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FAMILY FORTUNE . .. Prof Elmarie Venter (left) and Dr Margie Cullen are among the co-founders of NMMU Business School's new Family Business Unit.
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New NMMU unit focuses on family businesses

Gillian McAinsh
meainshy@avusa.coza

FAMILIES are not only the heart of so-
ciety, they also are the backbone of the
economy - with 60% of firms listed on
the Johannesburg Stock Exchange fam-
ily businesses, and 35% of the Fortune
500 companies having  family base.

This week, the NVIMU - Business
Sehool launched its Family Business
Unit (FBU), the first of its kind in the
country, to develop and share knowl-
edge and skills in this field through prac-
tical relevance and academic excel-
lence.

Business school dean Niekie Dorfling
said the new unit would benefit a wide

range of people as it moved away from
the ivory tower of academia to engage
with businesses.

“It would be very difficult to overes-
timate the importance of family busi-
nesses. The trap globally and in South
Africa s to underestimate their import-
ance in terms of contribution to the
GDP. They are the core, the backbone
of economies around the world.”

He said they contributed half the
gross domestic product in the United
States and probably as much or more
in South Africa. Nationally names like
Oppenheimer, Rupert, Venter and Ack-
erman, and in Port Eilzabeth the Gut-
sche, Volpe, Rademeyer and Taverner
families were known for their success.

‘The FBU was launched at the Beach
Hotel in Summerstrand this week to a
select audience that included a few of
these Eastern Cape families. It already
has 400 in its database, 202 of them in
the Eastern Cape.

“However, they have a high failure
rate: only 30% reach the second gen-
eration and only 10% will progress to
the third generation,” Dorfling said.

Two of the four founders of the new
unit, Prof Elmarie Venter and Dr Margie
Cullen, outlined challenges facing fam-
ily businesses, giving feedback from an
nternational conference on the sub-
ject held in ltaly earlier this month.

Venter and her colleague, Prof Shelly
Farrington, presented the top paper of

the conference. Venter noted: “There is
a complex interaction between family
and business systems.

“By and large family businesses are
secretive: although they need and want
help, they tend 1o keep information in
the family.”she said. However,the prob-
lems they faced were not unique.

‘Although this was a airly recent area
of study, the quality of research had
skyrocketed, she said, and could help

et the growing demand for assis.
tance.

“We have to have a strong voice so
that we can g0 to government, and
fluence policymakers.”

For example, inheritance tax was an
issue for afamily business, and needed
tobe addressed.





