
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Workshop 

“Communication“ 
How to manage your supervisor… 

(Language: English) 
 

 
 

Prof. Dr. Alexander Schiller (Jun.-Prof.) & PD Dr. Daniel Mertens 
 
 
 

Venue:       Place:    Date: 
IMPRS MPI CE & gBGC     Beutenberg / Jena 2016  
 
Target group: 
12 Ph.D. students  
 
Setting: 
Workshop includes two full days (8 hours per day) with either one or two trainers 
 
Laptop and camera will be provided by the trainers. In the group room beamer, two flipcharts and 
presentation material will be required. 
 
Costs:  
3000 € + travel expenses and accommodation (“Kleinunternehmerregelung”, no additional MwSt) 
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COURSE AIM AND FORMAT 
 

 

Scientific competence of researchers at Max Planck institutes is usually very good. 
However, while working hard on scientific output keeping an eye also on good com-
munication within the group is sometimes difficult. It is important to realize that Ph.D. 
students should always try to improve their communication skills, understand group 
dynamics and know how to use feedback in order to deliver a successful performance. 

 
AIM – To provide Ph.D. students at IMPRS with an opportunity to build their understanding, skills and 
confidence in communication with their supervisor, their colleagues and peers. This will enhance their 
overall effectiveness as they pursue their research studies and maximize success of their future ca-
reers.  
 

METHOD – Participants will experience interactive lectures, mod-
erated group discussions and perform activities in order to learn 
from first-hand experience. We will safely move them outside of 
their “comfort zone” to the “learning zone” (Gerald Hüther) to en-
hance acquisition of novel skills. In addition, we will apply the “in-
voked insufficiency” to enhance learning. The shortcoming expe-
rienced by participants will be resolved in carefully moderated 
and focused review sessions, using peer-to-peer feedback as pow-
erful tool. The aims of this flexible format will be achieved through: 
 

 Trainers who work as active scientists and group leaders in chemistry and biochemistry 

 A safe, yet challenging course environment that will encourage participants to reflect the key ele-
ments of effective communication. Ground rules and feedback rules will be established by the 
participants to ensure course ownership and a respectful attitude. 

 A balanced and structured program of plenaries, challenging activities and review sessions that 
will provide a variety of learning situations allowing participants to identify and take away relevant 
lessons 

 Activities, games and role plays with participants that are filmed and reviewed by trainers and 
peers (activities outside are planned to install a diversified program)  

 A range of group situations where participants will be encouraged to share feedback with their 
peers on their overall effectiveness 

 A learning handout which will be offered to aid the training process of participants 

 Encouragement to create an ongoing level of support from their learning groups that will enable 
continuing networking, coaching and further group interactions 

 Program adoptable to the needs of the Ph.D. students and will be created in close cooperation 
with the coordinators of the IMPRS  

 
MODULES 
ROLES OF SUPERVISOR AND PH.D. STUDENT 
As Ph.D. student it is important to develop greater awareness of the role and needs of the PI and others 
in the group. An impressive activity outside puts participants into the situation of being blind and being 
led by whistling sounds from a “shepherd”. Thereby, the interaction of trust, leadership and control in 
the relationship of supervisor and Ph.D. student is simulated. Review sessions after this activity are 
going often very deeply into the understanding of role models in the actual research group. In addition, 
personality models (Belbin, MBTI) will be introduced and used as tool to further reflect on roles of 
oneself and others. 
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GROUP DYNAMICS  
Understanding group dynamics is essential for successful research in science. The Tuckman model 
(Forming, Storming, Norming, Performing) is used to describe typical group dynamics in (in)efficient 
teams. Several activities demonstrate this outside the comfort zone of the participants. Reflective ses-
sions focus on group dynamics in new groups, loss and gain of team members and show problem solv-
ing approaches in the team (PISPAR model). 

 
SOCIAL AWARENESS 
Teaching social awareness is difficult; we open up people’s minds with the game “Barnga” (Thiagi 
Group). It is simple card game but with an added complication. Each group is playing to slightly differ-
ent rules, but this only becomes known as play proceeds. Participants experience a range of emotions 
and differences are gradually exposed. Playing Barnga simulates the feeling of being in a different cul-
ture, group or setting. One where you do not know all the rules and you are not sure where exactly 
the difference lie. An intense review session will bring up important key messages, such as: “The more 
similar two cultures are, the greater the shock when discrepancies are discovered” and “Time spent 
improving communication is never wasted. It is frequently more valuable than time spent on task”  
 
FEEDBACK 
Giving and receiving correct feedback is one of the most efficient tools in leadership. As it needs quite 
a lot of experience to use feedback in an authentic manner Ph.D. students should learn everything 
about it. While their studies they can try it out and develop the technique on a professional level. We 
focus on the importance of feedback for personal development with several activities: “Pass the Mes-
sage”, Johari Window and role plays. We produce interactively feedback guidelines for the givers and 
receivers. 

 
ACTIVE LISTENING 
The most important part of communication is identifying the key message. While this may be obvious, 
it is striking how frequently the key message is not well defined. To make this clear to the participants 
we start with the activity “Pass the Message” as an effective icebreaker that is filmed and reviewed. 
Here, loss of information and the major issues of ineffective communications are impressively visual-
ized. Even though we scientists believe that we are capable of communicating effectively, this hands-
on experience of the participants shows how fast information can be lost or even falsified. The tech-
nique “active listening” will be used to improve two-way communication. It plays an important part in 
proper communication. In addition, the art of questioning and communication blockers will be dis-
cussed. 
 
CONFLICTS & COLLABORATION 
Conflicts about authorship can be handled with the following quote: “In a scientific career everyone 
will have his own war stories”. Ph.D. students should understand how important it is not to make en-
emies in the small world of science because this can be decisive on their career path. We will focus on 
origin and resources of conflicts and offer several conflict handling styles. Collaborations have to be 
cleverly and strategically planned and nurtured to render scientific projects and relationships sustain-
able. 
 
At the end of the course, the participants will dispose of a personal toolbox that will allow them to 
communicate efficiently with the supervisor, other members in the team and collaborators, a skill that 
is key to success! 
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Why working with “Schiller & Mertens”? 
Work in a modern scientific environment requires advanced skills that are cur-
rently not part of the standard curriculae of (german) universities and re-
search institutions. Examples of these advanced skills are project-, time- and 
conflict management, communication, creativity, group dynamics, interdisci-
plinary collaboration and written and oral presentation techniques. These 
skills are ideally transferred to scientists by scientists. Our courses are ideally 
suited to complement research expertise at the home institution of partici-
pating scientists and medical doctors. Our own experience as researchers en-
ables us to teach these topics focused on the needs of scientists and using 
examples from everyday life in the laboratory and the clinic. The complemen-
tary expertise of Alexander Schiller (university) and Daniel Mertens (public research institution and 
clinic) leads to a synergistic training experience for participants (“1+1=3”). Courses are customized to 
meet the special requirements of the customers. Topics are adressed pragmatically in learning-by-do-
ing and always within the context of scientific research. From our courses given so far, graduate stu-
dents, PostDocs and lecturers feedback that they can directly apply what they learn in our courses in 
everyday life.  

Further information 
Themes and References by Schiller & Mertens 
http://www.schillermertens.de 
http://www.chemistryviews.org/details/ezine/7507821/Scientists_Need_More_Advanced_Skills.html 
http://www.mpg.de/career/careersteps 
Youtube: GDNÄ14 Scientists need more 
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Day 1 – Communication and Feedback 
 

Time Venue Activity Background 

08:45   Informal welcome 
09:00 Main 

room 
(MR) 

Plenary 1 – 
Welcome 
and Intro-
ductions  

WHAT IS LEADERSHIP? 
Formal welcome, introduction A&D, first ground rules, safety issues to en-
sure an emotionally and practically safe environment for participants. 

09:15 MR Getting to 
know your 
group 
 

SETTING UP WORKING ENVIRONMENT 
High-Fivers: who has written a master thesis, fellowship application, confer-
ence abstract, gone to conference, manuscript;  
Lineup: number of people that have listened to your presentations up to 
date 
Shopping list: expectations for the course  
Catch and call: learning names of all participants to induce cohesion in the 
group 
Personal Shields: enhancing interaction by getting to know the background 
of participants 
2 truths and a lie: encouraging small talk during breaks and lunches 
Secret Observers: tombola for identifying secret observers; feedback to be 
given personally on end of third day  
Intended Outcomes: 
Participants: to describe personal goals for the course; understand the ex-
periential premise of the course; share anxieties / concerns; feel comforta-
ble of working in the group  

10:00 Out  Action 1 – 
“Blind” 

LEADERSHIP ROLES & COMMUNICATION 

10:30 MR Activity re-
view                                    
 

Intended Outcomes: 
- illustration of group dynamic issues in new groups  
- demonstration and application of a structured problem-solving ap-

proach (PISPAR model) 
- explicit effort into, e.g., time management, ideas generation and review 
- greater awareness of the role and needs of others in the group; the im-

pact of one’s own actions 
- interaction between trust, leadership and control 
- application of creativity techniques in idea generation 
- correlation to PhD student / group leader relationship 

11:00  Break  
11:20 MR Plenary 2 – 

Feedback  
FEEDBACK IN LEADERSHIP 
Intended Outcomes: 
- raise importance of feedback for personal development; JoHari win-

dow; support and challenge model 
- produce feedback guidelines 
give feedback to each other for the next two days! 

   -  
11:40 MR Action 2 – 

“Drawing” 
with re-
view 

DELEGATING  
Participants have to instruct other participants to draw an abstract image 
from MC Escher as role play 
Intended Outcomes: 
Making participants aware of different perceptions of different people; get-
ting information across by using images instead of detailed instructions 
- to explore factors related to delegation 
- perception of supervisor 

12:45 Casino Lunch + Es-
presso 

“TOGETHER LUNCH” 
“Break with a tutor”: trainers are available to discuss with smaller groups of 
participants during lunch time, trainer share own experiences about their 
communication in their groups 
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14:00 MR Action 3 – 
“Silent 
Post” with 
review 
 

GETTING INFORMATION ACROSS 
Role play with all participants 
Loss of information and the major issues of ineffective communications are 
impressively visualized via video review.  
Intended Outcomes: 
Tools for successful information transfer: 
- Telling a story  outline 
- Key message 
- Focusing on important details only 
- Emotionalizing important facts 
- Anticipate questions 

15:10  Break  

15:30 MR Action 4 – 
“Trump” 
with re-
view 

SOCIAL AWARENESS 
- Perception and experience of different work cultures 
- Social awareness, intercultural competencies, culture shock. 

16:30 MR Activity & 
Day re-
view 
 

Flashlight 
Intended Outcomes: 
- Self-reflection on communication 
- Group leadership opportunity 

17.00 MR End  

 
 

Day 2 – Group dynamics and collaboration 
 

Time Venue Activity Background 

9:00  Yoga Simple exercises for stress relief 
9:10 R Reactiva-

tion 
REACTIVATION 
Participants are asked to recall what was discussed yesterday; they get to 
choose next contributor 

9:20 MR Plenary 3 
– Conflict 
and Col-
laboration 
(A) 

CONFLICT MANAGEMENT 
- Conflict management 
- Language as major source of conflict 
- Advantages and issues of collaboration 
- Collaboration and conflict in the research environment; plenary discus-

sion of examples (conflict of authorship,…). 
10:20 

 
 
 

Out Action 5– 
“Bullets” 
and re-
view  
 

GROUP DYNAMICS 
Interactive role play  
Intended Outcomes: 
- Demonstration of group dynamics in action 
- Role changing: leadership and contributing 
- Personality models (Belbin, MBTI) 
- Issues with changing teams / team composition 
- Tuckman model (Forming, Storming, Norming, Performing) 

11:20 Break   
11:30 MR First Fol-

lower 
LEADERSHIP FOR COWORKERS 
The principle of first follower is discussed with a 3min video clip. 
Intended Outcomes: 
- “Being a first follower is an under-appreciated form of leadership” 
- “Importance of nurturing your first few followers as equals” 

12:15 Casino Lunch & 
Espresso 

“TOGETHER LUNCH” 
“Break with a tutor”: trainers are available to discuss with smaller groups of 
participants during lunch time, trainer share their experiences about group 
dynamics 

13:45 MR Action 6 – 
“Score” 

COLLABORATION  
- Motivation, own resources, project management, group dynamics, plan-

ning, leadership, communication under stress 
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with re-
view 

- Practical implementation of project planning, group management 
 

14:45  Break  
15:00 MR Action 7 

“Research 
Collabora-
tion”  
  

SCIENTIFIC COLLABORATION  
- Inter- and cross-disciplinary research 
- Networking within the MPI 
- Intensive preoccupation with research of colleagues 
- Initiation of real-life collaborative projects at MPI CE & BGC 

16:15 MR Individual 
Review 
and Feed-
back 
 

Intended Outcomes: 
- Uncovering the secret coach 
- Individual feedback, written feedback 
- Reflection on something taken from the course / something given to 

the course 
17:00  END  

 


