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FamData: Database for Family Business Companies 

in Germany Covering Company Key Figures 
and Survey Data 

 
 

Abstract 
 
FamData is a database covering family businesses and non-family businesses across various size 
classes and branches containing structural and financial information. The ifo Institute assembled 
a business panel with executives from almost 4,000 companies. In addition to the “hard” business 
data like turnover and number of employees, the database also includes “soft” survey data. The 
latter one covers information from regular – at least yearly - surveys treating topics like investment 
behavior, skilled labor shortage or reaction of firms during the Corona pandemic situation and the 
rise in energy prices observed in 2022. 
JEL-Codes: C800, C810, C830, D220. 
Keywords: family businesses, micro data, surveys. 
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1 Introduction and some background 

 

The private economic sector in Germany is dominated by family businesses (Stiftung 

Familienunternehmen 2023). Gottschalk et al. (2011) shows that more than 90 percent 

of all German non-public businesses are family businesses. A central aim of research 

on family businesses is to analyze their characteristics in terms of corporate govern-

ance and their impact on entrepreneurial success. A central difference to non-family 

businesses is the settlement of business succession. Gottschalk et al. (2011) shows 

that the concept of sustainability is of great importance to family businesses, as their 

owners and managers usually strive to pass on their life’s work within the family. And 

Wimmer (2022) states, that the decisive difference to the conventional understanding 

of leadership lies in the fact that at the helm of family businesses are entrepreneurs 

who gear their entrepreneurial commitment to a long-term time horizon. Thus, the 

aim is to create something that can be passed on from generation to generation as a 

special value, a value that provides the family as an entrepreneurial family with its 

social identity, its economic livelihood and thus its cohesion over long periods of time. 

This aspect plays a central role in scientific research. 

 

The development of the company database FamData with family and non-family busi-

nesses is based on this basic idea. The FamData database has been established on 

behalf of the Stiftung Familienunternehmen as a comprehensive analysis tool.1 The 

aim of the database is to map Germany’s diverse business landscape, differentiating 

between family businesses and non-family businesses. Among other things, it offers 

the possibility of providing up-to-date and targeted data on the business landscape 

at short notice. Other issues can be the analysis of structural changes in the German 

 
1 The Stiftung Familienunternehmen (Foundation for Family Businesses) is one of the largest promoters of sci-

ence and research in the field of family business (www.familienunternehmen.de). 
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business landscape, the effects of regulation, taxes and other location factors on dif-

ferent forms of business, and on differences in the decision-making and activity of dif-

ferent types and groups of businesses. 

 

The database also forms the basis for the project “Unternehmensmonitor der Stiftung 

Familienunternehmen” and the surveys conducted in this context. The focus is on the 

so-called “Annual Monitor of the Foundation for Family Businesses” (Jahresmonitor 

for short), a representative business survey conducted annually by the ifo Institute on 

current issues, which enables a well-founded analysis of various economic and social 

developments of family businesses in comparison to non-family businesses. In addi-

tion to this extensive annual survey, other shorter business surveys, so-called “mood 

monitors”, are carried out on current topics such as the development of energy prices 

or how businesses are dealing with the consequences of the Corona pandemic. The 

ifo Institute is responsible for developing the research design, organizing, and con-

ducting the surveys, and subsequently analyzing the results. The Foundation for Fam-

ily Businesses, as client (fully funded), plays a key role in identifying the topics and 

developing the questionnaires, and has full rights of disposal over the data collected. 

 

In addition, FamData serves another central function as the basis for surveys con-

ducted as part of the project “Unternehmensmonitor” of the Foundation for Family 

Businesses. In addition to the “hard” business data and facts, which are often availa-

ble with a time lag, “soft” survey-based data are an ideal supplement for a quickly 

available picture of the mood on certain economic issues and topics. Respondents 

from nearly 4,000 companies have agreed to take part in surveys on a regular basis 

since the start of the project in 2017 and thus form the backbone of the surveys. Re-

sponse rates vary and reach up to 54 percent. 

 

Fundamental to all research in the area of family businesses is the identification of the 

corresponding family structure. Family businesses are not bound to a certain size in 

terms of employees or turnover. They can also be found in almost any industry and 
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need not entertain a specific legal form (Stiftung Familienunternehmen 2023). So, 

what is a family business? In scientific research and in the general public there is no 

definitive single answer in the form of a uniform definition. According to the Founda-

tion for Family Businesses (Stiftung Familienunternehmen 2023) a company of any 

size is a family business if:  

 

(1) The majority of decision-making rights is in the possession of the natural 

person(s) who established the company, or in the possession of the natural 

person(s) who has/have acquired the share capital of the company, or in 

the possession of their spouses, parents, child or children’s direct heirs. 

(2) The majority of these decision-making rights are indirect or direct. 

(3) At least one representative of the family or kin is formally involved in the 

governance of the company. 

 

Listed companies meet the definition of a family business if the person(s) who estab-

lished or acquired the company (share capital) or their families or descendants hold 

at least 25 per cent of the decision-making rights mandated by their share capital. This 

definition includes family companies which have not yet gone through the first gener-

ational transfer. In the complement surveys, the assignment of companies to the class 

of family or non-family companies is based on the self-assessment of the company’s 

experts, who are usually members of the management or a group of executives. The 

classification in the FamData as family businesses or non-family businesses is based 

on these two approaches: either the company meets the above formal definition or 

describes itself as a family business.  

 

2 Description of the database FamData 

 

The FamData database of the Foundation for family businesses was initiated in 2017 

and has since been continuously built up and enriched with data. Meanwhile, more 
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than 12,000 companies as well as survey results from numerous primary research of 

the Foundation for Family Businesses in cooperation with the ifo Institute and other 

research institutions can be found in the database.  

 

Basically, the FamData contains of three areas: 

1. Company database: Pseudonymized structural and financial historical data 

amongst all companies with differentiation (if possible) in family and non-fam-

ily businesses containing the 500 largest family businesses and a correspond-

ing control group. 

2. Survey database: pseudonymized survey data on relevant political economic 

topics among the participating panel members (approximately 3,800 firms 

who agreed on taking part regularly in surveys) of the FamData (see section 3). 

3. Shareholder database: pseudonymized shareholder data based on regular sur-

veys among the family businesses companies of the panel containing ques-

tions on the generation and succession plans of the business for example. 

 

The company database contains in pseudonymous form all information on structural 

variables (industry, number of employees, legal form, year of foundation, stock ex-

change listing) and financial variables (turnover, profit, equity, etc.) as well as if pos-

sible the criteria of family business. The comprehensive company information is taken 

from the Orbis database2. This contains data on more than 300 million companies 

worldwide. The database is operated by Bureau van Dijk, a subsidiary of Moody’s An-

alytics. Bureau van Dijk collects and processes data from more than 170 different pro-

viders as well as from hundreds of its own sources, which are combined in Orbis. These 

primarily include national credit agencies, such as Creditreform for Germany and Aus-

tria, but Fitch Ratings and Reuters are also among the database’s sources. For 

FamData, it is central that all companies are divided into family and non-family busi-

nesses. FamData contains different sources and approaches which companies meet 

 
2 www.bvdinfo.de 

https://dict.leo.org/englisch-deutsch/pseudonymous
http://www.bvdinfo.de/
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the criteria of family business or non-family businesses. Those were researched by the 

Foundation for Family Businesses itself or by its project partners, e.g., information on 

long-standing or listed family businesses. In all surveys, participants are also asked to 

classify themselves as family business or non-family business. FamData also includes 

the 500 largest family businesses in Germany identified by the Institut für Mittel-

standsforschung in Mannheim (Stiftung Familienunternehmen 2022a).3 This compila-

tion of the TOP 500 family businesses in Germany is regularly commissioned by the 

Foundation for Family Businesses and contains of the 500 family businesses with the 

highest sales plus the 500 family businesses with the most employees. Since there is a 

very large overlap here, the result is a compilation of currently 628 family businesses. 

In addition to the TOP 500 family businesses, a control group was identified from the 

group of non-family businesses in FamData whose structure (such as sector and com-

pany size) matches that of the largest family businesses. The database currently com-

prises 12,940 businesses, of which 54 percent are family businesses and 12 percent are 

non-family businesses.4  

 

The survey database contains all micro data from the surveys in pseudonymized form 

(for the contents of the surveys, see chapter 3). In addition, selected structural data 

on the companies, which are asked in every survey, are: self-identification of family 

business or non-family business, turnover in Germany and abroad, employees in Ger-

many and abroad. Thus, each survey wave includes timely performance indicators like 

employees and turnover.  

 

The shareholder database, whose questions are part of one regular annual survey, are 

dealing with the following aspects amongst family businesses and are also provided 

in pseudonymized form: 

 
3 The list of the Top 500 family businesses comprises those companies with a turnover of more than 474 million 

euros or at least 1,978 employees in 2020.  
4 For 34 percent of the companies, there is no clear classification regarding family or non-family business due to a 

lack of data or self-classification.  
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- Are family members active in the management?  

- Does the family business have a supervisory board?  

- Are family members active in supervisory bodies?  

- Are there successors from the family for the management?  

- Are there successors from the family for the supervisory bodies?  

- In which generation is the company currently managed?  

- How many family members own the company? 

 

The anonymity and pseudonymity assured to the participants is always maintained. 

Table 1 gives an overview of the distribution of firms in FamData across various di-

mensions like branch, size or legal type. Not for all firms all information are available. 

So, percentages do not always add up to 100%. As in the ifo monthly business survey 

large firms are oversampled (Hiersemenzel et al. 2022). 
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Table 1: Distribution of firms in FamData across size and branches 

 
Note: All information as of end 2022. For some firms not all information is available.  

 

FamData Non-Family Business Family Business Panel

Size range classification (No. of employees) No. % No. % No. % No. %

0 - 9 4,022 33.6 266 18.2 2,222 33.5 1,323 35.1

10 - 49 2,615 21.9 217 14.9 1,681 25.4 929 24.6

50 - 249 2,156 18.0 280 19.2 1,170 17.6 717 19.0

250 - 999 1,421 11.9 260 17.8 682 10.3 457 12.1

>1.000 1,742 14.6 438 30.0 875 13.2 347 9.2

Total 11,956 100.0 1,461 100.0 6,630 100.0 3,773 100.0

FamData Non-Family Business Family Business Panel

Sector No. % No. % No. % No. %

Mining and quarrying 582 4.5 20 1.3 322 4.6 95 2.4

Manufacturing 2,097 16.2 335 21.9 1,318 18.9 664 17.1

Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 702 5.4 103 6.7 172 2.5 146 3.8

Water supply 345 2.7 53 3.5 167 2.4 124 3.2

Construction 1,007 7.8 55 3.6 665 9.5 321 8.3

Wholesale and retail trade 1,494 11.5 141 9.2 918 13.2 496 12.8

Transportation and storage 975 7.5 79 5.2 463 6.6 201 5.2

Accommodation and food service activities 689 5.3 39 2.6 393 5.6 200 5.1

Information and communication activities 461 3.6 92 6.0 243 3.5 177 4.6

Financial and insurance activities 1,091 8.4 139 9.1 499 7.1 260 6.7

Real estate activities 776 6.0 74 4.8 379 5.4 210 5.4

Professional, scientific and technical activities 1,364 10.5 197 12.9 777 11.1 455 11.7

Other economic service activities 637 4.9 75 4.9 366 5.2 228 5.9

Education 33 0.3 1 0.1 15 0.2 6 0.2

Human health and social work activities 207 1.6 19 1.2 37 0.5 18 0.5

Arts, sports and recreation 170 1.3 47 3.1 87 1.2 112 2.9

Other service activities 310 2.4 59 3.9 159 2.3 175 4.5

Total 12,940 100.0 1,528 100.0 6,980 100.0 3,888 100.0

FamData Non-Family Business Family Business Panel

Legal classification No. % No. % No. % No. %

Corporate entities 7,894 61.4 1,279 85.3 3,941 56.7 2,487 64.8

Non-corporate entities 4,421 34.4 208 13.9 2,598 37.4 1,133 29.5

Individual proprietorship 545 4.2 13 0.9 408 5.9 217 5.7

Total 12,860 100.0 1,500 100.0 6,947 100.0 3,837 100.0

FamData Non-Family Business Family Business Panel

Turnover classification No. % No. % No. % No. %

< 1 million 565 9.8 73 7.2 288 10.1 159 10.4

1 - 2 million 405 7.0 31 3.1 273 9.5 166 10.8

2 - 10 million 826 14.4 89 8.8 498 17.4 293 19.1

10 - 50 million 952 16.5 163 16.2 389 13.6 208 13.6

> 50 million 3,008 52.3 652 64.7 1,415 49.4 709 46.2

Total 5,756 100.0 1,008 100.0 2,863 100.0 1,535 100.0
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The other two parts of the FamData cover the survey results. The panel currently con-

sists of 3,773 respondents from family and non-family businesses, who are usually 

members of the management or other senior staff in the company. They have agreed 

to be available for the regular surveys.  

 

The panel was built up by actively contacting companies during the surveys for the 

Annual Monitor. The companies were selected by sampling from the Orbis database 

across all sectors and size classes. With an average response rate of two percent 

achieved using postal mailing, a correspondingly large sample must be drawn to build 

up the panel in the long term. Around 30,000 companies were randomly contacted 

each year until 2021. The panel started in 2017 with an initial 623 panel members. Each 

year, new companies were successively recruited for the surveys in this way. After the 

panel grew to more than 3,000 companies in 2021, the randomly drawn sample for the 

new recruitment was reduced by about one third. Currently, 3,880 company repre-

sentatives are available for the regular surveys. In the future, the aim is to keep this 

panel stable at this size of around 4,000 companies. The respective response rates in 

the various surveys range between 32 and 54 percent, with an average of 42 percent. 

The difference can be explained by the respective choice of topic on which the survey 

is based: In 2020, the focus of the Annual Monitor was on the corona crisis and its im-

pact on companies. A particularly large number of companies felt that this topic was 

relevant, and the best response rate of 54 percent was achieved. The success in at-

tracting new companies to the panel was also about twice as high as in other years, 

with over 1,000 new members.  

 

3 Topics and publication of the supplementary survey data 

 

FamData enables diverse research on a wide range of topics. For this reason, there is 

no fixed structure to the supplementary survey data, except for the shareholder struc-



10 

 

tures in family businesses. Each year, the topics are selected according to current rel-

evance to business and economic policy. The survey is conducted both by standard 

mail and via an online survey. The survey of new recruited participants can only be 

carried out by mail. However, for ecological reasons, as well as due to the faster, more 

efficient, and resource-saving availability of survey results for short-term relevant 

questions, the aim is to further expand the online proportion of panel members. After 

the survey was primarily conducted by mail at the beginning of the panel survey, the 

proportion of online participants has now gradually increased from 30 percent in 2019 

to a balanced ratio of 50 percent each of online and paper participants in 2022. A short 

overview of all surveyed topics gives Table 2, including the respective reference with 

the presentation of the survey results. The corresponding questionnaires can be found 

in the appendix. 
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Table 2: Covered topics in surveys 

Year Topic Survey/project 

partner 

Respon-

ses 

Survey 

period 

Reference 

2017 Investment behavior and its 

influencing factors 

Annual Monitor  1,487 May-

July 

2017 

Stiftung Familienunternehmen 

2017; Rathje and Wohlrabe 

2017 

2018 International tax competition 

from a corporate perspective 

Annual Monitor  1,180 April-

July 

2018 

Stiftung Familienunternehmen 

2018; Rathje and Wohlrabe 

2018 

2019 Economic policy for a strong 

EU 

Annual Monitor  1,318 April-

June 

2019 

Stiftung Familienunternehmen 

2019; Rathje 2019; Rathje and 

Hannich 2020; Garnitz et al 

2020 

2020 The Resilience of the German 

Economy in the Corona Pan-

demic 

Annual Monitor / 

ZEW 

2,378 May-

June 

2020 

Stiftung Familienunternehmen 

2020 

2020 The Corona Pandemic: Testi-

mony to Policy 

Mood Monitor 1,231 Oc-

tober 

2020 

  

2020 Contribution of family gov-

ernance to the crisis resili-

ence of the family business 

Research Survey 

Prof. Windthorst 

244 August-

Sep-

tember 

2020 

Windthorst 2021 

2021 Climate protection challenge Annual Monitor  1,692 May-

July 

2021 

Stiftung Familienunternehmen 

2021a 

2021 Motives for a foundation solu-

tion 

Research Survey 

IPRI 

143 Febru-

ary-

March 

2021 

Stiftung Familienunternehmen 

2021b 

2021 Expectations on the new fed-

eral government 

Mood Monitor 1,559 August-

Sep-

tember 

2021 

  

2022 Burden of rising energy costs I 

- effects on companies and 

their political proposals for 

action 

Mood Monitor 1,142 April 

2022 

  

2022 Shortage of skilled workers 

from the company's point of 

view: effects and possible so-

lutions 

Annual Monitor  1,742 June-

August 

2022 

Stiftung Familienunternehmen 

2022b 

2022 Burden of rising energy costs 

and lack of security of supply 

II - impact on companies 

Mood Monitor 1,045 Oc-

tober 

2022 

  

 

4 Data access 

 

FamData offers a unique opportunity to compare family businesses and non-family 

businesses in Germany. By collecting all essential structural data on companies and 

supplementing them with data from the Orbis database of the Bureau van Dijk and 
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supplementary survey data, an outstanding database is available. All variables of 

FamData (structural, financial, survey and shareholder data) are documented and 

prepared in Stata (.dta-Format). External researchers who are interested in the de-

scribed databases for scientific research projects can apply for access at the ifo Insti-

tute, stating the purpose of the research (unternehmensmonitor@ifo.de). The Foun-

dation for Family Businesses as owner of FamData examines the desired research pro-

ject. If the Foundation for Family Businesses approves the request, the data is availa-

ble free of charge at the LMU-ifo Economics & Business Data Center for on-site analysis 

(www.ifo.de/ebdc).5  

 

 

  

 
5 For more details concerning the EBDC see Seiler (2012) or Sauer and Wohlrabe (2020). 

mailto:unternehmensmonitor@ifo.de
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