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Ladies and gentlemen,  

dear colleagues in the German foundation sector,  

dear Schoepflin Foundation team, dear grantees,  

my dear friends, 

 

“I want to thank everybody for making this night necessary!” That quote from the American 
baseball legend Yogi Berra is typical of his colorfully skewed sayings, which have a hidden, 
witty wisdom that I find delightful. What I mean to say with this quotation is: Thank you to 
the many people who also deserve credit for the fact that I am standing here today!  
 
My thanks go first, of course, to those people who decided to present this award to me: 
Dear representatives of the Associaton of German Foundations, I express my heartfelt 
gratitude for this truly great honor as a recipient of the German Donor’s Award. Secondly, I 
owe a special thank you to my team at the Schöpflin Foundation, without whom none of the 
commended achievements would have been possible. As you all know, a successful 
foundation is not a matter of money, but of the smart and creative individuals who put its 
ideals into practice. I have the great privilege of working with this dream team every day.  
 
Further thanks are due to all of our grantees, many of whom have come to Frankfurt to join 
us today. They are the ones who are turning our goals, ideas and dreams of a better future 
into reality! You have already met two of them: thank you so much, Philipp von der Wippel 
and Henrike Schlottmann from ProjectTogether for your laudatory speech, which I found 
very touching. Your words will spur me to continue the pursuit of my philanthropic work in 
the future with openness, courage and a readiness to take risks.  
 
Evidently all of us – both the entire team at the Schöpflin Foundation and our grantees – 
must have done something right, because otherwise I would not be standing here today. In 
spite of that, I don’t want to talk so much about what we have already accomplished, but 
instead to put a focus on the tasks that lie ahead of us. I would like to reflect on three topics 
that are currently of special importance to me: education, digitalization, and the question of 
how we, as foundations, can have an even greater impact.  
 
As you perhaps already know, in addition to our grantmaking activity, the Schöpflin 
Foundation also has its own operational activities – which this year included the opening of a 
new school. This past September in Lörrach, the first 20 children embarked into their future 
on the basis of an innovative educational model. What do we want to teach them? What 
kind of learning environment do we want to create? That brings me to the first topic that I 
would like to discuss. 
 
How can we help to equip young people for the lives that lie ahead of them? This question 
has been on my mind for a very long time. In the United States, where I lived for almost four 
decades, there is currently a lot of talk about the “6 C’s” as core learning competencies for 
the 21st century. It initially began with “4 C’s”, namely: communication, collaboration, critical 
thinking, creativity. Two more C’s have recently been added: character and citizenship.  
 
These six things are absolutely essential! This concept regards every child, every person as 
an autonomous being with individual strengths and abilities. I strongly believe that young 
people who experience school as a place where they are on equal footing with their learning 
mentors – yes, interacting as equals! – will grow up to be empathetic, creative citizens, 
capable of critical analysis and possessing a social conscience. This is precisely what the 
schools of the future must accomplish, if we are to keep our democracy alive.  
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Now you might interject that this is a utopian vision. Perhaps it is! But – as expressed in the 
title of the current event series at the Werkraum Schöpflin (our cultural center and debate 
forum in Lörrach): Welcome to Utopia! The future first begins to take shape in our heads. So 
let’s dream together! For if you can dream it, you can do it. A better world is possible as long 
as we maintain the creativity and openness to imagine it, and possess the courage and 
social skills to make it happen.  
 
What would have become of me, if the “6 C’s” had been a core component of my own 
schooling? Would I perhaps have chosen a different path earlier on? For many years, earning 
money was my top priority. Not until the most difficult period in my life, when my son Axel 
died of a drug overdose, did I stop and question everything, truly everything. The deep 
insight that emerged from this was that financial success is connected with social 
responsibility. My esteemed mentor Sol Price had already impressed this upon me: Taking 
and giving belong together! And: It’s better to give with a warm hand than with a cold hand. 
But just donating money wasn’t enough for me anymore. I wanted to become more 
involved and have a greater impact. First, I founded the Panta Rhea Foundation in California, 
and a few years later the Schöpflin Foundation in Lörrach, together with my siblings Heidi 
and Albert. 
 
Our foundation’s first initiative was the Villa Schöpflin, a center for addiction prevention that 
continues to develop and run programs for young people. The focus on alcohol, nicotine and 
cannabis has long been expanded to include behavioral dependencies such as Internet-
based addictions and the use of digital media. And this leads to my second topic for today:  
 
What does your use of digital media look like? Yes – I’m asking every one of us! How often 
do you pick up your smartphone? How much time do you spend on social media: Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter, TikTok? Or with online games and dating apps? How many steps have 
you logged on your fitness tracker today? 
 
Why do we all do these things? These “digital pacifiers” nudge us into addictive behaviors, 
because we love to measure our performance, to improve ourselves, either in competition 
with others or with ourselves. It is enjoyable to constantly receive small rewards and 
positive feedback. We are controlled by endorphins, or so-called happiness hormones! 
That’s why we keep at it – and the digital media companies rub their hands with glee. Their 
business concept works, produces outsized profit and generates Internet-based addiction. 
An addiction that not only destroys our bodies, but also our aptitude for the “6 C’s”: our 
ability to communicate and collaborate with one another, our critical thinking and creativity, 
our character. This addiction also endangers our societal cohesion, summed up in the word 
citizenship. 
 
How can we counter the profit-driven power of digital corporations and their negative effects 
on our society? In this case, my proposal is to fight fire with fire! I will admit that my 
pedometer app has a strong hold on me. But you know what? – All the better! It keeps me 
and millions of other people active and fit. And what does the success of such a simple 
invention as a fitness app teach us? We can’t undo the process of digitalization, but we turn 
it into something positive. So why not turn the tables and utilize the potential of the digital 
age for our own benefit?  
 
Imagine, for example, if we could successfully develop an app that is so “sticky,” it 
motivates us as individuals to do more to prevent climate change – one of the most urgent 
tasks of our time. This app should not rob us of our free will, but it must convey such strong 
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incentives that we change our behavior against the inclination toward personal convenience 
and complacency. So that our lifestyle finally approaches carbon neutrality.  
 
Or, in other words: Let’s consciously utilize the positive potential of algorithms! There are 
already many good approaches and ideas in this direction, some of which are supported by 
foundations, but there could be so many more! You fight fire with fire! –and most effectively 
as a collective effort. All of us working together – that’s my third topic. Still a dream, if you 
like: 
 
This evening, a large number of German foundations are represented here in this auditorium. 
Think of what we could achieve if we joined forces, speaking out together, pooling our 
support and creating a much greater impact? Or to pose the question from a critical 
perspective: Where were we together at the height of the Covid crisis? What are we doing 
together to confront the challenges faced by our children and youth in this digital age? If we 
took a stance together – against racism, against marginalization, against fake news, against 
the abuse of power in politics and the economy – what might we achieve? For me, it’s not 
enough to be a donor – I want to impel us all to be doers: Let’s start pursuing our dreams 
together! 
 
First steps in this direction have been taken. You’re surely familiar with the initiative of 
several foundations called #VertrauenMachtWirkung (this German hashtag can be dually 
read as “trust has an effect” or “trust/power/effect”). Together these philanthropic 
organizations have formulated nine theses on how the work of foundations can be adapted 
to future needs – namely by making our work more diverse, more collaborative and 
participatory, and by listening better rather than talking a lot. Yogi Berra said: “You can 
observe a lot by just watching.” Allow me to rephrase that: You can hear a lot by just 
listening. Listening. Yes! That’s the key! 
 
With the initiative #VertrauenMachtWirkung, we aim to make our work, our activities as 
donors and our methods transparent, to form networks and act collectively, to take an 
innovative and long-term approach to sponsorship, and finally, to do much more than just 
provide financial support. A modern culture of failure is another relevant factor. We want to 
form relationships with the sponsored organizations as equal partners.  
 
It is my vision that we join together – as foundations in Germany – to promote an 
atmosphere of renewal in politics and society. We foundations play an important role in our 
democracy, and we must make a noticeable contribution to addressing the pressing issues 
of our time: education, digitalization, health, climate, social cohesion. In short, we must seek 
an answer to the question: How do we want to live in the world of the future? 
 
“I have a dream,” said Martin Luther King in his unforgettable speech many years ago. Now 
let’s dream together – and ensure that our dreams come true. We have the means.  
 

Thank you.  

 


