnel policy challenges 
for the future. Fewer regard increased fluctuation among 
staff as a future problem. This seems to be a regionally  
specific problem that is reported more often by businesses 
located in rural regions than those in urban areas. It is  
expected that increasing fluctuation among employees will 
be less problematic for businesses that exert a high level of 
attraction on applicants outside the region or that can offer 
the prospect of job security as attractive employers.
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Future strategies in personnel policy

The major family businesses have already used a wide 
range of instruments to take the identified personnel policy 
challenges of the future actively in hand1 and are planning 
to intensify this in the future.

Improvement in management culture/structures 

The classic image of large family businesses mostly run along 
patriarchal lines has long been the exception rather than the 
rule. For more than 80% of the major family businesses the 
most important personnel policy strategy for the future is the 
further development of management cultures and structures 
in the company. The results of the spring survey 2012 con-
firm that three quarters of the large family businesses believe 
that strengthening the second management level is a key 
part of their business management.2

 
As with the present personnel policies (see chapter 5), it  
is evident in relation to future personnel policy that non-
monetary incentives are becoming more important in 
achieving staff loyalty. Thus, for the family businesses  
surveyed, it is not just the entrusting of responsible tasks 
to the second management level that plays a significant 
role. Instead, more than half of all businesses will pursue 
the strategy of improving the work /family life balance or 
improving career opportunities and development prospects. 
Monetary incentives, such as the organisation of attractive 
remuneration models, are seen as rather less important.

1  Thus, for example, businesses that recognised the shortage of specialist staff 
as a future problem for their company have, in the last twelve months, sought 
specialist and managerial staff with greater frequency both in Germany and 
abroad, or have entrusted personnel recruitment to an agency.

2 Cf. Lamsfuß/Wallau (2012), p. 17.

Developing management cultures/
structure (e.g. strengthening

the second management level)

Increased investment in the further
training of employees (life-long learning)

Improving employer attractiveness

Improving support for work/family
life balance

More flexible working hours

Improving career opportunities
and development prospects

for employees

Intensifying occupational health
management

Restructuring production procedures/
organisation in order to establish

a work profile for an ageing workforce

More attractive remuneration models
for employees

in %

n = 397, multiple answers: 2,115 answers

80.6

78.8

67.8

60.2

52.4

51.4

48.9

46.6

46.1

Medium to long-term strategies in personnel policy of the 
major family businesses

n = 397; multiple answers: 2,115 answers © IfM Bonn

The medium to long-term personnel policy strategies aim 
to counter the continuously declining level of education 
among applicants and the ever-accelerating speed with 
which employees’ qualifications become outdated. Accordingly, 
more than three quarters of the major family businesses 
intend investing more in the further training of their staff.
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The major family businesses also regard their attractiveness 
as employers as having great importance: around 68% aim 
to improve this in future, irrespective of whether they had 
previously assessed themselves as attractive or unattractive 
employers.

Although the major family businesses regard the ageing 
workforce as the second most important future personnel 
policy challenge, this is not reflected in future strategies. 
Nonetheless, almost half the major family businesses intend 
in the medium to long-term to intensify occupational 
health management, or to improve production procedures/
organisation in view of the ageing workforce. Both strategies 
are implemented more often by businesses that see the  
ageing workforce as a future problem. On the other hand, 
44% of respondents saw the ageing workforce as a problem, 
but are not yet planning to intensify either of the afore-
mentioned measures in the future. Here there is certainly  
a need for some family businesses to take action, so as not 
to lose competitiveness in the future. 

To summarise, it is evident that the major family businesses 
have recognised the general importance of a broad personnel 
policy and intend to meet the personnel policy challenges for 
the future. On average, the major family businesses intend 
to implement more than five of the specified personnel policy 
strategies. In particular, businesses that have experienced 
problems in filling vacancies in the last twelve months are 
now feeling the first effects of demographic change and  
intend implementing more personnel policy measures in 
the future.

Challenges in economic policy

The shortage of specialist and managerial staff poses the 
greatest challenge for the major family businesses in terms 
of personnel policy. Businesses can influence the quantity 
and quality of their applicants through their own measures, 
such as increasing their attractiveness as an employer.  
On the other hand, they are also heavily dependent on the 
German labour market and the labour supply available 
there.

Nine out of ten of the major family businesses see the greatest 
need for action in the improvement of school education. 
Three quarters of the major family businesses believe that, 
despite their best efforts, they cannot compensate for the 
poor standard of education solely through increased efforts 
during occupational training. Accordingly, the onus is on 
the politicians to ensure that graduates have a higher level 
of education.

Improvement in general
education

Easing of residency restrictions
for foreign specialist staff

State measures to provide
better support for the work/

family life balance

State measures for on-the-job
further training

State further training measures
for older employees

Fundamental change in
vocational training

in %

n = 394, multiple answers: 1,325 answers

89.6

69.0

62.4

48.7

39.1

27.4

Economic policy measures aimed at ensuring the availability 
of specialist staff

n = 394; multiple answers: 1,325 answers © IfM Bonn
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The second most important concern for 69% of respondents 
was an easing of residency restrictions for foreign specialist 
staff. This aspect was of particular importance to 82% of the 
large businesses employing 1,000 or more people. 
 
The German government has already taken action in this 
area, introducing the so-called “blue card”1 on 1 August 
2012, making it easier for foreign specialist staff to take up 
residence in Germany. It is somewhat surprising that only 
around one in every ten large family businesses envisages 
using a blue card in the future. In industry too, only one 
in nine large family businesses is likely to use this option.

1  A “blue card” involving a work and residency permit can be obtained by 
university graduates from non-EU member states provided they have a valid 
contract of employment with an employer in Germany and earn in excess of 
44,800 euros per annum. In certain professions where there is a particular 
need for specialist staff, such as doctors or engineers, the salary limit is only 
around 35,000 euros.

There are four possible reasons for this response. Firstly  
the blue card arrangements have only recently been intro-
duced. Accordingly, people have little experience with the 
scheme as yet. Another important reason for the probable 
low level of use of the blue card is the language barrier for 
foreign specialist staff. In addition, specialist staff from the 
countries hit by the euro crisis can work in Germany with-
out restrictions, i. e. without a blue card. Another possible 
explanation for the relatively low planned level of use is that 
the blue card is primarily intended for graduate specialist 
staff. Accordingly, the level of use among businesses that 
have already experienced problems over the last twelve 
months in filling vacancies for engineers or other specialist 
graduate staff is significantly higher, at 17% of those sur-
veyed.

Furthermore, the major family businesses would like to  
see more public support of the work/family life balance 
in order to secure the availability of specialist staff (62.4%). 
This aspect was mentioned with particular frequency  
by businesses that had experienced difficulties in filling  
vacancies. Furthermore, businesses also called for state-  
advanced further opportunities (48.7%), state-sponsored 
further training for older staff (39.1%) and a fundamental 
change in professional training (27.4%). In particular,  
businesses with fewer than 250 employees would like to  
see more political support in relation to this issue.I can't say yetYes No

n=119-399

in %

All businesses surveyed

Businesses with general
problems filling vacancies

Businesses with problems
filling engineering

vacancies

9.5

13.3

17.6

49.6

49.8

56.3

40.9

36.9

26.1

n = 119–399 © IfM Bonn

Future plans to use the blue card?
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This study presents the results of the 2012 autumn survey 
of major family businesses with an annual turnover of over 
50 million euros. As well as assessing the current and future 
economic situation and evaluating Germany as a place in 
which to do business, the survey focuses on the personnel 
policies of the major family businesses. Thus, in addition to 
the current problems with recruiting personnel, the study also 
looks at future personnel policy challenges and strategies 
in the major family businesses.


