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World  Standfirst: Israel’s leading 

businesswoman – and third generation 

business owner – Ofra Strauss has ensured 

the company she runs has flourished by 

a series of shrewd strategic relationships 

with big names in the food and beverage 

world. Three generations of Strausses have 

underpinned the company’s success. 

There are limits to how far you can grow 

a business in the world’s most dangerous 

region – even more so if that country 

happens to be Israel. 

When you’ve fought recent wars with 

some of your neighbours it’s not exactly 

easy to open a new factory, or outlet in 

the neighbouring country, nor plan a 

regional marketing strategy – areas of 

little concerns for companies in Europe 

and the US.

Israeli companies have to look further 

for opportunities if they are to realize their 

multinational dreams. 

The Strauss Group, a multi-generational 

family business based in Tel Aviv, has 

done exactly that – and prospered greatly 

from it. 

Much of that has been down to the 

determination of its third generation 

head, Ofra Strauss, who has been behind 

a series of acquisitions and alliances 

that has elevated the food and beverage 

company into a $1bn-plus revenue a year 

powerhouse with a global presence. 

The 51 year-old chairperson of Strauss 

said the internationalization of the 

company comes down to the efforts and 

advice from her parents – and custodians 

of the Strauss business legacy.

 “They encouraged me to broaden 

my horizons, work abroad and look for 

opportunities in other places,” said Ofra 

Strauss, who has taken the theme of 

broadening horizons into running the 

Strauss Group. Ofra Strauss, who took 

over the reins of the eponymous company 

nearly ten years ago from her father, 

Michael Strauss, has certainly done a lot to 

internationalize the group. 

Through developing some clever 

strategic relationships with much bigger 

food and beverage companies like 

Unilever, PepsiCo, and Lavazza, as well 

as some savvy acquisitions in US, Latin 

America, Eastern Europe and at home, 

Ofra Strauss turned a largely domestic 

company into a multinational. 

Te Strauss Group now has a presence 

in 22 countries and derives 47% of its 

revenues from outside Israel.

Along the way, the Strauss Group has 

notched up some pretty impressive 

performance achievements. By the end of 

last year, the company was turning over 

$1.6bn a year, making it the second largest 

food company in Israel. But even more 

impressively, Strauss is now the sixth 

largest coffee buyer in the world - even 

buying more coffee than Starbucks. 

Strauss brands – like Max Brenner 

chocolates, Sabra refrigerated dips, and 

Doncafe – have become leading names in 

their respective markets.  

It’s little wonder that Ofra Strauss’ 

achievements began to be noticed by 

the wider business community and 

international media. Soon after she 

orchestrated the merger of the coffee and 

chocolate producer Elite, she made a list of 

the world’s most powerful businesswoman 

in Fortune magazine. 

And last year, the Financial Times 

placed her 12th in a league table of the 

most important business women in the 

world, sharing a platform with the likes of 

Indra Nooyi, chairman and chief executive 

of PepsiCo, and Irene Rosenfeld, chief 

executive of Kraft Food. 

Ofra Strauss takes all these accolades 

in her stride and says running a family-

controlled business, with a strong legacy, 

has underpinned her success and that of 

company in the last few years. 

“The foundations of success of the 

company were laid by my grandparents 

and then my father. They passed on the 

values that are still inherit within the 

company today – and will be passed on to 

future generations,” said Ofra Strauss. 

The family controls around 74% of the 

Strauss Group, through their holding 

company Strauss Holdings, which Michael 

Strauss chairs. 

The publically traded part of the Strauss 

Group is quoted on the Tel Aviv Stock 

Exchange. 

Part of the family’s success at developing 

the company has been a series of shrewd 

strategic relationships with world leaders 

in the food and beverage sector. These 

have included joint ventures with PepsiCo 

to produce food dips for the US market, 

Unilever to make ice cream and Danone in 

diary production. 

To help the group on the way to pre-

eminence in coffee production, the Strauss 

Group has also enlisted the help of outside 

capital, signing and agreement with 

private equity group TPG Capital in 2008.

Ofra Strauss’ brother Adi Strauss, her 

nephews Ran and Gil Midyan, and her 

aunt Raya Strauss Ben-Dror all sit on the 

board of Strauss Holdings. 

The president and chief executive of 

the Strauss Group is non-family member 

Gadi Lesin, a long-term employee of the 

company. 

“I want experienced people around the 

board table who genuinely care about the 

company and give us their best advice on 

the myriad issues we are dealing with,” 

she said.

“The last thing we want in our 

boardroom are a bunch of ‘yes people’.”

This goes along way in describing Ofra 

Strauss’ management style – one that 

encourages contrarian views. 

“If opinion don’t differ, something is 

wrong. Some might voice concerns about 

risk – be they money or management 

related – while others talk about 

opportunity. It’s about learning to listen 

and mitigating risks,” she said. 

Ofra Strauss learnt much of her 

management skills during the ten years 

she worked at the Strauss Group before 

being elevated to chairperson. 

Beforehand she spent a year in New York 

for Estee Lauder in a marketing role. 

Ofra Strauss would no doubt have also 

gained some invaluable insights in to 

running businesses during her time in the 

Israel Defence Forces, where she was an 
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A
s we move into the fourth quarter 

of 2011, it is becoming increasingly 

clear that the world economy 

must grow out of its problems. Driving 

economic expansion by investing in new 

growth businesses may be the best way for 

families to secure their legacies in uncertain 

times. New ventures urgently need to find 

new sources of capital. At Roberts Mitani, 

we have been specializing in financing 

the growth economy since our founding 

almost twenty years ago. We work closely 

with family offices and professional wealth 

managers, in addition to VCs and private 

equity funds. We see a big opportunity as 

well as a growing need for family leadership 

in this arena. 

For full year 2010, 157 venture capital 

funds raised $12.3 billion, the fourth 

consecutive year of declines and the 

slowest annual period for venture capital 

fundraising since 2003, according to 

Thomson Reuters and the National Venture 

Capital Association.  

At Roberts Mitani, we continue to see a 

gap in the marketplace being filled by two 

sources – strategic corporate investors 

and family offices. Having suffered market 

losses since 2008 from investments in other 

asset classes, families are making sure they 

maintain allocations to venture capital 

and private equity.  Rather than relying on 

external managers, the families are now 

investing themselves, rapidly becoming a 

critical source of new venture capital.  In 

fact, six of the last seven venture deals we’ve 

closed at Roberts Mitani involve family 

backed investment vehicles. 

Why invest directly? For many family 

offices run by the first generation founder, 

this allocation is a natural extension of 

the entrepreneurial drive that created 

the wealth. These investments afford a 

chance to build a legacy in areas of societal 

importance, such as healthcare and the 

environment, while also pursuing big 

upside. For the next generations, these 

investments offer a chance for heirs to 

hone their own entrepreneurial skills and 

instincts, as well as transfer operational 

expertise from the family to these new 

businesses.

Successful family players in the venture 

and PE space equip themselves for this 

type of investing at the outset, as part of 

their overall portfolio strategy. Consider the 

following steps:

•	Organize Institutionally: Often, direct 

family investment in private equity has 

been an ad hoc pursuit than a sustained 

institutional strategy.  On the other 

hand, investors who build a more visible 

institutional profile derive dividends, 

such as deeper, more diversified deal 

flow. Moreover, because the company will 

view their investment as “validating,” the 

family can negotiate attractive terms and 

assume an active role on the board. 

•	Take a Lead Role: Once investors 

identify a company in which they want to 

invest, they may find that the management 

would like them to be a “lead” investor, 

who negotiates the term sheet and sets 

the price for all investors in the financing.   

Historically, the lead role was played by a 

fund, but a new strategic or institutional 

investor from a family office is increasingly 

welcome.  If families wait for another 

lead investor to step up, they may miss an 

opportunity.

•	Build strategic partnerships: Family 

investors bring a unique ability to engage 

with strategic investors, who also share 

their long-term view.  As M&A advisors, 

we often structure deals integrating family 

office and strategic investors; the result can 

be a level of cross-fertilization that fosters 

outstanding commercial opportunities for 

the company.

We recommend a long term and consistent 

approach. The great family players in venture 

capital and private equity - such as the 

Rockefellers - deployed capital over decades 

and in the process, built new industries.  

The current environment abounds with 

opportunities.
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