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12  Family frms and corporate spatial 
responsibilities in Germany 
Implication for urban and 
regional planning and 
management 

Hans-Hermann Albers and Lech Suwala 

Introduction 

The planning and management of urban and rural areas has always con-
sisted of a mixture of state‐market relations and civil society. This trend 
has accelerated over the preceding decades as liberalization, deregulation 
and privatization of former state-performed tasks has increased, the insti-
tutional capacities of smaller communities have declined, and as regionally 
consolidated public administrations have become less effective (leading in 
extreme cases to failed states). During this time, much responsibility has 
shifted to non-state actors in general to participate in ‘place-based’ eco-
nomic engagement; private sector and family frms in particular have been 
encouraged to become more involved in regional development and other 
governance schemes (Harrison, 2014; Suwala, Kulke, & Gade, 2018; Basco, 
Stough, & Suwala, 2020). This chapter attempts to analyze this phenome-
non by offering a unique perspective on urban and regional engagement as 
it is driven by family frms. It does so by connecting two evolving discourses: 
On the one hand, on spatial distributions and characteristics of family frms 
(Basco, 2015; Stough et al., 2015; Basco & Suwala, 2020a, b), and on the other 
hand, on corporate spatial responsibilities (CSpR) – a spatial expansion of 
the well-known corporate social responsibility phenomenon (Albers, 2011; 
Knieling, Othengrafen, & Preising, 2012; Albers & Suwala, 2018; Albers & 
Suwala, 2020a; Suwala & Albers, 2020). 

This chapter summarizes selected existing case studies of such family 
frm-driven urban and regional engagement from literature and asks how 
(forms) and to what extent (their spatial impact/intensity) family frms im-
plement CSpR initiatives. In other words, the chapter seeks to establish 
whether cases from the one discourse can be translated into the concep-
tual schemes of the other; can family frms be viewed as “spatially responsi-
ble”? To operationalize this analysis, we apply the so-called ‘CSpR maturity 
model’ (Albers & Suwala, 2018) to family frms involved in spatial develop-
ment in their areas. The cases in this chapter are pulled from data in existing 



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

238 Hans-Hermann Albers and Lech Suwala 

literature, from the authors’ previous research and from a personal selection 
of case studies of spatially engaged family frms (e.g., Albers, 2011; Albers & 
Suwala, 2018). We intend to use “purposive sampling” (Patton, 2001) and 
focus on “polar types” (Meredith, 1998) in order to showcase the diversity 
and wide variety of applicable cases. 

Our results show that family frms engage with their environments 
in many ways and with varying degrees of spatial commitment. Family 
frms sponsor the development of social, educational and recreational in-
frastructure and facilities. They participate in district renewal, offer pri-
vately owned resources for public use, contribute to business improvement 
districts, are involved in town center management and lead master plan 
initiatives, among other activities. At the same time, they participate in 
spatial responsibility to different degrees of intensity. Some initiatives, 
similar to traditional corporate social responsibility measures, are limited 
in their spatial impacts (for example, donations, sponsorships, patron-
age and charity involvement); these are still the most common forms of 
outreach for family frms. Others engage in more complex measures, in-
cluding joining public-private partnerships, cooperating on projects with 
public and civil sector actors and investing in long-term interinstitutional 
projects. These latter cases demonstrate the potential for targeted spatial 
engagement by family frms. In some cases, family frms even take state 
functions and exert place leadership, as in cases of frm-driven master plan 
initiatives. 

This chapter sheds light on the importance of family frms as active 
stakeholders in urban/regional planning and management, a topic widely 
neglected in related academic literature. In this vein, policy-makers should 
not only consider family frms as an equivalent member in the enlarged 
orchestra of stakeholders involved in regional planning and management, 
but also need to understand and anticipate their interest in participating 
in regional policies and the advantages that can derive from these initi-
atives. Family frms are already widely ‘entangled’ in their regions, with 
personal and professional ties and commitments to their surroundings. 
Our research proposes strategies for unleashing the signifcant and often 
latent potential of family frms, in particular by recognizing shared inter-
ests and developing common objectives between them and the regions in 
which they are situated. 

The chapter is organized as follows: Section 2 summarizes the ‘state of 
the feld’ with regard to family frms in spatial contexts and CSpR, and 
points to synergies while linking both disciplines; Section 3 encompasses 
the main analysis by showcasing different CSpR types and intensities of 
family frm-driven engagement and their implications for urban and re-
gional planning and management; and Section 4 presents our conclusions 
and underlines our contributions to contemporary academic discussion. 
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Review of concepts – spatially embedded family frms and 
corporate spatial responsibilities 

Family frms in spatial context 

Although every economic entity is somehow situated or embedded in con-
texts (e.g., organizational, social, institutional) (Granovetter, 1985), spatial 
contexts have received very little academic attention in the realm of family 
frms, with some notable exceptions in recent years (Basco, 2015; Dana & 
Ramadani, 2015; Seaman, 2015; Stough et al., 2015). The contemporary re-
discovery of space in family business studies has led to emerging concepts 
of ‘regional familiness’ (Basco, 2015) and later, ‘spatial familiness’ (Basco & 
Suwala, 2020a, b). According to Basco (2015, 267), regional familiness 

incorporates the regional level into the concept of familiness by defn-
ing it as the embeddedness of family businesses in social, economic, and 
productive structures within a spatial context and the type of connec-
tions that emerge and interact with regional factors (…) and regional 
processes (…) through regional proximity dimensions. 

Whereas ‘regional familiness’ favors a particular aggregational level (de-
rived from the original concept of Habbershon & Williams, 1999) and scale 
(obviously, the regional), ‘spatial familiness’ offers a much broader under-
standing of the phenomenon by considering the recursive relationship be-
tween family frms and spaces at different levels (e.g., individual, frm, frm 
groups). Spatial familiness also recognizes the simultaneous overlapping of 
multiple scales (e.g. local, global), as well as a broader scope of defnitions of 
space that include locations, places and landscapes, among others (Suwala, 
2019; Basco & Suwala, 2020a, b). 

Apart from that, different topics have been investigated in recent years, 
linking family frms to certain spatial entities like locational factors (e.g., 
Kahn & Henderson, 1992); internationalization (e.g., Gallo & Pont, 1996); 
specifc spatial contexts like emerging markets (Basco, 2018) or transition 
economies (e.g., Duh, Tominc, & Rebernik, 2009); different scales such 
as local (Baù, Block, Cruz, & Naldi, 2017), regional (Bird & Wennberg, 
2014) and global (Yeung & Soh, 2000) or various understandings of space 
(Suwala & Schlunze, 2019). Therefore, it is not surprising that family frms 
are often tied to a specifc spatial entity as the home region (e.g., Pongelli, 
Calabrò, & Basco, 2019). Moreover, very few studies have considered 
family frms and their importance for spatial planning and/or policies 
(Basco & Bartkevičiūtė, 2016; Albers & Suwala, 2018) This relationship be-
tween family frms and spatial entities may exert various effects on the sur-
rounding community in terms of philanthropy (Campopiano, De Massis, & 
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Chirico, 2014), community citizenship (Berrone, Cruz, Gomez-Mejia, & 
Larraza-Kintana, 2012) or even regional business-led community develop-
ment (Enright et al., 2016; Albers & Suwala, 2020a). All efforts have resulted 
in a growing, but not coherent, body of research focusing on the nexus be-
tween family frms and spaces. 

Corporate spatial responsibility 

Whereas research on family frms is only beginning to systematically in-
clude spatial contexts, research in the feld of corporate spatial respon-
sibility (CSpR) has yet to dedicate much attention to the unique aspects 
of family frms. Corporate spatial responsibility (CSpR) is an extension 
of the well-known concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR). As 
a concept, CSpR emphasizes not only corporate engagement within a 
broader social context, but also within a particular spatial – usually urban 
or regional – setting. CSpR focuses mainly on cases where frms make 
social and ecological commitments to their surrounding environments 
that go beyond their core economic competencies (Albers, 2011; Albers & 
Suwala, 2018, 2020b). In many ways, CSpR aligns with CSR principles 
embracing corporate ethics, social enterprise, corporate civic leadership, 
corporate and voluntary self-commitment and sometimes even corporate 
citizenship, to tackle manifold problems primary not connected with the 
principal economic activities of the frm (albeit those measures can be uti-
lized for corporate objectives) (Hanson et al., 2010). What differentiates 
CSpR from CSR is the explicit spatial dimension and the respective com-
mitment for locations or places at various scales (local, regional, urban, 
rural) (Knieling et al., 2012). We understand CSpR as a combined term 
for ‘Corporate regional responsibility’ (Schiek, 2017), ‘Corporate urban 
responsibility’ (Albers & Hartenstein, 2017) and ‘Corporate regional en-
gagement’ (Lengauer & Tödtling, 2010). These predecessors locate CSR 
principles at particular spatial scales (Werna et al., 2009), whereas CSpR 
attempts to cover cases within any spatial context and any spatial process. 
Furthermore, existing disciplines tend to vary in their respective areas of 
focus, including the revitalization of the built environment (Albers, 2011), 
enhancing community life (Bürcher & Mayer, 2018) or fostering sustaina-
ble urban development (Suwala & Albers, 2020). 

Earlier forms of the CSpR concept can be found in the period of industri-
alization when corporate or family frms fnanced urban (infra-) structures, 
supported local cultural and social institutions or constructed affordable 
housing for employees (e.g., Margarethenöhe [Germany, Ruhr by Alfred 
Krupp company dwelling estate] or Ford Homes in Detroit and Dearborn, 
US). Although traditional CSR instruments such as donations, sponsor-
ing, patronage and charities are still widespread, novel measures such as 
public-private partnerships, corporate cooperation with the public sectors 
or civil society and long-term inter-institutional projects are on the rise 
(Albers & Suwala, 2018). These complex instruments have often an explicit 
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spatial dimension and impact (Albers & Hartenstein, 2017). The variety of 
measures is far-fung, starting from simple frm-driven social, educational 
or recreational object-based building infrastructure (e.g., child-care centers) 
(Albers, 2011), revalorization (e.g., privately-owned spaces for public use, 
Kayden, 2000), relocation (e.g., corporate re-urbanization, Mozingo, 2011) 
or alteration of corporate premises (e.g., district renewal through cultural 
creative industries) (Suwala, 2015). Some of the most embedded practices 
range from involvement in business improvement districts or town center 
management schemes to more comprehensive private-sector-driven and 
business-community-led spatial development models (Hoyt, 2003; Coca-
Stefaniak et al., 2009; Enright et al., 2016). These latter cases are particularly 
prevalent where there is a lack of consolidated government bodies or where 
public authorities display little effectiveness in pursuing development goals 
(Enright et al., 2016; Suwala et al., 2018). 

Family frms and corporate spatial responsibility 

Our aim in this section is to cross-fertilize insights from both emerging dis-
courses in family frms in spatial context and in CSpR to enhance the under-
standing of family frm-driven engagement in various spatial settings. For this 
undertaking, we have to revisit literature that has already made a connection 
between family frms and CSR/CSpR to gauge in what circumstances and with 
what tools these approaches might overlap. Although caution should be exer-
cised when linking concepts to new areas of application, family frm studies and 
regional engagement enjoy enough affnity to suggest a successful merging of 
disciplines. Regional engagement driven by family frms is a centuries-old activ-
ity with different degrees of commitment and versatile applications depending 
on institutional frameworks and economic systems (e.g., decentralized systems, 
such as the US and Germany, are more benign to family frms or family leaders 
in certain regions) (Stimson, Stough, & Salazar, 2009; Hanson et al., 2010). 

There is an elaborated research stream of family frms and CSR (e.g., Dyer & 
Whetten, 2006), with studies focusing on the differences between the relation-
ships of family vs. non-family frms with CSR (e.g., Cruz, Larraza-Kintana, 
Garcés-Galdeano, & Berrone, 2014), the family ownership structure and CSR 
(Block & Wagner, 2014), different types of CSR (e.g., philanthropy [Campopi-
ano et al., 2014], corporate citizenship [Astrachan-Binz, Ferguson, Pieper, & 
Astrachan, 2017], etc.) and family frms’ social responsibility to communities 
(Niehm, Swinney, & Miller, 2008), amongst others. 

Concerning the question whether family frms are more socially respon-
sible, Cruz et al. found that, given their socio-emotional wealth bias, they 
have more pronounced relationships with external stakeholders, yet ne-
glect internal social dimensions. Moreover, they do not necessarily comply 
with national standards and industry conditions the way CSR measures of 
non-family frms do, but, rather, choose other activities (Cruz et al., 2014). 
This aligns with the ideas that ‘family frms disseminate a greater variety of 
CSR reports, are less compliant with CSR standards and place emphasis on 
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different CSR topics’ (Campopiano & De Massis, 2015, 511) and that they 
report less information on their CSR duties than non-family frms (Nekhili, 
Nagati, Chtioui, & Rebolledo, 2017). The same study found that family frms 
would rather beneft from communicating their commitment to CSR, as 
they could obtain shareholders’ support more easily than non-family frms 
(Nekhili et al., 2017, 41). In general, fndings on whether family frms are 
more socially responsible or not are ambivalent depending on the size of the 
frm or feld of commitment, among other factors (Cruz et al., 2014). With 
regard to family frm engagement in communities, Niehm et al. (2008) point 
to three dimensions – commitment to the community, community support, 
and sense of community – as striking features of family frm involvement. 

In times of growing interactive and collaborative modes of governance, 
more attention needs to be paid to the socially responsible leadership ques-
tion and its spatial context, especially at the regional or municipal level. 
Hence, space becomes a crucial factor. In this realm, family frms and CSR 
affects regions, cities, or rural communities and are affected by those spatial 
entities (Albers & Suwala, 2018, 2020a). Devinney even calls for a 

rethinking the meaning of space and place (…) as the rise of CSR is part 
and parcel of a more general phenomenon that is redefning the funda-
mental meaning of sociopolitical and economic geography. As corpora-
tions and economies have globalized, the sociopolitical structures have 
lagged behind. 

(Devinney, 2011, 329, 339) 

Interestingly, empirical studies dealing with family frms and CSR have 
largely ignored space or place with regard to both where family frms im-
plement CSR and the impact of such initiatives on spatial entities (Albers & 
Suwala, 2018). Space was rather considered a by-product, albeit a favora-
ble one (e.g., in small rural communities [Niehm et al., 2008]; small busi-
ness communities [Peake, Davis, & Cox, 2015]; etc.). There are only few 
studies that explicitly deal with the relationship between family frms and 
CSpR – e.g., Albers and Suwala (2018, 2020b) and Graffenberger and Gör-
mar (2020) considered family frm-driven engagement in and for spatial 
entities – leaving room for more research on the nature of ‘space-based cor-
porate responsibility of family frms’. For our research, the following guid-
ing questions are of interest here : Firstly, how do family frms contribute to 
CSpR? Secondly, are there different intensities of family frm-driven engage-
ment and how do those intensities relate to each other? 

Methodology 

In light of this theoretical background, we provide selected case studies of 
particular German-based family frms in order to shed light upon the great 
variety of their CSpR initiatives (frst research question) and their impact/ 
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intensity on spatial entities (second research question). Hereby, we utilize the 
CSpR maturity model that differentiates between ‘degrees of responsibility/ 
spatiality’ of CSPR measures (Albers & Suwala, 2018, 55). Based on the CSR 
maturity model (Schneider, 2012), Albers and Suwala (2018) identifed four 
different types of CSpR that vary according to the ‘degrees of responsibility/ 
spatiality’. CSpR 0.0 and CSpR 1.0 encompass low-threshold/conventional 
engagement activities resulting from compliance with laws/rather acciden-
tal effects (CSpR 0.0) or philanthropic engagement (CSpR 1.0) with rather 
passive spatial impacts; both remotely (if at all) align with corporate objec-
tives. CSpR 2.0 might possess a more systemic design that targets purpose-
ful regional economic and societal synergies between the city/region and the 
family frm. Finally, CSpR 3.0 activities proactively interfere in duties once 
assigned to the public authority, or in matters of government with a clear 
spatial and societal impact (Albers & Suwala, 2018, 2020b). Examples of 
CSpR 3.0 measures include, for example, the development of corporate spa-
tial master plans or initiatives that cross-cut multiple areas of policy within 
the territorial domain of public authorities. 

The analysis of the relationship between family frms and CSpR, both in 
the form this relationship takes and in terms of the intensity of its spatial 
impact, is based on a selection of case studies of corporate spatial engage-
ment of German family frms. This selection rests on a continuous moni-
toring of CSR activities in the context of urban and regional development 
over the past 10 years; the evaluation of relevant studies, databases and 
research work and the authors’ participation in several research projects. 
For the case study selection, three methodological steps were taken into ac-
count. First, the choice of examples rested on ‘purposive sampling’ (Patton, 
2001) where selected examples were either easily accessible or where per-
sonal participation was involved. Second, the relevance of examples was 
checked by analyzing their frequency in daily press and academic journals. 
Third, the variety of examples was ensured by the ‘go for polar types’ ap-
proach (Meredith, 1998) in order to identify different degrees (e.g., extreme 
cases, typical cases, maximum variation of cases, intensity sampling, crit-
ical cases, politically important or sensitive cases, etc.) of CSpR initiatives 
of family frms. Since our background is in regional and CSpR studies, we 
grouped different CSpR measures of family frms according to their degree 
of ‘degrees of responsibility/spatiality’. For this assessment, the pyramid in 
Figure 12.1 gives insight into how we can link and classify different types 
and intensities of family frm CSpR. We have elected to pursue a plausible 
rather than a representative approach, in which cases were chosen based on 
their accessibility rather than their claim to representativeness. 

Analysis 

The following analysis presents selected case studies of family frms engaged 
in urban and regional initiatives. It attempts to classify those examples into 
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Figure 12.1 Family frms and the corporate spatial responsibility model. 
Source: Adapted from Albers and Suwala (2018), 55 based on Schneider (2012). 

four types of engagements based on the above-mentioned CSpR maturity 
model (Figure 12.1). The frst step of this analysis will be to show different 
examples and forms of CSpR initiatives by family frms. In a second step, 
these examples will be classifed based on spatial intensities. The analysis is 
not intended to be exhaustive, but to illustrate plausible links between fam-
ily frms and CSpR initiatives. 

Family frms and the sponsoring of social, educational or 
recreational infrastructure 

One traditional model of regional engagement by family frms is regional 
philanthropy, such as the fnancing or promoting buildings for social, ed-
ucational or recreational purposes (Feliu & Botero, 2016). In the 19th cen-
tury, donations for art and cultural buildings helped cities develop a new 
civic identity. This tradition is still widespread among business patrons and 
family frms and, in addition to prestige for donors, is also intended to en-
hance the image of cities and their centers (Rectanus, 2002). A modern in-
terpretation of this mechanism is the so-called the ‘Bilbao Effect’ (named 
after the Guggenheim Museum built in the Basque city of Bilbao by Frank 
Gehry) (Plaza, 2008). The term describes the general strategic use of icons 
(symbolic buildings) in order to revive a city economically and culturally 
(Suwala, 2014). This effect acts as a role model and has been also used for 
partly or fully family frm-fnanced art projects since then. In what follows, 
we want to showcase some examples from the German context. 
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In the city of Herford (North Rhine-Westphalia, 67,000 inhabitants), 
the local furniture industry, mostly driven by family frms, mutually com-
menced a corporate initiative with local politicians and the famous architect 
Gehry to realize the Marta Herford project (a Bilbao-inspired art museum) 
based on an impressive selection of works by contemporary artists of a lo-
cal family frm owner and art collector. In Hamburg, the construction of 
the Elbe Philharmonic Hall (the city’s new landmark) was partly founded 
on a donation initiative by the city’s family entrepreneurs. Other cases par-
ticularly in smaller German cities show that family frms or their owners 
(frequently world market leaders in certain economic niches) are often the 
driving forces behind such initiatives. Cultural buildings sponsored by 
family frms are used to brand city centers (e.g., the Kunsthalle Weishaupt 
in Ulm, the Museum Barberini in Potsdam [Hasso Plattner, SAP] or the 
Knauff Museum in Iphofen). All these projects are based on a strong site 
solidarity of the CEOs or family members (with a prolonged locational en-
tanglement) and have similar expressions in countries outside Germany 
(Albers, 2011; Basco et al., 2020; Suwala & Albers, 2020). 

Apart from these philanthropic, branding initiatives, family frms are in-
creasingly investing in local built infrastructure, especially in educational 
or recreational facilities for use by their employees and the surrounding cit-
izenry. In one example, the company Stihl is building a daycare center in 
Waiblingen to serve not only their employee’s children, but also children 
in the surrounding neighborhoods. These efforts are often meant to attract 
employees, enhance quality of life and recruit new graduates. A similar 
trend can be seen in the renaissance of company-fnanced and owned dwell-
ings. In Memmingen (Bavaria, 44,000 inhabitants), Häussler, a family frm 
that runs a bakery chain, is planning to build employee apartments at the 
company headquarters. As the lack of affordable housing continues to be a 
growing problem in many German cities, companies whose employees fnd 
it diffcult to fnd nearby homes are investing in this housing themselves. 
Although many of these initiatives have a mediate effect on regional devel-
opment, this broader impact is seldom the intention of the engagement. 

Family frms and their impact on re-urbanization, district renewal 
and privately owned public spaces 

Another type of spatial engagement driven by family frms is founded by 
corporate support for urban renewal and individual public space initiatives 
and is best understood in light of changing urban spatial dynamics over the 
last few decades (Albers & Suwala, 2020b). Most contemporary cities host 
a series of competing urbanizations and increasingly complex urban migra-
tion patterns of both residential and commercial uses. Departing from the 
well-known ‘doughnut effect’ where many cities and municipalities are strug-
gling with deteriorating centers and where retail moves to shopping centers, 
industry is migrating to business parks and new housing is being created in 



 

 
  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

246 Hans-Hermann Albers and Lech Suwala 

many places on the outskirts (Sternlieb & Hughes, 1980); setting up activ-
ities around cultural creative districts such as the aforementioned family-
driven commitment to art and cultural buildings is a frst step (Suwala, 
2015). A more developed approach, however, is family frm re-urbanization, 
where companies move back to city centers, directly or indirectly leading to 
local economic development, for example, for the revitalization of centers 
(e.g., corporate family frm campuses or universities). There are instances 
of big U.S. corporations, some of them family frms, that have recently re-
turned to city centers after decades of corporate suburbanization (Mozingo, 
2011). Although frms often have clear business-related incentives for this 
geographical return, in particular to attract young workers, particularly in-
teresting cases emerge when corporations move into certain areas with the 
intention of contributing to local economic and community development 
and city revitalization (Sutton, 2010). 

One example from Germany can be found in Mertingen (Bavaria, ap-
prox. 4,000 inhabitants). The town center of Mertingen is currently under-
going remodeling. Zott (a family frm founded in 1926 with around 3,000 
employees currently and one of the leading dairy production companies in 
Europe) serves as an important economic player in the region. Supported 
by the Ministry of Construction of the Free State of Bavaria, the corporate 
initiative attempts to revitalize the town center and turn it into a lively and 
attractive place. Zott is modernizing parts of its inner-hamlet old premises, 
relocating their headquarters and administration here. In addition, the pro-
ject initiates further developments such as the conversion of the main square 
or the refurbishment of adjacent buildings. 

A further characteristic of some cases of re-urbanization by family 
frms is the integration and opening of corporate space for public use 
(Albers & Suwala, 2018). This phenomenon refects an old trend start-
ing in the 1950s in the dense urban fringes of central business districts 
in global cities (New York, Tokyo, Hong Kong and new metropoles in 
China), called ‘privately owned public spaces’, where large corporations 
were opening up their properties in manifold ways to the public (e.g., as 
arcades, urban plazas, through blocks or covered pedestrian spaces, etc.) 
(Kayden, 2000). 

Family frms’ interest in business improvements districts,  
town-center management and family frm-led master plan initiatives 

The engagements that we have discussed so far have been focused on the 
implementation of spatial measures, either through the sponsorship of in-
dividual buildings or urban infrastructure or by participating in broader 
reurbanization-based development schemes. But some family frms are also 
involved in more strategic tasks of urban management in a variety of spa-
tial contexts. These include direct involvement in planning processes on a 
district level, as well as in business improvement districts, in town center 
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management schemes or in the preparation of spatial master plans for the 
city or region (e.g., Hoyt, 2003; Albers & Suwala, 2018). This is far from new. 
The Plan of Chicago or the Burnham Plan of 1909 is considered the most 
famous example of a master plan initiated by the private sector. The plan 
was commissioned by the Commercial Club of Chicago, however, it was 
only partially implemented. The principal aim and purpose of the initiative 
was to ensure the city’s functionality and competitiveness (cf. Burnham & 
Benett, 1909). These examples are still relevant today and appear in mani-
fold ways, varying in intensity and obligation and the extent to which family 
frms are involved. 

A frst mode, originating in Canada and the U.S. from the 1970s on, 
are business improvement districts (given similar names depending on the 
country; e.g., ‘downtown improvement districts’ in Japan, ‘main street as-
sociations’ in New Zealand [Hoyt, 2003], etc.). Business improvement dis-
tricts are among the most widespread initiatives in local governance and 
represent a geographically defned area where the majority of property 
owners and/or merchants agree to provide an enhanced level of public ser-
vice by imposing an additional tax or fee on all the properties and/or busi-
nesses in the area (Mitchell, 2001). The idea is to ‘channel private-sector 
energy toward the solution of public problems’ (MacDonald, 1996, 42). 
Studies from Germany have shown that family frms are slowly starting to 
support business improvement districts by marketing downtown districts, 
providing additional infrastructure (e.g., sanitation and security services), 
advocating public policies that promote downtown interests and acting as 
drivers of urban regeneration (Faller & Wiegandt, 2010). A second simi-
lar but citywide mode is town-center management, which can be roughly 
defned as ‘a coordinated pro-active initiative designed to ensure that (…) 
city centres are desirable and attractive places. In nearly all instances the 
initiative is a partnership between the public and private sectors and brings 
together a wide-range of key interests’ (Coca-Stefaniak et al., 2009, 75). An 
interesting case study is ‘Berlin Partner’, which is a unique public-private 
partnership set up by the Berlin State Senate and over 280 frms (many 
of them family run), dedicated to promote marketing, city business and 
technology support for companies, investors and scientifc institutions in 
the German capital. 

A third mode, and probably the most infuential one in family frm-driven 
regional engagement, are so-called private sector-led master plan initiatives 
(Morrison, Wilson, & Bell, 2012; Albers & Suwala, 2018). These initiatives 
inherit a ‘combination of district, city and state authorities or government 
agencies on issues from business conditions to a city’s broad long-term 
agenda’ (Enright et al., 2016, 3). Here, the private sector or family frms ini-
tiate far-fung regional development measures in cities where there is discon-
tent with planning frameworks but that have a robust business presence or 
weak/consolidated city authorities. Weak authorities manifest for various 
reasons (e.g., fragmented or localized authorities, subject to control from 
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strong regional or national authorities, a lack of advanced infrastructure or 
insuffcient investment, tax income or spending power). Such a measure in 
the German context is the so-called business association ‘Unternehmer für 
die Region Köln’ (many of them family frms). Together with the Chamber 
of Commerce of Cologne, they charged a famous architectural offce with 
drafting a master plan for the city. Two further master plan initiatives initi-
ated by the private sector have recently attracted considerable attention in 
Germany. In Mönchengladbach (North Rhine-Westphalia) a master plan 
was created in 2012/2013 with fnancing from local (family) frms (https:// 
mg3-0.de). All initiatives were subsequently confrmed by the city council 
after public hearings and have since then become the de facto ‘offcial’ ur-
ban development concepts. 

Our fnal example encompasses a business community-led model initi-
ated by a single-family frm and executed through a private sector-driven 
urban development agency. The Duderstadt 2020 initiative is the idea of 
the family entrepreneur Hans Georg Näder (owner & CEO of Otto Bock 
GmbH from Duderstadt, a mid-size town in Lower Saxony, Germany; 
the company is the world market leader in orthopedics). The project has 
been developed and organized by a team from the regional University of 
Applied Sciences (HAWK) since 2009. Against this background, a limited 
company (Duderstadt2020 GmbH) was founded to guide this initiative and 
to strengthen the attractiveness of the town (e.g., by boosting amenities, 
quality of life, employment). The process comprised the following consol-
idated actions: setting up a master plan, strengthening networks (e.g., cor-
porate, public and civic among different stakeholders), stimulating citizen 
participation (such as discussion forums, future workshops, etc.) and fos-
tering neighborhood development, among many others. In the meantime, 
Duderstadt2020 is regarded as the city’s urban development agency that 
traces an ‘integrative urban development management’ within six areas of 
interest (urban marketing, tourism promotion, economic promotion, cul-
tural promotion, neighborhood development and social interaction). Most 
recently, the Duderstadt 2030 city vision and the ‘Futuring Duderstadt’ 
master plan were presented (Albers & Suwala, 2020b). 

Intensities of spatial engagement by family frms 

In this section, we will compare the types and intensities of the spatial engage-
ments by family frms that were traced in the sections above. In the “Family 
frms and the sponsoring of social, educational or recreational infrastruc-
ture” section, we looked at examples of family frms and their sponsorship 
of social, education or recreational facilities within their local spatial setting. 

These activities, although they sometimes have extenuated spatial im-
pacts, are usually not pursued for their effects on the spatial environment. 
For this reason, they are more in line with traditional CSR activities. Spa-
tial effects are usually dependent on the type of built infrastructure and its 

https://mg3-0.de
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particular spatial radiance (compare, for example, an art museum and a kin-
dergarten). Architectural icons are often guided by patronage and personal 
motives of the family entrepreneurs or their frms; they rather represent tra-
ditional philanthropic initiatives and, if they exert any spatial impact at all, 
this is usually indirectly, as fagship projects for promoting or reviving a city 
or district. These types of initiatives correlate to levels CSpR 0.0 or CSpR 
1.0 from the CSpR maturity model (Figure 12.1). 

In the “Family frms and their impact on re-urbanization, district renewal 
and privately owned public spaces” section, we highlighted projects where 
frms are engaged more comprehensively with their spatial surroundings. 
By offering private spaces for public use, or by committing to large-scale f-
nancial or locational investments for reurbanization and revitalization pur-
poses, family frms, often in cooperation with municipalities, have a much 
clearer and substantial link to urban and regional development. In these 
cases, the needs of the city or district and the requirements of the company 
coalesce; the city’s desire to ease the local housing market, for example, can 
be met by private frms supplying workers with frm-owned housing. Still, 
there are varying degrees of spatial impact here. Permitting public use of 
frm-owned spaces, for example, has a more locally confned spatial impact 
than relocating a corporate headquarter, which in many cases has a tre-
mendous effect on entire villages or urban districts. The Mertingen case 
also shows a family frm acting as a main driver for urban revitalization, 
especially in situations where public funding, collaborative know-how and 
companies’ sensitization for local issues abound. In the most integrated 
cases, these measures can unfold into purposeful regional economic and 
societal synergies and help to contribute to win-win development scenarios. 
These cases correspond to the classifcation CSpR 2.0. Often, however, the 
examples laid out in the “Family frms and their impact on re-urbanization, 
district renewal and privately owned public spaces” section still fall into the 
classifcation of CSpR 1.0. 

The “Family frms’ interest in business improvements districts, town-
center management and family frm-led master plan initiatives” section 
details a number of cases where family frms are engaged in strategic lo-
cal or regional engagement and mid-term regional planning. Included in 
these cases are frms’ involvement in business improvement districts, town 
center management schemes and private sector-led master plan initiatives. 
On average, these cases display a much higher impactfulness on urban and 
regional planning and management, as well as on the surrounding spatial 
environments. Moreover, all measures of this variety have an explicit spatial 
focus and fulfll many of the criteria outlined for CSpR 2.0. Often these initi-
atives are led by associations of proactive frms rather than individual com-
panies and are willing and able to design, fnance and lead certain processes 
within their spatial setting. Generally speaking, this type of engagement 
by family frms unfolds much more effectively if the public sector is in-
volved to advise and steer activities, at least in German cases. Participation 
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of the civil sector is also an important indicator for general success. This 
not only leads to more comprehensive inclusion of stakeholders, but also 
helps private sector-driven initiatives to gain credibility for their actions 
and plans. Because many of these initiatives have a trans-sectoral focus (i.e. 
they target not only economic but also cultural, educational, social or de-
velopmental issues), they are usually most successful when they integrate a 
cross-institutional, systemic, long-term approach. Accordingly, they often 
lead to signifcant place leadership by the family frms involved. All master 
plan initiatives laid out in our analysis ft the criteria for intentional CSpR 
3.0 measures. They have far-reaching implications for residential, commer-
cial and industrial planning, as well as for land use, the built environment 
and far-reaching spatial implications within the wider regional community. 
The commitment is often sustained by the existence of independent private 
sector-driven urban development agencies set up as autonomous legal entities 
(see Figure 12.1). 

Based on the cases above, we think that our classifcation of CSpR fts 
appropriately to family frms. Many possible exceptions exist, however, that 
would require a deeper case-by-base analysis. One could imagine, for ex-
ample, a family frm engaged in frequent and extensive philanthropic spon-
sorship but without a comprehensive spatial thread or strategic aspirations, 
despite the great fnancial commitment. Furthermore, some spatially im-
pactful initiatives, such as the allowance of public usage of private land or 
involvement in a business improvement district, may be legally mandated by 
local zoning or building code ordinances and may therefore not fulfll the 
criteria of CSpR at all on account of being non-voluntary. 

Conclusion 

Our goal was to answer two questions about family frms and corporate 
spatial responsibility, namely how (forms) and to what extent (their spatial 
impact/intensity) family frms implement CSpR measures, or in other words 
whether family frms are spatially responsible. We have been able to show 
that family frms are spatially engaged in manifold and unique ways and 
with varying intensities. Examples above ranged from CSpR 0.0, engage-
ment which demonstrates little to no spatiality, to CSpR 3.0, where corpo-
rate engagement has strategic, far-reaching and long-lasting spatial impacts. 
CSpR adds to the regional policy toolbox by establishing alternative mod-
els for local and regional engagement, development and governance. This 
becomes even more spatially salient when family frms are involved in the 
design, implementation, participation and even leadership of these activi-
ties. The main feature of this engagement is the regional orchestration and 
framing of activities by family frms – in tandem with state authorities – in 
order to foster economic development or other favorable outcomes in the 
region. These models align with the rise of non-state ‘place-based’ economic 
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development strategies at a time when state and society at large are more 
reliant on non-state actors (Albers, 2011; Harrison, 2014). CSpR initiatives 
by the private sector and by family frms are constantly exposed to nuanced 
and manifold critiques in accordance with their placement within rising ne-
oliberal tendencies of spatial planning and management and an increasing 
hesitancy surrounding corporate infuence of the public sphere (e.g. Ward, 
2006). Our examples demonstrate this fear is in part comprehensible (take, 
for example, the widespread infuence of the family entrepreneur in Dud-
erstadt), especially if the civic sector is not appropriately included or even 
intentionally is neglected from strategic planning measures (as was the case 
in Masterplan Cologne). 

Notwithstanding, we think that a coordinated and appropriate level of 
regional engagement by family frms can create synergies for communi-
ties and the spatial setting in which frms operate. Moreover, in small towns 
or rural areas, or in jurisdictions lacking consolidated government bodies 
or demonstrating low effectiveness of public authorities, family frm-driven 
community development may be without alternatives (Horlings & Padt, 2013; 
Suwala et al., 2018). By considering family frms and their corporate spatial 
responsibilities in Germany, we have sought to contribute to theoretical, 
practical and policy-based conceptualizations of this phenomenon. We have 
provided examples for different degrees of corporate spatial responsibility as 
performed by family frms, expanding the spatial dimension within research 
of family frms and corporate social responsibility (Campopiano et al., 2014; 
Campopiano & De Massis, 2015). Practically speaking, understanding the 
role of family frms in CSpR initiatives adds to the regional policy toolboxes 
that stakeholders use to enact urban and regional change. Still, our analysis 
provides only an overview of possible spatial embeddings of family frms’ en-
gagements (for other types, see Selcuk & Suwala, 2020). In cases of practical 
application, this analysis needs to be appropriately tailored to the respective 
modes of governance, economic systems, social norms and regional particu-
larities. Finally, this chapter demonstrates the strategic nature of family frms’ 
engagement with CSpR and the resulting implications this can have for ur-
ban and regional planning and management. We emphasize the importance of 
tri-sectoral negotiations (between family frms, the state and civic society) to 
ensure the effectiveness and value of these initiatives; only transparency, com-
munication, reciprocity and a mutual sensitivity to the needs of partners will 
allow problems to be solved. By enlisting family frms into CSpR policy, policy 
makers have the ability to increase confdence within the private sector and 
unleash the potentials of the strong connection family frms tend to have with 
their home regions (Bird & Wennberg, 2014; Basco et al., 2020). Future lines 
of thinking and research could either concentrate on some of the specifc ways 
in which family frms can engage in CSpR, or could conduct a cross-country 
comparison of best practices in this feld to provide policy makers with a bet-
ter understanding of when, why, how and under which circumstances family 
frms should be integrated within spatial development agendas. 
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