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Family-focussed regional economic policy:

Beyond simply ensuring the presence of qualifi ed personnel 
or work-life balance

Dr. Jan Schröder

Gearing towards the family as a driving element of economic and family 
wellbeing – this is the strategy that provides coherence to a family 
focussed economic region. The innovative model presented here in its 
extensive concept of gearing towards the family in economic regions 
clearly goes beyond current family-friendly initiatives. It came about 
thanks to the close collaboration with economic promoters, local alli-
ances for family and cluster managers as a focal point for integration. 
In this way, the viewpoints and visions in the areas of the ‘economy’ 
and the ‘family’ were closely intertwined from the beginning.

F
amily and the economy: The poo-
ling of both areas has until now 
been almost exclusively embodied 

by family-friendly staffi ng policies. 
The focus is centred on in-company 
measures aiming at employee loyalty, 
recruitment and motivation. In addition 
to this, in recent years the idea of ma-
king compatible family and career life 
has come about as a way to ensure that 
qualifi ed personnel settle down. In this 
way, the region becomes ever more a 
fi eld of action.

A series of regions including Jena, Pots-
dam and the metropolitan regions of 
Central Germany and Nuremberg prio-
ritise family-friendly measures in their 
marketing as a location factor. This is 
why cluster managers and economic 

promoters focus ever increasingly on 
them as an important economic fac-
tor. Demographic change gradually 
spreads family-friendliness in labour 
and economic policy.

   Demographic change 
gradually spreads family-
friendliness in labour and 
economic policy – does this 
make for a sure-fi re success?

The main issues involved in this situa-
tion are: Will development be just allo-
wed to occur freely? Is family-friend-
liness likely to be simply imposed as 
a factor for economic success and a 
guide in terms of family policy without 
further efforts? Is family-friendliness 
even likely to change into a family 
focus? Would that basically mean 
considering families in all their guises 
in terms of economic importance and 
not merely as employees with family 
responsibilities? Does all this repre-
sent automatic development that is 
simply subject to circumstance and 
the inherent necessities of demo-
graphic change?

Or, are new and successive pushes re-
quired to promote the integration of 
two policy areas – the ‚family‘ and the 
‚economy‘? We cannot ignore how the 
drive, through which ‚work-life‘ balan-
ce affects the economy, at times loses 
momentum. The large number of Ger-
man companies, the limited effects of 
arguments relating to staff manage-
ment and the huge effort that goes into 
making individual presentations lead 
to doubts about the possibility of esta-
blishing family-friendly initiatives as an 
integral principle for the German eco-
nomy. We cannot, therefore, speak of a 
sure-fi re success, of conscious volition.

Rather, new lines of thought and new 
arguments are needed, as well as new 
access that connects to companies‘ 
core business. In this way, not only 
could we ensure family-friendly initiati-
ves are deemed as ‚necessary‘ in staff 
management but also that a family fo-
cus has greater relevance for business 
interests.

It seems to be a good time to achieve 
this, incorporating procedures in the 
policy areas of the ‚economy‘, ‚work‘ 
and ‚family‘. In times of high unemploy-
ment, family and business wellbeing 
were not as connected as they are to-
day. Employees were seen as ‚expen-
dable‘ and it was very diffi cult to move 
forward in topics of human ressource 
management. The lack of qualifi ed per-
sonnel due to demographic changes, 
the high demand for labour thanks to 
the favourable backdrop and the deve-
lopment of the “knowledge society” – 
in which creativity and employee qua-
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lifi cations are ever more highly valued 
– have turned this situation on its head. 
This dynamic needs to be seized to 
redefi ne the relationship between 
‚family‘ and ‚economy‘.

     We need to redefi ne the 
relationship between 
‚family‘ and ‚economy‘

With the family-focussed economic 
region, there is a model that opens 
up new perspectives for business 
and the regions and, consequently, 
boosts economic dynamism and fa-
mily wellbeing through new ideas and 
approaches. This model goes beyond 
merely solving problems linked to a 
lack of qualifi ed staff and employee 
commitment.

Why can’t the family focus develop 
in the same way as environmental 
issues? When ecology started to 
fi ll the headlines, many detractors 
wagged their fi ngers and subsequent-
ly regulatory ideas came about such 
as the eco-tax and environmental 
audits. Today, ecology is a re cognised 
driver of economic dynamism with 
highly positive social effects. Perhaps 
we may be able to say the same about 
family focus in the future. This article 
is a contribution aimed at providing a 
boost.

The family-focussed 
economic region – 
an innovative driver to 
integrate economic and 
family policies

F
amily and economic wellbeing 
directly depend on one another. 
This basic understanding condi-

tions the family-focussed economic 
region. This is the basis for integrated 
action that closely links family focus 
with economic development. An in-
tensive creative collaboration in im-
plementing initiatives should replace 

the mere coexistence of the players in 
both these policy areas we are used to 
see.

   New approaches for driving 
economic dynamics and 
family wellbeing

An analysis of different timeframes 
provides an initial impression of the 
positive outcomes of such integrated 
regional development.

•	  Family-focussed initiatives increa-
se productivity in companies in the 
short-term, reduce errors, raise em-
ployee commitment and cut costs 
for hiring staff.

  Families benefit both in their daily 
life and workplace and enjoy more 
free time, another essential element 
for a happy family life besides a fair 
salary.

•	 	Family-focussed initiatives even 
promote higher development in 
commercial and industrial sec-
tors in the medium-term. The sup-
porting point comes from product 
and process innovation, settled 
qualified personnel and higher sec-
tor and regional allure for investors 
and entrepreneurs with a forward-
facing outlook. 

  All this provides families with better 
salaries and more stable employ-
ment relations in the corresponding 
commercial or industrial sector.

•	  Family-focussed initiatives posi-
tively change direction of migration 
and even birth rates in the long-
term. In this sense, families remain 
rooted in the regions as customers 
with high purchasing power and en-
sure the continuance of businesses 
and generational renewal for the 
active population. Commercial and 
industrial locations remain active 
and offer perspectives for new and 
established businesses.

The family-focussed economic region 
model mainly supports the medium-
term outlook. Sector and regional 

access come together. Sector access 
offers several advantages:

•	 	Sector focus provides a backbone 
for the region, both in terms of the 
job market and from an investor 
perspective. Family-focussed initia-
tives represented and implemented 
in different commercial and indus-
trial sectors can make a high con-
tribution to making a region more 
attractive.

•	 	Time structures within sectors, such 
as in the manufacturing sector, call 
centres, tourism and the project-
oriented media entail specifi c sector 
characteristics concerning family 
focus. There is a possibility of offe-
ring shared solutions amongst com-
panies that are not within reach of a 
single fi rm, especially when it comes 
to SMEs.

•	 	Businesses in one sector are closely 
linked in many locations, or at least 
act together, especially in areas that 
develop cluster strategies. Taking 
advantage of current structures 
having a family focus may contri-
bute to drive innovation and sector 
marketing strategies.

Regional access complements the 
above with inter-sector ideas such 
as support for entrepreneurs and 
investors through family-focussed 
initiatives and developing the general 
impression of a family-focussed eco-
nomic region.

   The added value for the 
region comes from bringing 
together hard and soft
location factors

In this context, we should highlight 
that a family-focussed economic 
region may only be fully realised if 
the initiatives and measures geared 
towards families are embraced in 
the infrastructure areas for childcare 
and elderly care, public transport, 
housing, schooling and other location 
features. 
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The family-focussed economic region 
is also based on hard location factors 
such as transport networks, industrial 
areas, etc. The added value for the re-
gion comes about by systematically 
reconciling the positive location fea-
tures via active family-focussed eco-
nomic promotion.

The four pillars of the family-
focussed economic region

W
hen designing a family-fo-
cussed economic region, 
focus should be centred on 

industry-wide action. The agenda in-
cludes developing the job market and 
the business base geared towards fa-
milies, family-focussed product and 
process innovation, and family-fo-
cussed marketing management. In this 

way, and from an economic standpoint, 
families can be seen in all their facets: 
as a consumer, a training or educatio-
nal focal point that aids generational 
renewal in the active population and as 
a centre for promoting entrepreneurs 
and qualified personnel. If we also add 
to this the long-term perspective for 
investors, who believe only families 
can guarantee a location‘s vitality and 
sustainability, it is clear that the family-
focussed economy goes far beyond a 
mere staffing policy that is geared to-
wards families.
The four pillars of the family-focussed 
economic region will be described 
below and practical suggestions for 
their consolidation will be set out. Con-
crete consolidation on the ground will 
generally lead to interaction between 
stakeholders, taking into account the 
specific conditions of the region and 
sector. Observations on the practical 

realisation will be set out at the end of 
this article.

Family-focussed support for investors 
and business founders make up the 
first pillar.
Service measures for investors today 
often refer to providing buildings or 
land, support for obtaining subsidies, 
facilitating bureaucratic procedures, 
etc. Thus, it is generally a question of 
technical, administrative and econo-
mic support. In this context, the focus 
on the family only occurs very early 
on in the location selection process by 
investors and, once more, when em-
ployees start to settle down in the lo-
cation. In this sense, good possibilities 
for business and the region are wasted: 
the possibility of finding good emplo-
yees, but also the possibility of starting 
the business or expanding a company 
in the location in the best possible way.
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   A focus on the family only 
infl uences investor services 
at the beginning

Why not bring together current links in 
some way and incentivise a wide range 
of family-focussed services for inves-
tors? These services could include, for 
example, the following measures:

•	 	Defi ning the adaptation needs of the 
time structures of a (future) com-
pany and its location entails from 
the start a productive dialogue with 
service centres for childcare and el-
derly care, transport services and 
public institutions. This local policy 
of effectively using time helps effi ci-
ent development of business activity 
and a more relaxed family life.

•	 	Facing up to large employee chan-
ges by quickly reacting with support 
measures for employees with family 
responsibilities; where applicable, 
adapting current regional offers, 
whether for employees with depen-
dent family members in need or care 
or for those with small children.

•	 	Providing human resource depart-
ments with a specifi c information 
catalogue for the location and the 
sector that shows job applicants the 
advantages of a dynamic family-fo-
cussed sector in the region. 

•	 	Offering recently hired employees 
and their families a specifi c welcome 
package for each sector so that they 
quickly adapt to their new location 
and sector. Tailored designed offers 
for specifi c groups speed up this ad-
aptation phase.

In no way is this list exhaustive. The 
examples given aim to clarify the fol-
lowing: the entire investment and set-
ting up process, from initial planning to 
the employee adaptation stage, needs 
to include family-focussed measures 
and initiatives. In this way, the return 
on investment is increased. At the 
same time, families receive substantial 
support at a decisive stage of their lives 
and this contributes to a close tie to the 
region.

Support for business creation through 
family-focussed initiatives fi lls the re-
levant gaps in services for start-ups 
today. In a fi ve-year timeframe, Ger-
many has lost 350,000 newly estab-
lished businesses. Almost half of these 
companies closed due to personal rea-
sons mainly linked to family issues. 
We should state here that only 30% 
of companies established are run by 
women, which shows that balancing 
family life and business creation still is 
full of diffi culties. Support for business 
creation still has a dominant economic 
and legal character. The growing num-
ber of business incubators that offer 
childcare shows the problem is being 
recognised, but a family-focussed eco-
nomic region cannot limit itself to such 
measures.

   A large number of start-ups 
gives up their business 
for family reasons

As with investor services, the following 
criteria need to be applied: the sooner 
family-focussed support options are 
put on the agenda, the better the po-
sitive effects will be for companies and 
families. Business angels should be 
informed about the local offer in child-
care services. In especially diffi cult 
situations the possibilities of confl ict 
resolution for families should be sta-
ted by them and alongside Chambers 
of Commerce and Industry, since the 
business creation stage is often highly 
tense and stressful for the family struc-
ture involved. An emergency service 
for founders of business could alleviate 
pressure when time is short. For this to 
provide results, the support measures 
should be set out in the stage prior to 
business creation. When time starts to 
run short, business founders have no 
margin to try and release the pressure 
valve. S/he should already be aware 
about the options at hand.

In this context, it is also a good idea 
to access a higher level to complete 
the picture. Family-focussed offers 

and initiatives should have a place at 
conferences that bring together inves-
tors, funding and advice institutes and 
business founders, both in corporate 
programmes and in exhibition spaces. 
These proposals should be referred to 
in business renewals as well.

Family-focussed innovation support 
– the sector focus takes on a more spe-
cifi c dimension here. The idea behind 
this is: focussing on the family is not 
exclusively embodied in services that 
are subsidised by business or the state 
or through direct fi nancial assistance. 
A large number of companies apprecia-
te families as solvent customers with 
good purchasing power. Until recently, 
family MPVs would have been unthin-
kable, both for how they look and how 
they affect the brand image.

Over time, they have become a real 
sales success. Family hotels are well-
positioned on the market. Rehabilita-
tion centres have copied this idea, of-
fering accommodation and services to 
the entire family even though only one 
member is receiving treatment. The 
fi rst apps aimed at families are now co-
ming onto the market. Mobile, properly 
heated nappy changing units for ba-
bies have been designed in Italy, ideal 
for ski resorts or places with limited inf-
rastructures. The benefi ciary in this ex-
ample is the family and the customers 
are the tourism offi ces and local hotel 
associations. We need to ask ourselves 
about the need for products that adapt 
to the needs of families in workshops 
and seminars for entrepreneurs and at 
specialised fora for each sector. If we 
do not take this into account, the right 
ideas will defi nitely not come out.

   Focussing on the family is 
not exclusively embodied in 
services that are subsidised by 
business or the state

Innovation also includes innovating 
processes. Here, the aim is to increase 
effi ciency, minimise errors and in-
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crease quality. Family-focussed process 
innovation should play a role in this. 
Stress is known to distract. We also 
know that members of a family are of-
ten overwhelmed by time pressures. At 
company-level, things can be done in 
certain areas linked to using time better. 
Timeframes are often defined through 
the demands that come from customer 
and supplier relations. What is required 
is putting forward convenient sectorial 
changes between companies.

Family-focussed process innovations 
can even help to improve a product‘s 
image and, where appropriate, affect 
its market price. Why not market fami-
ly-friendly produced commodities in 
the same way as Fair Trade products? 
This approach has been adopted in the 
food sector in Luckenwalde (Branden-
burg, Germany) since 2012 through a 
pilot project of ‚Bündnisfamilie 2.0‘.

Finally, we come to the job market. 
Ensuring qualified staff through 
family-focussed measures should 
be used as the general concept that 
the different approaches to activate 
the job market are based on. Different 
related phenomena need to be taken 
into account:

•	 	Successful sectors suffer or will like-
ly suffer in the future from a shortage 
of qualified staff. To offset the effects 
of this trend, stakeholders nowadays 
dedicate their efforts and invest-
ments mainly to education and pro-
fessional training. The collaboration 
between schools and universities 
should guarantee a renewal of the 
active work population. Workplace 
training drives skills, accreditation 
and loyalty amongst employees.

 
  Businesses still fail to take into ac-

count at the right level those quali-
fied people who want to expand or 
re-start their working relationships, 
generally women caring for depen-
dents or older people. Specific ini-
tiatives for each sector could subs-
tantially contribute to improving this 
situation, extending for example the 

number of facilities for child- and el-
derly care, on sectorial level.

  Other approaches linked to creating 
job portals at sector and regional le-
vels affect staff turnover within the 
sectors in a region. These initiatives, 
which have already been put into 
practice, offer considerable advan-
tages: though changing the com-
pany knowledge and experience of 
employees and workers stay in the 
region, brain-drain fails to materia-
lize and this helps the whole busi-
ness sector. At the same time fami-
lies do not have to go through the 
trouble of a transfer. The necessa-
ry culture of cooperation between 
companies in a sector often exists 
in active clusters already.

•	 	Less consolidated sectors also suf-
fer from a shortage of qualified staff. 
However, the consequences are 
very different. Due to lower wage 
levels, there is an exodus. Part-time 
employment means it is difficult to 
achieve sufficient family income le-
vels. In addition, it is more complica-
ted to settle business renewals and 
to staff training positions.

  Establishing a family-focussed eco-
nomic region offers different stra-
tegic possibilities to be able to re-
verse these negative trends. New 
products, the image of a family-fo-
cussed economic region and the hig-
her attractiveness of the sector for 
employees open up perspectives for 
the future and establish ties with the 
region, independently of short-term 
unsatisfactory salary levels.

  Remedies may be provided in an 
operational manner as well. Several 
people sharing several jobs in multi- 
company networks moderates 
ups-and-downs in temporary em-
ployment. Where applicable, this 
enables employees even to work in 
several companies in a week’s time. 
All this may contribute to higher  
family income. Employment agen-
cies also have the opportunity to 
tailor their services to those with 

more than one job and who have 
family responsibilities, making a 
combination of social and job offers 
available to them.

This set of family-focussed initiatives 
and measures in the fields of innovati-
on, the family-focussed world of work 
in general, family-focussed job mar-
kets, business founders and investors 
should be systematically marketed 
under the name ‚family-focussed 
economic region‘. Only this type of 
management of the internal and ex-
ternal marketing can have the right 
impact – in sales and distribution, in 
company founding dynamics, on qua-
lified staff loyalty and on product de-
velopment. The target group for this is 
composed of qualified personal, busi-
ness founders and investors.

Local governance  
in the family-focussed  
economic region

T
he ‚how‘ in terms of implemen-
ting the aforementioned focu-
ses can be quickly outlined: a 

family-focussed economic region is 
mainly based on a cross-cutting pro-
cess through institutions. This process 
comprises the following aspects:

•	 	Harmonisation and coordination: 
Single-company and multi-company 
measures, job market promotion and 
sector development are harmonised 
with regard to their family focus. 

•	 	Inter-institutional processes: Fa-
mily-focussed services for business 
founders and investors interlock  
planning and implementation pro-
cesses in the areas of the econo-
my and family – from investor ser-
vices and designing services to the  
welcome package for families and 
specific support measures.

•	 	Coordinated sector and regional 
communication: The family-fo-
cussed economic region is shown in 
sector, business and location com-
munication.
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•	  Innovation through diversity: Pro-
duct and process innovations come 
from the inventiveness, creativity 
and knowledge of all stakeholders 
focussed on the economy and the 
family. Multidisciplinary cooperation 
is an essential basis for innovative 
processes promoted by interaction 
between groups of agents.

•	 	Cooperative process: The estab-
lishment, sustainable maintenance 
and ultimate development of an in-
tegrated system require joint effort 
from the state, the economy, social 
partners and the voluntary sector. 
Implementing a family-focussed 
economic region will not be achieved 
by individual initiatives from the dif-
ferent stakeholders.

This is why suppliers of such a vast 
development need to be networks in 
which cooperation amongst instituti-
onal stakeholders is implemented in 
the areas of the economy, work and 
family. Some factors for success can 
be derived from the structure, wor-

king method and other successful 
drivers in creating these networks, 
by simply observing and analysing 
active clusters, local alliances for fa-
mily (Lokale Bündnisse für Familie) 
and alliances to ensure the presence 
of specialised qualifi ed staff (Fach-
kräftebündnisse):

   Clusters, local alliances for 
family and alliances to ensure 
the presence of specialised 
qualifi ed staff play a support 
role in creating regional 
networks

•	 	Insertion of networks at executive 
level in stakeholder institutions since 
pending changes will have a wide-
ranging scope.

•	  Involvement of related political 
spheres since the defi nition and es-
tablishment of a family-focussed 
economic region will affect the stra-
tegic development of municipalities.

•	  Understanding how networks func-
tion as a starting block for coordi-
nated action and not just as a colla-
boration framework, a very common 
focus in the initial stage.

•	 	Valuing networks as effective or-
ganisers for solutions and also as a 
strategic engine to establish a family-
focussed economic region.

•	 	Professionalisation of the organi-
sation structure.

•	 	Transparency in accounting and 
producing internal and external re-
ports.

It is clear that developing professional 
networks is an essential element in 
establishing a family-focussed eco-
nomic region. The effort behind im-
plementing these networks is worth it 
since emerging regional governance 
structures have cross-links with the 
competencies and resources of a re-
gion in main development sectors in 
the social and economic sphere and, 
in this way, can be used as an innova-
tive stimulus for the region.
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