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3. Communication training1 

3.1 Perception  
General considerations: 

 Perception is a construction process. We must arrive at the truth based on what we perceive 

by our sensory organs. 

 We construct our perception of the truth by the way we perceive and also by the messages 

conveyed by speech, according to the meaning which words have for us. 

 The meaning which words and perception have for us depends upon our previous 

experiences. 

 We expand upon our impressions from previous experiences and prejudices (projection 

principle) 

 We perceive the world through a filter (selective perception) 

o Biological filters: e.g. colour blindness, deafness, blindness  

 Different types of perception: these depend, for example, on the individual 

brain structure 

 Visual type – perceives the environment primarily by what one sees/by the 

eyes (such as an artist) 

 Phonetic type – perceives the environment primarily by hearing (such as a 

musician) 

 Sensitive type – perceives the environment primarily by moods in dealing 

with others 

o Stress hormones: For example, a person in love can embrace the world, see all 

others as favourably disposed towards one, and perceive everything as rosy. The 

opposite position: All other drivers are idiots and are incapable of driving a car. 

o Psychological filters 

o Upbringing: Good and bad and right and wrong are values which represent strong 

filters. They are learned during childhood and become part of us. The perception 

process often takes place extremely fast and results in fast evaluations and 

condemnations of our environment. 

o Expectations : We are genetically "programmed" to entertain expectations. This is 

the result of our experiences; when something proves to be just as we have 

                                                           
1 This chapter is based on document “Communication Training”, prepared by Caritas Schwarzwald-Gäu for use in the IEE project 

ACHIEVE (2011-2014). 
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expected, we simply shrug it off. However, when the outcome is not as we have 

expected this is perceived as threatening and perhaps as a danger to life and limb 

(primeval behaviour). We are disappointed and react by releasing stress hormones, 

with the result that we become aggressive or frustrated, for example. 

What the exercise teaches us: 

 Everyone has his or her own images, influenced by what we have previously experienced. 

 Each of us regards what we see and experience as the truth. 

Conclusions: 

 Perception is subjective and selectively characterised. 

 The truth is not what I say, but what the other person hears. 

 For us and the customers whom we advise this means that conveying information often 

entails the distortion and loss of information 

(example: secret post) 

 The quality of your work therefore depends upon your ability to convey information as 

precisely as possible. 

3.2 Forms of communication 
General considerations  

A basic rule for communication is: One cannot fail to communicate. 

 This means that it is not possible not to communicate something to another person. Thus, 

for example, silence, turning away, leaving the room, avoiding visual contact or not following 

up a point of discussion all serve to convey an impression. 

 This behaviour also communicates a message to the other person. 

Forms of communication 

There are three forms of communication: verbal, para-linguistic and non-verbal communication. 

Verbal communication 

This refers to all elements of speech: words, letters, sentences and numbers  

 Purely verbal communication is very difficult. As we have already learned in the discussion of 

perception, what we say is frequently understood very differently by the person with whom 

we are speaking, because the other person has a different understanding of the words we 

choose. 

 Speech conjures up images which the person speaking and the person addressed do not 

always understand this in the same way, frequently representing a source and cause of 

misunderstandings and anger. 



IDEA           2017-1-CY01-KA204-026725 
 

3 
Project funded by: Erasmus+ / Key Action 2 - Cooperation 

for innovation and the exchange of good practices,  

KA204 - Strategic Partnerships for adult education. 

Para-linguistic communication 

This refers to the manner in which we speak: intonation, speaking rate, pauses, laughing, sighing 

 These elements are influenced by sensations, such as nervousness, as indicated by "ums" 

and "hms", speaking rate or, for example, irritation and anger expressed by speaking loudly. 

Non-verbal communication 

Non-verbal communication includes: 

 Body language: posture, gestures and facial expressions 

 External attributes, such as clothing 

 Posture: The manner in which a person appears before another person for the purpose of 

discussions, for example with shoulders hanging, breast stretched forward, etc. 

 Gestures: Forms of expression by the body  

 Nodding the head – signalling agreement 

 Pat on the back – signalling encouragement  

 Shaking hands – greeting 

 These gestures are however not understand in the same way in all cultural groups. 

 Facial expressions: Possible facial expressions: The signals conveyed by facial expressions are 

nearly identical in all cultural groups. They therefore have a significant influence on 

communication. 

 Laughing – signalling pleasure 

 Drooping corners of the mouth – signalling sadness 

 Gaze: The eyes are a central part of the face. 

 The gaze is an important instrument for establishing contact.  

 It can demand contact. 

 It can signal distance. 

 It can express sympathy and feelings. 

 It can refuse contact. 

 External attributes, such as 
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 Clothing 

 Jewellery  

 Status symbols, such as holidays, car, flat/house create and characterise the impressions 

conveyed. 

 This represents a type of code, characterising a certain image of a person, for example 

prestigious clothing or hippy clothing. 

 General tips on the subject of body language: The effect of the messages we communicate 

is comprised of  

 55% body language 

 38% verbal capabilities 

 7%  choice of words  

 Influence of body language 

 Body language has a significant influence on communication. However, the messages we 

convey can sometimes be ambiguous. 

 Example sobbing: This can express joy or sorrow, but it can also result from slicing 

onions. 

 Example arms held high and mouth open: Situation in the soccer stadium or in a 

burning house. 

 Body language expresses feelings and these influence one's own feelings via 

electrical impulses via the nerve pathways. 

 Example: Laughing during a discussion influences our own emotional state. 

 In everyday language the signals conveyed by body language express emotional states. 

Examples: 

 When a gaze can kill. 

 She's shaking like a leaf. 

 She lets the corners of her mouth hang down. 

 Agreement between verbal and non-verbal communication in women  

 We emphasise verbal expressions by non-verbal signals. 
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 Confusion arises for a partner in discussion when our body language communicates 

something different than the spoken word. 

 Due to their upbringing and their role model, women frequently tend to laugh. This 

entails a significant danger of being misunderstood and not taken seriously, particularly 

by men. 

3.3 Communication models 
General considerations 

The communication psychologist Friedemann Schulz von Thun has developed a communication 

model which explains the basic principles of communication very well.  

The four-sides communication model of Schulz von Thun (Source: Friedemann Schulz von Thun: 

Miteinander reden: Störungen und Klärungen (Communicating with Each Other: Problems and Solutions), 

Rohwolt Taschenbuch Verlag, Berlin, 1981) 

The four sides of a message: Schulz von Thun assumes that a message not only contains information 

or a communication, but that it is also necessary to consider several aspects: 

Factual information 

 Data and facts are mostly referred to in concrete terms. 

 The object about which I am giving information  

 Viewed objectively, what does the person speaking really communicate? 

 Is generally speaking relevant only for specialist conferences or speeches  

Self-revelation 

 What does the person speaking reveal about himself or herself? 

 What do I reveal about myself? 

 Sensibilities: What I sense myself, for example uncertainty, self-confidence, fear 

 Frequently on the non-verbal level 

 Conscious and unconscious, open and concealed messages 

Level of relating to others 

 How does the person speaking see his or her relationship to the person addressed? 

 What is my opinion of the person I am addressing? 

 What is our relationship (friends, superior – employee, etc.)? 
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 Mostly between the lines (intonation, facial expressions, manner of formulation, choice of 

words) 

Appeal level 

 What is my speaking intended to achieve? 

 What do I wish to achieve with the person I am addressing?  

 Influencing: I want to achieve a certain goal, activate and convince the person I am 

addressing to do something. 

 Wishes and expectations from others 

 In the focus of advertising or political speeches, for example 

 

Example 

Statement I have called you five times! 

Objective level I wanted to speak with you. 

Self-revelation level I need you. I'm lonely. 

Level of relating to others You neglect me. 

Appeal level I'll worry about myself. 

 

The four-ears model: Analogous to the four-sides model describing communication from the point of 

view of the person speaking Schulz von Thun describes a similar model for the person addressed. 

Factual ear      Self-revelation ear  

How am I to understand                          What do I hear in respect of the 

peculiarities of the facts? personal peculiarities of the person I   

  am addressing? What are this person’s  

    feelings and moods? 

 

Interactive ear  Appeal ear 

What holds the interest of                     What does the person I am addressing 

the person before me?    expect from me? What should I do,  

How does this person view    think and feel? 

our relationship? 

 

 The messages conveyed are thus understood by the person addressed on different levels. 

The person has the free choice of which ear receives and interprets the message conveyed. 

This depends, for example, upon pervious experiences, attitudes, expectations, fears and 

fantasy. 

 Communication becomes difficult when the person speaking and the person addressed are 

attuned to different levels. 
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Conclusions: 

 What we say is often understood differently than we think by the person we are addressing. 

 Everything we say is filtered and modified by the person addressed. 

 We believe that what we hear and perceive is the only truth. In fact, though, there are 

several realities. 

 What we hear is not necessarily what the other person has said. 

 We often hear only what fits to our own ideas. 

 Incidental information is sometimes understood as particularly important and, conversely, 

important information is sometimes ignored by the person addressed. 

 The behaviour of others is often a reaction to my own behaviour. If I change my behaviour, I'll 

also change that of others. 

 I can improve communication by ensuring that what I perceive and view as the truth was also 

intended in the same way by the other person (I assume you mean....; Do you mean...?. Is 

that correct? 

3.4 Conducting discussions ɀ Appreciative language 
General consideration: 

 Recognition and appreciation motivate a person, bolster his or her self-esteem and improve 

this person's communicative abilities. The absence of recognition and appreciation 

demotivates the person addressed and results in resignation, anger, fear and refusal to 

cooperate. 

 Recognition and appreciation are expressed in one's inner attitudes and not merely in 

appreciative language. 

 A positive attitude in relation to the person addressed is also expressed by an appreciative 

form of speaking. The opposite is also true: The persons you are addressing can react very 

sensitively to derogatory and belittling words about behaviour, thoughts and ideas. 

 Appreciative language prevents irritating, hurting and angering others..  

Example of belittling and appreciative language: 

Belittling language Appreciative language 

If you don't listen correctly, then of course you won't 

understand anything.  

Please help me. What exactly is still not clear 

about the matter? 

Good heavens!  That is certainly not the right way! I have certain reservations about this proposal. 

Allow me to explain these briefly, perhaps these 

are unfounded.  

I can't believe that you're still working on this job. We had planned seven days for this job. Could 

you please give me a short report on the status of 
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this work? 

Source: Doris Ternes: Kommunikation - eine Schlüsselqualifikation (Communication – A Key Qualification), p. 67 

3.5 Conducting discussions ɀ Active listening  
General considerations: 

 Negative example: Of course all those participating know this: In the heated discussion one 

no longer hears other persons, because one is occupied looking for counter-arguments. The 

person addressed feels that he or she is not taken seriously, is angered, and a good 

discussion with positive results no longer comes about. 

 Active listening is a method of conducting discussions based on the appreciation and 

interest of the other person and the readiness to listen. Active listening enables open 

communication. 

 Active listening is practised to ensure that the person addressed understands the 

information presented as intended.   

 Active listening is a technique by which the person addressed receives active feedback and is 

encouraged to continue discussing the matter of interest.  

 In practical terms active listening means: 

o Verbalising the feelings and requirements of the person addressed.  

o For a certain time I place myself in the position of the other person in order to 

understand him or her exactly. I feel my way into this position, and this improves 

the level of relating to each other. However, this does not mean that I share the 

other person's opinion. 

o A summary of the facts of what has been discussed establishes clarity. This 

summarises in your own words what has been factually and emotionally understood. 

Misunderstandings can be avoided only when it is certain that both persons are not 

talking at cross-purposes. 

o Selective questions also signal interest and allow the person addressed to feel that 

he or she is important as a person. 

 The three steps of active listening 

o Listening 

o Understanding 

o Feelings 

Activity Levels Four-ears model 

Visual contact, nodding, sounds like mm, 

aha, yes. 

Listening The interactive ear is addressed. 

I summarise what I hear in my own words Understanding The factual ear is addressed 
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in order to be certain that I have correctly 

understand the facts. 

(analysis of content).  

I attempt to understand the feelings and 

requirements of the other person and to 

reflect my impressions.  

Feelings The self-revelation or appeal ear 

is addressed (analysis of feelings 

and wishes).  

After D. Ternes, Kommunikation - eine Schlüsselqualifikation (Communication – A Key Qualification)  

 Active listening techniques  

 Listening 

o This first step can be described as passive listening and consists of such elements as 

visual contact, nodding approval and sounds like mm, aha, yes?  

 Understanding ς paraphrasing 

o The second step of active listening calls upon the technique of paraphrasing. 

o Paraphrasing means summarising the arguments of the other person in your own 

words; that is, repeating the sense of what has been said and not the words 

verbatim in order to be certain that I have correctly understood the content   

o Typical questions are: 

Á Have I understood correctly that..... 

Á If I may briefly summarise, you then think.... 

Á In order to avoid any misunderstandings, Iet me repeat briefly... 

 Feelings ς verbalising 

o Verbalising means repeating the message of the other person at the feeling level 

and further clarifying a point of discussion by asking a question relating to feelings or 

perceptions. 

o Typical examples: 

Possible underlying feelings  Verbalisation technique  

Anger You appear to be angered by Ms. XY, or do I have the wrong 

impression?   

Resignation, sadness Do you feel that your work is not being taken seriously? 

Anger, enragement Do you have the impression that the work load is not correctly 

distributed? 

After D. Ternes, Kommunikation - eine Schlüsselqualifikation (Communication – A Key Qualification) 

 Subsequent questions 

o Active listening also includes asking questions. This allows the other person to clarify 

uncertain points. 
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o Example: I haven't understood you completely. Could you please explain your 

problem with Ms. XY more exactly? 

o Sometimes a simple expression such as: Indeed? Really? is sufficient to encourage 

the other person to go into greater detail. 

3.6 Conducting discussions ɀ The feedback method 
General considerations 

 The feedback method is a technique for describing how you perceive, understand and 

respond to the behaviour of the person addressed to this person. 

  The feedback method  

o trains self-perception (self-perception and how others see us are often not the 

same) 

o improves the communication skills and capability for cooperation of the individual  

o reinforces positive behaviour and corrects negative behaviour. 

 Rules for the person giving feedback: 

o Do not generalise and speak only in the first person: "I think.., …interest me …, I've 

understood..". 

o Do not assess as correct or incorrect, good or bad.  

o Feedback means not only discussing negative responses, but also reinforcing positive 

responses. it is not only a matter of "reckoning", but: What helps to continue? 

o Do not interpret and generalise. Describe only what is outwardly visible and indicate 

your own reactions or feelings. 

o Give useful feedback; that is, behaviour which allows the person addressed to 

change his or her behaviour. If there is no possibility for changing (e.g. stuttering), 

make no reference to this. 

o Choose clear and precise formulations. Limit yourself to only a few points and do not 

present too much at once.  

 Rules for the person receiving feedback: 

o Listen and digest. Think about what has been said. 

o Do not defend yourself, reject, explain or "shoot back". 

o Consider what is correct and what can help further.  

o However, one must not accept everything which the other person says. 
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 Content of the feedback method: With the feedback method it is necessary to observe the 

following points: 

 I messages versus You messages 

o Fundamentally different for expressing criticism  

o You messages generate defence, opposition, anger, justification  

o I messages generate concern, reflection and readiness for clarification  

o I messages can prevent impending conflicts 

Examples of You messages Example of I messages 

You must always.. I notice that.. 

Why don't you... I wish that... 

Then  you should... It annoys me that.. 

 

 Offer constructive criticism. Rules for constructive criticism: 

o Describe the situation from your own point of view. For example: I notice that.. 

o Describe your own reaction. For example: Due to the interruption of instruction I 

have lost the thread... 

o Describe your own feelings. For example: Then I feel uncertain or it annoys me when 

I.... 

o Formulate your own wishes and expectations. For example: Please let me finish what 

I'm saying first.. 

o State facts and not mere assumptions. 

o Argue in terms of facts and not by emotional attacks. 

o Actively listen to the other person in order to clarify this person's point of view.  

o Do not draw comparisons with other persons. 

o Conclude the discussions on a positive note: Either conclude an agreement or thank 

the other person for frank discussions. 

3.7 Conducting discussions ɀ Questioning techniques 
General considerations: 

 Questions are of fundamental importance for conducting discussions. They are a way of 

influencing discussions in the desired direction. Good discussions are characterised by a 

proper balance between questions and pursuing points voiced by the person addressed. 
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 Whoever asks controls the discussion. One can guide discussions in the desired direction 

using appropriate forms of questions. Caution: Use questions cautiously, so that the person 

addressed does not feel deluged with questions or even feel manipulated.  

 Questions signal that we are interested in a certain subject and therefore in the concerns of 

the person addressed. 

 Questions vitalise communication. 

 Questions break through barriers and frequently pave the way to the successful conclusion 

of discussions.  

 Forms of questioning: One distinguishes between two basic forms of questioning, referred to 

as closed and open questions. 

 Closed questions 

o Also called decision questions  

o Keep a discussion short 

o Demand a brief answer, often yes or no  

o Advantageous when speaking with excessively talkative persons 

o Important for explicit decisions  

o Disadvantage: Only limited information is communicated and no background 

information. The person addressed has no possibility for explanations.  

 Open questions  

o Questions which begin with How?, Why?, What?, etc. 

o  Cannot be answered with yes or no. 

o Open questions are preferable when detailed answers are required.  

o Allow the person addressed greater flexibility for answering.  

o Encourage further thought about the matter in question.  

o Are better suited to dialog amongst partners, not as in a cross-examination.  

o Open questions are better suited for the analysis of problems which must be solved. 

o More time-consuming, as the partners discuss matters in greater detail. 

Examples of open and closed questions 

 Closed question Open question 

Question Were you at the energy trade fair 

yesterday? 

What was your impression of the energy trade 

fair? 
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Answer yes or no It was very informative for me. It dealt with the 

following subjects... 

Question Are you interested in discussing 

this? 

How can I interest you in discussing this? 

 Surely you would like a solution? What is the solution that you...? 

After D. Ternes, Kommunikation - eine Schlüsselqualifikation (Communication – A Key Qualification), p. 74 

 Important when asking questions: 

o It is important to develop a feel for the messages "between the lines". 

o Ask questions one at a time and not in rapid succession.  

o Repeat a question which has not been sufficiently if it is important.  

o For unclear appeals of the person addressed, ask yourself: What exactly does the 

person want from me? Ask again.  

3.8 Conducting discussions ɀ Planning discussions  
General considerations: 

The optimal planning of discussions ensures that discussions or advice leave a positive impression. 

Clearly structured discussions lead to an efficient result. Successful discussions are conducted 

according to a certain model:  

 The four-phase model (Source: D. Ternes, Kommunikation - eine Schlüsselqualifikation 

(Communication – A Key Qualification), p. 86 f.) 

  Introductory phase  

o Creating a positive atmosphere for discussions  

o Introduction with small talk 

o Conditions for the discussions, such as length, follow-up dates and purpose of the 

discussion are explained 

  Information phase 

o What subjects are of interest for these discussions/this advisory meeting? 

o Reason for the discussions, background 

o What information does the customer have?  

o Active inclusion of the customer and questions directed to the customer in order to 

determine the customer's point of view 

  Argumentation phase 

o During the argumentation phase arguments are advanced to convince the customer 

and prepare a solution in the interest of the customer. 
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  Conclude agreements 

o The results of the discussions and all agreements are recorded in binding form for 

both parties. The further procedure and further planning are recorded and, if 

necessary, documented in writing.  

3.9 Conducting discussions ɀ Advisory and sales discussions 
General considerations: 

 Successfully communicating and advisory function only when we observe the following 

points: 

Language 

 An important factor for conducting discussions is the language used.  

 This is influenced by external factors, such as confidence, uncertainty, feelings and 

experiences. A person who feels uncertain often speaks in the conjunctive form or says ah, 

mm and so forth. A person who feels confident speaks clearly and decisively.  

 Confidence and self-conscious bearing are good preparation for discussions with a customer 

and are reflected in the manner of speaking. 

 The person addressed listens attentively to proper pronunciation and understandable 

language and does not immediately lose interest. 

 Speak sentences completely without swallowing any part thereof.  

 Vary your speech (occasionally louder, occasionally quieter, faster, slower, with and without 

emphasis) to avoid sounding monotonous. 

Formulations should be clear and understandable 

 Short and snappy sentences convey competence and assuredness; long sentences convey 

uncertainty and confusion. 

 Foreign words and specialised abbreviations have a deterring effect.  

 Avoid using words such as actually, normally, perhaps, possibly, would be, could be, would 

have, etc.  

Examples 

Not clearly formulated Clearly formulated  

Actually, I'm always punctual. Please excuse me for being late.  

Normally the customers are satisfied with 

my advice. 

Our customers are very well satisfied with the quality of our 

advice.  

Perhaps our XY Department offers this 

product? 

I'll enquire in our XY Department if the product is available.  

I'll have to look into that... I'll enquire about this... 

After D. Ternes, Kommunikation - eine Schlüsselqualifikation (Communication – A Key Qualification) 
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Use positive and motivating means of expression  

 Positive means of expression contribute to a positive atmosphere for discussions, as the 

person addressed feels appreciated. 

Examples 

 

Use the I form 

 Speak in the first person. The one form is not binding. Use the we form only when both 

parties are of the same opinion (we certainly agree that....) 

Pay attention to agreement between body language and spoken contents  

 Confronting the other person with shoulders hanging and  drooping corners of the mouth 

makes it difficult to convey a positive impression. Conversely: Constantly laughing while 

discussing serious matters is irritating. 

Use sound and convincing arguments  

 Preparing well and noting down arguments is helpful.  

 Note the difference between convincing and persuading: 

 Convincing: When the other person recognises that factual arguments speak in favour of this 

action  

 Persuading: When the other person acts primarily on the basis of feelings, without factual 

arguments in favour of this action 

 However, factual and feeling-based influences are sometimes mixed 

(for example, purchasing an old-timer auto or saving money and having the good feeling of 

protecting the environment by participating in the power-saving check). As a rule, one can 

convince the person addressed using sound and convincing arguments. 

Use examples to explain your arguments 

 One example often illustrates the situation faster than several descriptions. 

Preparing for countering objections 

 During negotiations and advisory meetings one should react quickly to objections raised. The 

person addressed should have the feeling of being taken seriously. Moreover, one avoids the 

Negative means of expression Positive means of expression 

Actually, my colleague wanted to advise you. 

Unfortunately, however, she is ill.  

Unfortunately, my colleague is ill. I shall be 

pleased to advise you, if you like.  

It would certainly be a good idea to take part in 

the power-saving check.  

With your participation in the power-saving 

check you have made a sound decision. 
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situation of having to feel that one is in the "right" or the "winner", only because the 

customer advisor does not react quickly. 

Handling objections 

 Anticipated objections: Objections can be defused by preparing for anticipated objections 

and formulating counter-arguments. Example: "You can now object that implementing the 

power-saving potentials is too complicated. However, consider that only a few minor changes 

in your behaviour will save you money and you will quickly get used to these changes." 

o Asking further questions: If the objections of the other person are unclear, clarify 

these by asking questions. Example: "You don't want the multi-socket outlets 

connected like this. What do you suggest then?" 

o The boomerang method: With this method the objections of the other person are 

directly returned as arguments. Example: "If you think these measures don't help, 

we can install measuring instruments to show you exactly how much you'll save."  

o Telling stories: Short or amusing examples of where this has functioned previously 

are sometimes useful to defuse counter-arguments. 

3.10 Handling criticism 
General considerations: 

Most people feel regard criticism as negative, although criticism can be advanced in both a positive 

and a negative sense. One experiences criticism as an attack against oneself and as derogatory. The 

weaker the self-esteem, the more harshly one then reacts.  

On the other hand, many people find it difficult to criticise others. For example, a customer feels 

steamrolled, at first does not date to express this, is secretly angry, holds back this anger, and 

suddenly an outburst follows (see hammer story). 

 Causes of criticism: 

o The other person no longer conforms to my expectations. 

o I consider my behaviour pattern to be the only correct pattern. 

o With our suggestions for improvement we want to help the other person in his or 

her own interest. 

o Criticism creates distance: for example, between parents and children, supervisor 

and employees, etc. 

o Criticism is a means of establishing superiority. We look better when others make 

mistakes. 

 Forms of criticism 

o Direct criticism expresses itself in the form of 
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 Accusations: You're impossible.... 

 Nagging: You always do it that way... 

 Second-hand criticism: That's what they all say... 

o Indirect criticism 

 Sarcasm: Na, you managed that again somehow, didn't you? 

 Unwanted assistance: I'll do that for you. 

 Critical stance: That film was really stupid. 

 Praising a third person: Now look at Jutta. She does that very well.. 

 Handling criticism 

o Criticism that I receive is, first of all, an expression of the other person's opinion. It is 

subjective and frequently contains a message about others, such as what they 

dislike, what they are lacking, etc. 

o It is a matter of being sensitive to the verbal and, above all, the non-verbal signals of 

the other person and recognising when this person expresses anger, restraint, 

indisposition, etc. These are frequently communicated by body language: the gaze 

wanders off, attention is lost, signals such as tapping with the toes, drumming with 

the fingers, etc.  

 Reactions to and handling of criticism 

o Listen attentively and determine what the actual problem is.  

o Determine the level on which the problem exists (emotional, factual, relating to the 

other person?) 

o Do not defend yourself or justify your actions. 

o Encourage the customer to frankly express his or her reservations and reasons for 

criticism. 

o Accept criticism, demonstrate your understanding and include the arguments of the 

customer.  

o Take the wind out of the sails of the person criticising: I understand that this angers 

you. How can I help you?  

o For the case that the criticism is at the level of relating to the other person: Do you 

follow what I'm saying? Do you have the same impression?  

 Helpful formulations for constructive criticism 
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o I feel... 

o When I speak with you I have the feeling... 

o I would very much like that  

o When you say that I feel..... 

o You haven't done this. So I feel... 

o I wish that you.. 

o I'd like to explain my position on this matter... 

o From my point of view I see that somewhat differently.. 

o Please don't be offended, but I see it this way.... 

After Chr. Hohenadl: Kommunikationstraining: richtig hören, reden, verstehen,  

(Communication Training: Listening, Speaking and Understanding Correctly), Klett-Verlag, 2008 

3.11 Handling conflicts 
Definition of conflicts  

 Conflicts are disturbances which interrupt the course of discussions. 

 Conflicts go beyond mere differences of opinion. 

 Two or more parties, with different intentions in their negotiations, are always involved. 

 Strong emotions, such as anger, rage, or revenge, are at the focus. 

 These result in un-reflected behaviour and actions, expressions of rage and verbal attacks. 

 Unresolved conflicts escalate. It is therefore necessary to intervene early on and act to 

defuse them.  

Backgrounds of conflicts 

 Different interests and requirements of the conflicting parties, such as feelings of 

recognition, envy or fear of loss. 

 Personal problems, such as neurotic disturbances, fears, having a bad day, dissatisfaction 

with oneself, overburdening, or helplessness. 

 Communication problems, such as misunderstandings, incorrectly interpreted signals, etc. 

 Differently informed persons, different states of knowledge of the facts. 

 Values are different: Limitation of freedom in the interest of maintaining order.  

 Structural conditions, such as hierarchies and laws (traffic violations versus traffic rules). 
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Conflict signals 

o Aggressiveness and hostility, such as verbal attacks and malicious glances. 

o Disinterest: The other person is no longer listening, goes away or ignores your 

presentation.  

o Rejection and resistance: constantly contradicts your presentation, unwilling to 

speak with you. 

o Escape: avoids contact, denies availability.  

o Exaggerated adaptive behaviour: false friendliness  

Consequences of conflicts 

o A stress situation arises. 

o The capacity to assimilate information is seriously limited. We hear only what 

conforms to our picture. Our understanding is blocked and we no longer correctly 

perceive our environment. 

o Black-and-white thinking, friend-enemy thinking. 

o Emotions such as rage, fear and mistrust dominate.  

o One's own threatened interests and requirements are paramount. The 

requirements of others no longer have any meaning and we are incapable of making 

contact. 

o The possibilities for negotiating are limited. Reduction to the brain stem: 

Á Attack when one feels stronger  

Á Escape when one feels weaker  

Á Dead spots when one can no longer escape 

Conclusions 

 Whoever wishes to deal constructively with conflict situations must be aware of his or her 

own reaction patterns. One should know how to react in conflict situations – whether one 

tends to attack, sooner withdraws or prefers to avoid conflict situations. Only one who 

understands his or her own behaviour can distance himself or herself from the conflict and 

remain able to negotiate.  

 Negotiating is possible only when one has built up inner stability and is fully in control of 

one's own psyche. It is therefore sometimes useful to interrupt the discussions and resume 

them at a later time. For the power-saving check a colleague should take over the discussions 

if these become too difficult. 
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Methods for the de-escalation of conflicts. Observe the following principles: 

 Allow the other person to speak and do not intervene before the other person has finished.  

 Do not counter accusations and charges with other accusations. 

 Ask further to determine whether the other person has correctly understood you. 

 Maintain visual contact. 

 Do not demonstrate arrogance by your body language. For example, do not turn away, laugh 

derogatorily, raise your eyebrows, etc.  

 As long as possible, ignore attacks and do not react to these. 

 Do not react with threats and accusations. 

 Do not allow yourself to be swept up in the dynamics of the conflict. power games and harsh 

verbal exchanges produce only losers and no winners.  

 It is useless to search endlessly for the causes of a problem. It is better to concentrate on the 

solution to the problem.  

 Questions like: What will help us further? take the person addressed seriously and contribute 

to the commitment to solve the problem. 

3.12 Service-oriented action  
General considerations: 

For optimally advising customers an inner stance focusing upon dealing friendly with the customer is 

important. In sales and communications training developed especially for the service and customer 

advisory staff the so-called "service clock" is of essential importance. It includes important principles 

for service-oriented and customer-oriented action. 

 

The service clock (taken from Haeske, Udo, Kommunikation mit Kunden (Communication with Customers), 

Cornelsen-Verlag, Berlin 2008, p. 22f.) 

o Expertise 

Á Without expertise it is difficult to guarantee a high level of service quality.  

Á Expert knowledge and experience determine how comfortable  customers 

feel during discussions. 

o Speed 

Á Offer solutions as quickly as possible. 
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Á When customers have to wait a long time, they feel that they are not being 

treated well.  

o Be personal 

Á Address customers by their names. 

Á If one is aware of details about the customer or if the customer speaks of 

personal matters, ask after these. 

Á Consider personal wishes.  

o Binding obligations 

Á Make binding promises and keep them. 

Á Be precise. Define who does what.  

Á Demonstrate reliability in relation to the customer.  

o Initiative 

Á When you recognise a customer's wish, take the initiative before the other 

person expects or demands this. 

o Observe details  

Á Make matters easy for the customer (simple explanations, handing out 

brochures, etc.). 

Á Place yourself in the other person's position. The person then recognises that 

you are concerned with his or her interests. 

o Honesty when an error has occurred 

 If an error has occurred, admit this openly and honestly and offer a solution.  

 Friendliness, cheerfulness and a smile defuse the situation.  

 Approach the customer with interest. 

o Patience 

Á Pay 100% attention to the customer. 

Á Patiently answer questions. This conveys assuredness, as one remains calm.  

o Discretion 

Á The private sphere of the customer is a sensible area. One should not reveal 

person information to third persons and ensure that other persons are not 

given such information.  
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o Flexibility 

Á Accept unusual customer wishes with interest and seek a creative solution. 

o Commitment and helpfulness 

Á Helpfulness expresses itself by doing more than the customer can expect. 

Á A customer advisor who sends additional information or brings this in person 

shows commitment and caring for the customer.  

 Handling complaints and conflicts: Service-oriented action is also reflected in how one deals 

with conflicts and solves existing problems. We therefore repeat the strategies for resolving 

conflicts here. 

o Allow the other person to speak. Do not counter accusations and charges with other 

accusations. 

o Ask further to determine whether you have correctly understood the other person. 

o As long as possible, ignore attacks and do not react to these. 

o Do not allow yourself to be swept up in the dynamics of the conflict. power games 

and harsh verbal exchanges produce only losers and no winners. 

o It is useless to search endlessly for the causes of a problem. It is better to 

concentrate on the solution to the problem. 

o Questions like: What will help us further? take the person addressed seriously and 

contribute to the commitment to solve the problem. 

 

Do's und dont`s in communication with customers (taken from D. Ternes, Kommunikation - eine 

Schlüsselqualifikation (Communication – A Key Qualification), Junfermann-Verlag Paderborn, 2008, p. 88f.) 

Do`s of communication 

Do ς typical discussion promoters Expressions (examples) 

Open questions  How do you see this? 

Questions in response What do you mean by maybe? 

Targeted questions  How can we improve the situation? 

Signalling attentiveness  Visual contact, sounds like ah, mm, or nodding  

Summarising  So you mean.... 

Clarifying, emphasising the essential point  If I understand you correctly, this is a matter of.... 

Working towards wishes So you're interested in..... 

You would very much like.... 

Address emotions  You're disappointed.. 

Do you feel ignored? 

Addressing I messages / constructively 

addressing conflicts 

You have already interrupted me three times. This annoys 

me, because I then lose the thread. 

Addressing by name  Yes, Mister Maier... 
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Positive formulations Yes, with pleasure, very well... 

Signalling understanding  I can well understand that.. 

Signalling binding commitment  I'll take care of this immediately. 

 

Don'ts of communication 

Don'ts ς discussion destroyers Expressions (examples) 

You messages  In any case you would have... 

Irritating formulations  That's not my responsibility. 

Playing down/bagatelling  That's not so bad.  

Interrogating/accusing  Why didn't you contact me earlier? 

Insinuations  You're only angry because... 

Failing to respond to emotions  Please stick to the facts. Why are you so angry? 

Assessing/judging  You're thinking false. We can't continue like this.  

 

Commanding I expect that you will..... 

Do it this way. 

Instructing I already explained this to you earlier.  

Warning/threatening  I would consider that very carefully.  

Think about the consequences. 

Worldly wisdoms No pain, no gain.. 

Irony/sarcasm Well, what do you suggest then?  

Killer phrases We've always done it this way. 

Softeners Somehow, actually, could, would, perhaps, possibly, under 

certain conditions. 

 

3.13 Preparing yourself  
General considerations 

Á Going about your work professionally includes giving attention to preparing yourself and 

considering how to present a project to others. As for a job interview, the first impression 

often decides whether discussions are successful or not. Preparing yourself well, 

presenting yourself in a positive light and leaving a good impression is a matter of 

showing respect for other persons.  

Preparing for advisory discussions 

o Helpful hints 

Á Before a visit check to make certain that your customer advisory case is 

complete.  

Á Are all parts required for the advisory discussions there?  

Á Is my laptop functioning (accumulator charged)?  

Á Are all measuring instruments functioning? 

o Other preparations 
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Á Make certain that you arrive punctually for the agreed meeting.  

Á Take account of travel times and routes. 

Á Study train schedules, city maps, etc.  

o Clothing 

 You should feel comfortable in your clothing. 

 Clothing should be clean, neat and orderly.  

 Clothing should be appropriate for the situation. Not only sloppy clothing, 

but also exaggerated clothing causes uneasiness. 

 In case of doubt, clothing should sooner be decent. Super-minis and 

plunging necklines are out of place.  

 Jewellery and accessories should fit to the overall image.  

 Makeup and perfume should be decent and not exaggerated. 

o Posture 

 Not too stiff, but not too careless. If you move about in a stiff posture, you 

give the impression of being unapproachable. A careless posture signals 

superficiality. 

 An open sitting posture demonstrates interest (do not cross your arms).  

 Maintain a friendly facial expression and smile occasionally.  

 Maintain visual contact. 

 Gestures: movements of the hands in support of the verbal presentation 

reinforce your words. However, excessive gestures can detract from the 

presentation and harm concentration. 

o Manner of speaking  

 Speak clearly, understandably, freely and calmly.  

 An exaggerated choice of words or the use of many specialised terms creates 

mistrust and restraint. This can give the customer the impression of being 

persuaded and not advised.  

 Do not use slang expressions or strong language. These irritate the customer 

and give the impression of incompetence. 

3.14 Behaviour in households 
 A friendly and open approach is most likely to win over the customer.  
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 Treat your customer just as you would wish to be treated.  

 Introduce yourself with your full name. 

 Offer your hand and shake hands heartily. 

 Maintain visual contact with the other person. 

 Enter and sit down only after being told. 

 You may accept something to drink, with the exception of alcohol. 

 Engage in small talk to establish the atmosphere for discussions (weather, flat, travel route, 

etc. – whatever appears to be appropriate) 

 Transition to advisory discussions: Inform your customer exactly about the procedure you 

will follow.  

 When necessary to enter other rooms always ask permission.  

 When making measurements, explain why these are necessary.  

 When installing energy-saving lamps, attaching multi-socket outlets, installing water 

aerators, etc. always explain the function and the reason for installing. 

 At the end of the advisory discussions and actions speak about the further procedure.  

 Leave your telephone number or business card in case the customer has questions. 

 Politely thank the person and leave.  

Behaviour in households with different cultural backgrounds  

 General considerations 

o While performing power-saving checks you will also visit families from a different 

cultural background. In order to enter into conversation easily and avoid 

misunderstandings it is important to be aware of one's own prejudices and to be 

informed about the cultural circumstances of immigrant persons. 

 Causes of misunderstandings 

o People are different. On the one hand, this enriches our lives. However, it also poses 

difficulties.  

o People have prejudices against others and also against people from other countries, 

whose cultures and patterns of behaviour with which we are not familiar and which 

we do not understand. 

o As already mentioned in the section Perception, we tend to recognise our perception 

as the only reality and attempt to project our norms and values onto others. 
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o People tend to judge others who are similar to themselves positively and, conversely, 

what we do not know negatively. 

o Moreover, there may also be difficulties in communication due to different mother 

tongues. 

 Behaviour in households with other cultural backgrounds  

o in order to understand people from another cultural background it is important to be 

aware of and find out about the values and norms of these persons. 

o Misunderstandings can be avoided when one is able to place himself or herself in the 

position of the other person and learn to deal with different environments. 

o For behaviour in the household this means in particular: 

 Respecting the customs and habits of other cultures. For example, if it is 

normal to leave one's shoes in the hallway you should respect this and take 

off your shoes.  

 If you are unsure how to behave, simply ask what is normal in the family. 

This gains the respect and sympathy of the other person and avoids 

immediate reservations on the part of the other person. 

3.15 Preparation for energy advising visit in households 
Discussion phase What is to be done Goal 

Greeting and 

introduction 

Greet the customer, arrange a date for visiting the 

household, small talk (weather, attractive flat, 

etc.) 

Ensure a good atmosphere for 

discussions 

Transition to the 

advisory phase 

Explain the purpose of the advisory session 

exactly, in particular explain the procedure for the 

flat 

Work out arguments and advantages for the 

customer  

Inform the customer, create a 

feeling of assurance so that the 

customer knows what he or she 

is facing 

Advisory phase 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In case of problems 

Explain in detail what will be done and why 

Explain the device functions exactly 

 

When necessary to enter other rooms always ask 

permission 

 

Do not break off communication, ask questions, 

determine the nature of the problem (see also 

Handling Criticism) 

Do not be overzealous and attempt to persuade 

the customer, use convincing arguments 

Find a solution which takes account of the 

customer's wishes  

Assurance for the customer 

Build up trust 

 

 

 

Respect 

 

 

Find an acceptable solution for 

all 

Always recognise the 

customer's requirements  
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Concluding phase Summarise the results of the advisory session 

Discuss how to proceed further, clarify open 

questions 

Leave your telephone number in order that the 

customer can feel free to contact you with any 

further questions 

Arrange a date for another visit 

Politely thank the person and leave 

Clarify how to proceed further 

 


