
Spotlight on Düsseldorf: How  
companies are leveraging what this 
economic powerhouse has to offer

Since our founding, NGS Global’s strategy has been 
to open offices in locations where we can serve our 
clients with a best-in-class delivery model for executive 
search. Our spotlight feature introduces clients 
and candidates to NGS Global’s partners and office 
locations worldwide. What follows are comments and 
insights into the Düsseldorf market from Richard Crux, 
Managing Partner, at NGS Global, Europe.
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Not surprisingly, many companies that operate in Germany, and Europe, have chosen 
Düsseldorf as their home. The city is located at the center of the largest metropolitan 
area in Europe and the only one with almost 20 million people in less than a one-hour 
drive from its center. Richard Crux shares his insights about the state of the economy 
there, the appeal of the city, and where the most demand is for executive leaders. 

Q: HOW HEALTHY IS THE EUROPEAN ECONOMY?
A: Europe is made up of dozens of countries each with people 
speaking separate and distinct languages. In addition, all of 
those countries are governed by different core economic 
drivers and have cultural sensitivities perhaps unique to 
them. These factors can make doing business across borders 
challenging at times. Many European countries are also finding 
themselves facing political and economic challenges that their 
counterparts throughout the world are contending with—
increasing government regulation and the fragile state of the 
global economy. 

However, one bright spot in the European financial system 
continues to be Germany, located in the heart of Europe. Long 
touted as one of the European Union’s strongest economies, in 
recent decades our country has managed to blend masterfully 
traditional industries, such as those related to manufacturing 
and automobiles, with new ones related to innovations in 
technology, engineering, and the sciences. As a result–in spite 
of the economic woes surrounding us, Germany has managed 
to remain economically stable, grow, and further build their 
export strength.

Q: EXPLAIN THE BUSINESS CLIMATE OF DÜSSELDORF. 
A: With an increasing convergence of global businesses,  
consumer needs, and the high relevance of competitive 
advantages through cost efficiency; the decision of where to 
locate a head office or regional hub plays an important role in 
attracting the right global talents to a business.

Not surprisingly, many companies that operate in Germany, 
and Europe, have chosen Düsseldorf as their home. The city is 
located in the center of the largest metropolitan area in Europe 
and the only one crossing borders (Netherlands and Belgium) 
with almost 20 million people in less than a one-hour drive 
from its center. 

Its strategic location, unrivaled infrastructure, and notoriety as 
a center of commerce have made it an attractive location for 
numerous multinational corporations that do business on the 
continent. In fact, “more than 5,000 branches or subsidiaries 
of foreign companies are located in the region”1. Some well-
known companies that are based here include Henkel, Metro, 
Aldi, Thyssen Krupp, Telekom, Bayer, Deutsche Post/DHL, EON 
and many others in a variety of industries. The city is also home 
to regional headquarters of global companies like Vodafone, 
Oracle, Nippon Steel, Mitsubishi, Huawei, Bank of China, 
L’Oreal, AXA, Shiseido, and Esprit. 

But the appeal of Düsseldorf is not only due to its location. The 
city and areas surrounding it are home to a large population 
of well-educated people with good jobs. Those people provide 
companies with a highly-skilled and experienced workforce. 
They also have tremendous buying power and relatively 
higher disposable income than that of their contemporaries in 
Germany and Europe. 

With all of those factors in mind, it’s easy to see why Düsseldorf 
and the surrounding area continues to be an attractive location 
for multinational organizations and a source for the best 
educated globally astute management talents. 

Q: WHAT TRENDS DO YOU SEE IN THE ECONOMY OF 
DÜSSELDORF? 

A: One notable trend that we’re currently seeing is that a lot of 
Asian, especially Japanese and increasingly Chinese and Korean, 
companies opening or moving their European headquarters 
here. We have nearly 500 Japanese companies, more than 
300 Chinese and 50 Korean companies are operating from the 
Düsseldorf area.

However, the most notable trend is that the economy in the 
area has successfully shifted from one that was backed primarily 
on coal and steel to one that today is on top of global economic 
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development regarding innovation in new technologies, media and 
telecommunication, transport and logistics, retail and consumer, 
and service related industries. 

Due to its favorable location in the center of Europe’s most populated 
area, Düsseldorf has not only become a natural assemblage but has 
also led to the development of ecosystems around the growing 
industries, which will continue to drive additional settlements 
of people into the area. What was always true for steel, since all 
major global steel companies have been represented in Düsseldorf 
for decades, is now also true for telecommunications, logistics, 
chemicals, luxury and fashion to just name a few.  

Q: WHAT CHALLENGES DO COMPANIES FACE FROM 
AN EXECUTIVE RECRUITMENT PERSPECTIVE IN 
DÜSSELDORF? 

A: There are thousands of international companies operating in 
the area. Anyone who will be taking an executive position in one 
of those companies must speak English fluently and with great 
comprehension. Due to the European and even global approach of 
many of the companies here, additional language skills are often 
required or preferred.  

The importance of France, the U.S., and the Netherlands, coupled 
with Germany serving as the western gate to Eastern Europe, leads 
to a high demand for leaders with international management 
experience and multilingual skills. Cultural astuteness is, therefore, a 
very important competence. As German is perceived a very difficult 
language to learn some companies and also some managers, 
especially from English-speaking countries, still hesitate to come to 
Germany and prefer London instead. 

With coal and steel as the prominent industries of the past, the 
image of the region was that it was less attractive and lacked the 
metropolitan flair of London or Paris, and had no lakes or skiing 
resorts like in Zürich and Geneva. Those were potential downsides to 
relocating here. But today the region is a forerunner in environmental 
development and ecological awareness with almost no pollution and 
very attractive recreation areas.   

Q: WHERE DO YOU SEE THE MOST DEMAND FROM AN 
INDUSTRY AND FUNCTIONAL PERSPECTIVE? 

A: Luckily we do not have an industrial monoculture in the area today. 
Although manufacturing, energy, the chemical industry, and steel 
are still the backbones of the economy; we have today a triumphal 
global expansion of German retail concepts, important life science 
companies in this area, and leading companies in global logistics. 

The consumer sector is strong, and technology, telecommunications, 
and media are on the rise. The Düsseldorf area is also full of service 
providers with leading consultancies and advisory firms located here. 

From a functional perspective, the demand for positions related to 
human resources and finance is stable because, there will obviously 
always be a need for these positions in just about any company, 
still with the need for international expertise. Traditional functions, 
like marketing and sales, have significantly changed in recent years 
too, embracing, for example, the rising importance of experience 
in international key account management or digital marketing. 
But I also see a noticeable rise in fairly “new” positions related to 
security and digitalization such as Chief Information Officers or Chief 
Digital Officers. In light of digitalization changing business models, 
the way we work, the processes and customer interaction; we 
see new functions establishing themselves with a unique skillset 
and individual competencies, which puts an emphasis not only on 
functional expertise but also on personal competencies like problem-
solving abilities and decision making. 

The main challenge now and in the future is to find balanced 
executives around the world, who can manage ambiguity and 
feel comfortable in managing continuous change in a complex 
environment. To attract those talents it is just as important to match 
their personal demands regarding living conditions for themselves 
and their families. 

Educationally, the need for candidates that are engineers is also on the 
rise. That is the case in life sciences, technology, telecommunication, 
gaming, energy and a host of other industries. This is true in all of 
Germany, but is especially noticeable in the Düsseldorf area and 
Southern Germany.
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However, the biggest change in Düsseldorf–and Germany–as 
it relates to executive recruitment, is the pace with which some 
candidates are changing employers throughout their careers. Years 
ago in Germany, if you started your career at a company, you would 
likely end your career at the same company, but that is not the case 
any longer.

In the past, statistics showed that the average career for a German 
manager was 29 years and through that period, a successful 
manager may have changed their employer three times. However, 
that is changing, and current statistics show that an average 
German manager will change their employer every three to five 
years throughout their career. 

It could be due to a company merging with another, or being 
acquired by another. In any case, the practice is rising. This is a trend 
we call “Americanization”, and it is not exclusive to Düsseldorf or 
even Germany. But the result is that the demand for executives 
increases as people are more open to changing employers and 
relocating. 

Q: WHAT DO YOU THINK MAKES DÜSSELDORF 
APPEALING TO BUSINESSES AND CANDIDATES?

A: Düsseldorf is one of the most international cities in Central 
Europe and one of the top three business investment locations 
after London and Paris (this according to several recent analyses by 
Ernst and Young). It also consistently ranks in the top ten worldwide 
as a preferred place to live. In fact, Napoleon once referred to the 
city as “Little Paris” and it has one of the largest populations of 
Japanese nationals outside of Japan. Consequently, residents of the 
city have always been global citizens and open to expats relocating 
here. That makes it appealing for candidates.

When you include the entire region surrounding the city, it is big 
enough to justify operating here, but small enough to have an 
agreeable and affordable lifestyle with extremely attractive living 
conditions such as low air pollution, high living standard, low crime 
rate, excellent international schools and highly-ranked universities. 
In survey after survey, year after year, Düsseldorf consistently rates 
very high as one of Germany’s best cities for quality of life.

For businesses, our top-notch transportation network makes it easy 
to navigate the city and surrounding areas via roadway and train. 
Three international airports within driving distance of the city also 
make it very easy to travel to other points in Europe and worldwide. 

Additionally, the salaries being offered to executives here will likely 
mirror the lower cost of living in Düsseldorf as compared to other 
parts of Germany and Europe, making the city even more desirable 
for multinational corporations. And it is important to remember 
that Düsseldorf is a debt free city and has been for almost 10 years.

All of those factors make Düsseldorf a desirable location for 
candidates and companies.

Q: WHAT DO YOU THINK THE STRONGEST SECTORS 
WILL BE FOR THE ECONOMY OF DÜSSELDORF (AND 
GERMANY) IN THE FUTURE?

A: The economy in Düsseldorf will continue to build off of the 
bedrock industries–steel and manufacturing–with the growth of 
businesses that provide services and goods related to technology, 
telecom, life sciences, retail, fashion, and services. 

We are lucky to have such diversity and strength in the economy. As 
a result, our city can better weather periodic ups-and-downs in the 
global and national economy. However, all indicators point to the 
service and tech sectors outpacing other industries with regards to 
growth. The dedication to innovation, investments in science, and 
the support of entrepreneurship will be crucial and has to be shown 
by organizations and politicians alike.

Q: YOUR CLOSING THOUGHTS?

A: Düsseldorf and the surrounding area is and has always been a 
melting pot of different cultures, having integrated people from 
Eastern and Southern Europe, and attracted companies and 
managers from all over the world. 

Apart from the most advanced and diverse infrastructure options 
like air travel, railroads, and streets, Düsseldorf itself provides 
excellent educational opportunities. International, Japanese, or 
French schools as well as many bi- or multilingual schools and 
kindergartens that offer Chinese language education can all be 
found here. Various universities in the area provide studies in 
English and are known for world class education like the RWTH 
Aachen for engineering. Therefore, Düsseldorf is one of the most 
attractive cities for international organizations, executives, and 
their families. 

Although English is common for most German citizens, the German 
language is still perceived as a boundary and sometimes makes 
families hesitate to relocate here.

Still, Düsseldorf is very attractive for global companies of almost 
all sectors due to its fantastic geographic position and advanced 
infrastructure as well as the strong economy. At the same time, the 
excellent living conditions, educational opportunities, security and 
international flair makes it a highly attractive choice for executives 
of all kinds and their families. You would be hard-pressed to find 
any other place with such a great combination of important factors, 
either for companies or executive talents. 
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Finally, the people of Düsseldorf are know for our openness to 
strangers and of course our emblematic “Rheinischer Humor“ 
(humour of Rhinelanders).
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ABOUT NGS GLOBAL

With offices across the Americas, Europe, Africa and Asia, 
NGS Global provides the extensive resources of major 
global executive search firms along with high-touch service, 
accelerated completion cycles and superior candidate 
access made possible by a mid-sized platform without 
external shareholders. Through our commitment to industry 
expertise, cultural knowledge and partner-led search 
execution, we deliver exceptional value to our clients.

(1. Economic Development Düsseldorf: Top Industries Commerce- 
https://www.duesseldorf.de/en/economic/standort/handel.shtml.) 
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