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“The purpose of technology is to serve 
the needs of people”

Mr. Beckhoff, many years ago your company started off “small”, 

but now you have 2800 people who work for you, generating 

€ 510 million in annual sales. How do you personally manage the 

balancing act between maintaining your technical competence 

and running such a large company?  

From the garage, in which I actually started, through moving to a larger 

company, you run through a number of different stages and phases; it is a 

very dynamic process. Every entrepreneur brings along his/her own individual 

strengths. As a nuclear physicist, I place a special focus on technology. But 

as I understand it, technology is not a means unto itself. It must always be 

viewed in the context of the good it can contribute to social developments. 

What is important to me is the responsibility that we have above and beyond 

our own companies.  

There are entrepreneurs who think the same way, but who have 

ultimately failed, due to the strong growth of their enterprises. 

How have you achieved this level of success, while maintaining 

your commitment to social responsibility?  

Our success as a company can be directly tied to the performance of our first-

class team, which has grown significantly over the years, yet continues to dis-

play great loyalty towards the company. You have to be able to think in different 

dimensions in order to be able to evaluate and assess the impact of decisions 

you make. Commercial accounting is really not “that” complicated, from the 

point of view of a physicist anyway (laughs). 

You’ve been doing this job for 35 years now. Is it still fun?  

When I started, I was just 26 years old. Initially, I planned to run the business 

for ten years and then become the lead singer in a rock band (laughs). But 

everything takes time, as I have learned over the years. When you introduce a 

new technology into the market, or want to set up a company with an extensive 

global reach, the process required to reach your goals takes a lot longer than 

you might think at first. Our company is now a large, international community, 

with great team spirit and solidarity, as well as a strong technological basis. To 

be honest, I think there is nothing better than that.  

You mentioned the social responsibility of technology companies. 

Could you explain what you mean by that?  

This involves different levels. The first is that I support different social projects 

myself as an entrepreneur. Giving something back to the community from the 

affluence that we enjoy is simply something that we have to do. Second, as the 

owner of a company, I assume responsibility for the places where my employees 

work, i.e. in terms of infrastructure and common welfare. Ultimately, we want to 

develop technology to serve the needs of people. With automation technology, 

we want to produce products more quickly, more efficiently, and less expensively, 

while seeking greater efficiency in the use of resources. Why? The number of all 

products needed around the world is constantly increasing, and people’s purchas-

ing power is also on the rise on a global scale. However, we have only a limited 

amount of raw materials and resources on this planet to get the job done. Re-

sponsible design in automation technology is the key to meeting this challenge.  
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Can that really work? Doesn’t automation reduce 

the number of available jobs?  

What we are talking about here are processes in society as a whole. Let’s 

assume that there will always be progress, as far as productivity is concerned. 

As a result, we will be able to produce more goods using fewer resources in 

the future. What plays a decisive role is the distribution of the growth attained. 

There are different social interest groups who want to participate, and, as 

a result, are in competition with one another. In our developed civilization, 

however, these interests always tend to even out. The proof? Just take a look 

at our own country of Germany: we are a highly developed nation, we depend 

on automation technology as a high-wage location, yet we continue to move 

closer to full employment.  

It takes a lot of innovative strength in order to participate 

successfully in these developments. How does the Beckhoff 

process of innovation work?  

We are first and foremost a technology company; one third of all our employees 

are engineers. In addition, we are constantly exchanging information with our 

customers. If you walked through our company today, you really would bump 

into our users almost everywhere. We strive to remain state-of-the-art in our 

field, implementing the most advanced hardware and software developments 

in our products. However, the core of our innovation culture revolves around 

our people: nobody here is afraid to speak openly about their ideas whenever 

and wherever necessary. Our aim is to cultivate a truly friendly development 

atmosphere where anyone can speak their minds and discuss concerns dem-

ocratically. In the end, however, it is the department heads, myself included, 

who are the “dictators”, tasked with determining the best course of action and 

making the final decisions. 

… which of course means, depending on the “dictator”, 

that some good ideas might fall by the wayside …  

That’s the problem with dictators and decision-makers (laughs). It’s always after 

the fact that you see where and when mistakes were made. However, anyone 

who makes mistakes all the time will not stay around in management for very 

long, so we make every effort to learn from our missteps and improve in the 

future.  

Let’s take a look at the technologies offered by Beckhoff 

from a customer’s point of view. Once I decide to use Beckhoff 

products, do I buy a complete philosophy that I will have to 

stick to in future?

We provide the user with a complete modular range of hardware and software 

components for automation. Our modules can be used in a multitude of appli-

cations ranging from machine building to measurement technology, and from 

building automation to stage and show technology. It’s the users who decide 

which components out of our “automation kit” they actually want to use. As 

you know, our automation platform is characterized by openness and interop-

erability, which means that you can combine Beckhoff systems with products 

from other vendors without problems. It is interesting to see, however, that our 

open PC Control automation philosophy seems to attract a certain customer 

type. Let’s take the Japanese market as an example: If somebody is a committed 

Mitsubishi user through and through, this is not a fit for us and our open control 

concepts. We wouldn’t even try to win over such a user, which in fact means that 

we select our customers through our product philosophy. With some self-con-

fidence I might also put it that way: It is modern and open-minded companies 

that are a good fit with Beckhoff.

If we’re talking with Hans Beckhoff, there’s no way we can 

avoid the topic of Industry 4.0. Somebody who has relied 

on open PC-based control systems since the 1980s must feel 

that Industry 4.0 proves that they were on the right track all 

along, right?  

Absolutely! Today’s PC-based control systems are very successful in taking full 

advantage of the convergence of IT and automation. That was and is “Industry 

3.5”, if we refer to the use of electronic control systems on machines as Industry 

3.0. With our philosophy, we are perfectly positioned to fully leverage this con-

vergence of the internet and automation technologies. Further developments 

will continue to be exciting, surprising and amazing, especially as concepts 

from the consumer sector continue to find application in the industrial sector. In 

addition to the industrial sector, the Internet of Things – imagine an intelligent 

jam jar or a talking coat button – will include previously unimaginable things, 

functions and business models. However, we have also learned that industrial 

revolutions do not take place in just a day. We begin to see it take shape only 

when we look back and analyze what has actually happened. I am sure that, if 

we fast-forward to the year 2040, they will be able to clearly see that the fourth 

industrial revolution began in the first 20 years of this century!  
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