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South African family  
businesses – The evolution from  
a single family-run business to  
a family-owned, professional  
governed group

At first glance, this might suggest that the era of the family 
business is coming to an end. In reality, the survey shows 
something very different: the family business model is not 
disappearing, it is transforming.

The essential question is not whether family ownership  
is being eroded, but how the operating model is changing 
and why these shifts are occurring. In South Africa, the 
reduction from 44% to 10% family run operations over 
the next decade will be driven by deliberate strategic 
choices rather than mere inevitability. Families are actively 
redesigning how they participate in their businesses, moving 
away from concentrated operational control towards more 
sophisticated structures that support growth, resilience  
and next generation aspirations.

A central shift is the move from a single main operating  
entity to a portfolio of multiple operating businesses housed 
within a holding company structure. According to the survey, 
32% of respondents anticipate that holding company 
structures will be their predominant model by 2035, while 
23% expect to operate with professional management 
teams overseen by a family controlled board. This change 
is more evolutionary than revolutionary. For decades, the 
typical South African family business was built around one 
core entity – a manufacturing plant, a trading company, 
a farming operation, a retail chain – often founded by a 
visionary first generation entrepreneur. As the business 
expanded and accumulated capital, growth tended to be 
reinvested back into that single entity, creating concentration 
risk but also a strong sense of identity and legacy.

However, as the survey reveals and as many families are 
now experiencing, the combination of scale, complexity and 
generational change is making that model less sustainable. 
Today’s second and third generation leaders have a maturing 
mindset shaped by broader exposure, formal education,  
and global perspectives. They recognise that concentrating 
the family’s wealth, risk and identity in one operating 
company is no longer prudent under volatile economic, 
political and regulatory conditions. Instead, reinvested  
profits are increasingly deployed to establish or acquire 
additional businesses under a common holding structure. 
This not only spreads risk, but more importantly, it creates 
space for the next generation to express their own 
entrepreneurial ambitions.

On 17 June 2026, KPMG released one of the  
most comprehensive global surveys of family 
enterprises to date – the KPMG Global Family 
Business Report 2026 - Facing into the future, 
confident yet cautious, based on responses from 
1,927 family business leaders in 41 jurisdictions. 
The report explores how family businesses are 
navigating succession, governance, technology,  
risk and growth through to 2035.
 
As part of this work, we analysed a dedicated 
dataset of South African family business and  
family office leaders. Over the coming months, 
KPMG Private Enterprise South Africa will  
publish a series of articles unpacking the South 
African findings. This first article focuses on one 
of the most striking themes: the evolution of 
operating models from “family‑run” businesses  
to family owned, professionally governed, 
multi‑entity groups (e.g. family as owners  
and stewards, professional management  
running operations).
 
Drawing on both the global report and the  
South Africa findings, it is clear that the  
traditional model of the “family‑run” operating 
company is undergoing a profound shift.  
Globally, the proportion of businesses that are 
family‑run – where family members lead day‑ 
to‑day operations – is projected to decline  
sharply, from 49% today to 12% by 2035.  
South Africa mirrors this trajectory, with its  
own distinctive nuances. Our South Africa  
data indicate that currently around 44% of  
South African family businesses are family‑ 
run operations, but by 2035 this is expected  
to fall to only 10%.
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The decline in family run operations to 10% by 2035 does not mean that families are divesting from their core businesses. 
The data suggests that many South African families wish to preserve and grow their core operating entity while 
simultaneously starting new ventures. The next generation is less willing to be “forced” into the legacy business simply 
because of heritage. Rather, they prefer to engage on their own terms – launching new concepts, expanding into adjacent 
sectors, or harnessing digital and technological opportunities – but doing so under a shared holding company that maintains 
unified governance and a coherent family strategy. In practice, this means the family’s core business remains at the centre 
of the group, while additional family led or family-owned entities emerge alongside it, each benefiting from the capital, 
networks and support of the holding structure.

Another key driver of the shift is the increasing integration of professional management into family enterprises.  
As businesses grow more complex and diversified, families are recognising that the skills required to lead a multi entity 
group are not always available within the family pool. The survey confirms a strong global and local trend towards employing 
non family executives in key roles, particularly in finance, operations, technology and risk management. 

In South Africa, the emerging model is one in which professional managers run the operating businesses, while the family 
focuses on board level oversight, capital allocation, long term strategy, and the articulation of values and purpose. This is 
not a relinquishment of control but a reconfiguration of it: families are shifting from day-to-day management to stewardship. 
Advancement and leadership in the business are increasingly based on merit and capability rather than lineage alone, which 
can strengthen credibility with external stakeholders, lenders, partners and employees.

The KPMG Global Family Business Survey demonstrates that across regions, families are moving away from direct 
operational control towards more institutionalised models. South Africa is not an outlier; rather, it sits broadly in line 
with global trajectories, with specific local drivers such as Black Economic Empowerment (B BBEE) requirements, socio 
economic expectations, and a high proportion of second and third generation leaders now in charge. The fact that South 
African family run operations are projected to remain at 10% in 2035, compared to around 12% globally, underscores that 
this is not a uniquely South African issue but a shared evolution of the family business archetype.

The underlying narrative, therefore, is not one of decline, but of maturation. The South African family business sector is 
moving from a founder centric, single entity model towards a more sophisticated, multi entity, professionally managed, 
and strategically governed ecosystem. Families are becoming more intentional about their structures, more disciplined in 
their governance, and more open to external talent. At the same time, they are still  committed to preserving their core 
businesses, their values, and their entrepreneurial spirit.

Looking ahead to 2035, consistent with the broader global evidence, the picture that emerges is of South African family 
enterprises owning portfolios of businesses under a single holding structure, led operationally by a mix of family and non 
family executives, overseen by engaged, well informed family boards. In this sense, the projected reduction from 44% to 
10% family run operations is less a warning sign than an indicator of progress. 

The key takeaway is that the family enterprises most likely to thrive are those that combine strong values and patient capital 
with disciplined governance – clearly separating ownership, oversight and management, and building structures that can 
outlast any one generation.
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Please keep an eye out for the rest of the articles  
in the series, covering the following themes:

•  Responsible AI and cyber governance in South African  
    family firms 
 
•  Good growth, not just fast growth for South African  
    family businesses 
 
•  Professionalising talent, skills and culture in South  
    African family enterprises 
 
•  Turning family into a designed advantage with 
    governance, boundaries, and cohesion 
 
•  Starting succession earlier ensuring next generation  
    readiness in South Africa


