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The definition of German Mittelstand is based on the 
European Commission‘s SME definition as the defin-
ing qualitative characteristics of the Mittelstand (man-
agement, ownership, economic independence) are 
not apparent from official statistics.

About 3.35 million enterprises are small and medium 
sized enterprises (SME). This represents 99.3 % of all 
companies in the private sector.

On average, German small and medium sized enterpris-
es are larger compared to SMEs in other EU member 
states.

SMEs generate more than 2 trillion euros and thus 
around 33 % of the total turn-over of companies in  
Germany.

Altogether, small and medium-sized enterprises con-
tribute more than 60 % of all enterprises to the total 
net value-added of all enterprises.

More than 19 million employees work in SMEs. That is 
more than 54 % of all employees.

About 71 % of all trainees are employed in companies 
with less than 250 employees subject to social insur-
ance contributions.

SMEs invest more than 7 billion euros in research and  
development.

Their export turnover was more than 207 billion euros 
in 2019, which is almost 16 % of the export turnover of 
all companies.

(Data from 2020. More recent figures will be available in  
summer 2023.)
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If you would like to stay updated on the latest 
IfM Bonn research results,  

subscribe to our newsletter at: 

www.ifm-bonn.org

Our current research

Mittelstand in a nutshell

  During the COVID-19 pandemic, the German Mittel-
stand had stabilising effects on society and the economy. 
Many Mittelstand companies retained employees despite 
economic difficulties and quickly developed alternative 
business models. In this way, the companies contributed 
to the state support measures. They ensured that the di-
versity of regional Mittelstand companies remained large-
ly intact, that the supply of necessary goods and services 
was secured, and that jobs were preserved.

  Women run one in five of Germany‘s 3.2 million family 
businesses. Women-owned family businesses are signifi-
cantly underrepresented, measured against the proportion 
of women in the workforce (46.7 %).

  Most companies in the manufacturing sector are awa-
re of the risks posed by climate change. Accordingly, they 
consider aspects of climate protection in their business 
decisions. Companies prefer flexible climate policy instru-
ments such as the CO2 tax or emissions trading, as such 
economic measures give them individual leeway.

Who belongs to the Mittelstand? Current figures

Also in 2021, the Covid-19 pandemic posed significant 
challenges to sub-sectors of the economy. Nevertheless, 
the number of business start-ups in the second year of 
the pandemic rose by 1.4 % to 336,000. Compared to the 
previous year, the increase in business start-ups was hig-
hest in agriculture and forestry (+ 2.5 %) and lowest in the 
liberal professions (+ 0.3 %).

For the third time in a row, the district of Munich came 
first in the NUI regional ranking in 2020. The following 
ranks are held by the city of Leverkusen, the district of 
Miesbach, the city of Rosenheim, and the district of 
Starnberg. The IfM Bonn has published the business 
registrations per 10,000 working-age inhabitants (New 
Entrepreneurial Initiative – NUI) annually since 1998.

According to IfM Bonn estimations, there are currently 
around 38,000 business transfers pending in Germany 
each year. Almost half of the takeovers will occur in the 
business-related services sector and over a quarter in 
the manufacturing sector.

The IfM Bonn defines Mittelstand by a combination own-
ership and management characteristics. To be specific, 
this means:

In a Mittelstand enterprise,

Proportions of family-owned and women-owned 
businesses in Germany

up to two natural persons or their 
family members hold (directly or 
indirectly) at least 50 % of the 
shares of the enterprise 

these natural persons  
are part of the  
management team. 
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How many workers these enterprises employ or how 
much turnover they generate is irrelevant – unlike in the 
case of SMEs.

If they meet the above criteria, family businesses with more 
than 250 employees or an annual turnover of more than 50 
million euros therefore also belong to the Mittelstand.

The terms 
Mittelstand, 
family businesses, 
owner-managed enterprise, and 
family-run businesses

may be used synonymously.

Detailed information on start-up activity

total, commercial, liberal professions,
NUI regional ranking,
succession activity
at www.ifm-bonn.org/statistiken.

Start-ups in Germany 
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