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The Founding and Inheritance Practice of Sumitomo Family Business in Japan
——— A historical study of the Japanese ideas of “family” and “family business”

This article examines the inheritance practice of the Sumitomo family business. Sumitomo
is chosen as a case study because its practice represents a typical Japanese inheritanc
e model through adopted sons. The family business of Sumitomo was first inherited by the
founder’ s son—in—law, who later took the founder’ s surname and became his adopted
son. This successor shifted the business of Sumitomo to the manufacturing of copper
products based on the production skills developed by his biological father. The business
was subsequently succeeded each time by one son, and among the successors, some were
adopted sons and sons—in—law who took the family surname. This inheritance model stands
in sharp contrast with the conventional practice of Chinese family business. In the
Chinese tradition, family property is equally inherited by all sons; and family
property, secret recipe and consummate skills developed by ancestors are passed to male
rather than female offspring, or otherwise to the spouse(s) of male offspring but never
to the spouse(s) of female offspring. The study of Sumitomo’ s inheritance practice
yields clues to understanding the Japanese idea of family business, and to revealing the
different cultural milieus in which family business is conducted in Japan and China.
Furthermore, it provides an alternative perspective for Chinese entrepreneurs seeking to

avoid the path of “prospering for not more than three generations” .
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