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Communication as an Art of Living

How can we listen better to each other? How can we offer criticism without being hurtful? Why do communication recipes never work? In this book, Friedemann Schulz von Thun and Bernhard Poerksen, two prominent representatives of communication psychology and media studies, provide an introduction to modern communication psychology.

Written in dialogic form to be both humorous and serious, this book explores questions around communication and relationships, as well as around communication and the inner self. It presents easy-to-understand and practical communication models that can be adapted for a variety of settings, from coaching and teaching to mediation to consultancy.

Designed to help people communicate more successfully, this engaging book will be useful for therapists, counselors, coaches, and professional groups who want to improve communication for themselves and their teams. It will also be of interest to students of Communication Psychology and Communication Science.

Bernhard Poerksen is Professor of Media Studies at the University of Tübingen, Germany. He has a particular research interest in the new media age and has written about systemic thinking. His most recent book publication in English is Digital Fever: Taming the Big Business of Disinformation (2022).

Friedemann Schulz von Thun is Professor Emeritus at the University of Hamburg, Germany. He became widely known for his trilogy Miteinander reden (Let’s Talk!), which has long been considered a standard work in the field of communication. Since 2007, he has directed the Schulz von Thun Institute for Communication. His bestselling books are among the most widely read works of psychology in the German-speaking countries.
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About this book

Why, ask the psychologist Friedemann Schulz von Thun and the media studies scholar Bernhard Poerksen, do communication “recipes” never work? What does it mean to be silent? With how many ears do we listen? Why are misunderstandings normal? How can we offer criticism without being hurtful? How can we escape the maelstrom of conflict and polarization? Is communication an art of living?

In this book, Friedemann Schulz von Thun and Bernhard Poerksen, two prominent representatives of their respective fields, provide an introduction to modern communication psychology in dialogic form, humorous and serious, and fascinated by the big questions of human existence, the search for meaning, truth, and happiness in the face of mortality, illness, and death. Models such as the inner team, the communication square, and the values square are presented to an English-speaking audience for the first time. These models and practical tools, suitable for everyday use, have long been a fixture of coaching, mediation, and consultancy in the German-speaking world. They are taught at schools and universities and have provided new insights to millions of people on the path toward successful communication.


This book brings into view the programmatic core of humanistic psychology. Rather than focusing on defects, deficiencies, and pathologies, it recognizes and concentrates on opportunities for personal growth and on human potential. Bernhard Poerksen and Friedemann Schulz von Thun offer communication tools for everyone – paving the way toward better communication and perhaps also to a better life. Fascinating.



Michael Murphy, Co-founder of Esalen Institute, the birthplace of the Human Potential Movement
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Praise for the German edition

“An intelligent, easy-to-understand and yet entertaining book by two very smart people.” Die Zeit (Germany’s largest weekly)

“This book combines the vitality of oral communication with the precision of writing. It can be read and understood by everyone.” Deutschlandfunk (German broadcasting company)

“The authors’ genial insights, their way with words, and their self-irony make reading this book a pleasure.” Konfliktdynamik (academic journal)

“In their dialogic book, Friedemann Schulz von Thun and Bernhard Poerksen give a master class on the wide field of communication.” Die Presse (Austrian daily)

“The authors refrain from offering ready-made recipes, formulas for happiness, and false promises. Almost incidentally, there emerges one of the most felicitous introductions to modern communication psychology currently available.” PR-Journal (public relations trade magazine)
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The dialogic principle A preface by Bernhard Poerksen

Writing is a lonely affair. At least in theory. In the process of writing, it is said that authors are entirely solitary and alone, absorbed in that kind of inner dialogue that Plato called thinking. They retreat to a quiet place where they develop and structure their ideas, construct a storyline, revise and polish their manuscripts, and they only return to the social world once the written text has been published. During the gradual construction of this book, everything was different. From the first sentence to the last, it was born out of conversations and encounters. This book is not the result of a solitary, monologic self-inquiry; rather, it is a documentation and illustration of the dialogic principle. Even during the actual process of writing and thus in the moment of actual withdrawal and inevitable isolation, the voice of the other was constantly present for each of us. In the case of this book, conversation and dialogue were not just tools to clarify and prepare its contents; they are also the genre and the form of presentation that we used to develop, explain, and discuss our thoughts and ideas.

The collaboration with Friedemann Schulz von Thun started many years ago with a letter. Schulz von Thun – this needs to be explained to an English-speaking audience – is an authority in his field and probably the most widely read psychologist in the German-speaking world. His books sell millions of copies and are translated into many languages; surprisingly, however, none of his works are available in English. So how did this book come about? In my capacity as an editor of a series of works on communication theory, I suggested to Friedemann Schulz von Thun that he present the development of his thinking in the form of a short intellectual biography describing his engagement with humanistic psychology and the systemic perspective. For his work combines both paradigms: Sometimes the focus is on the individual, and sometimes it is on the conditions and rules of communication that influence and shape people as individuals and show them enmeshed in a web of impacts. And yet Schulz von Thun always aims to think autonomy and dependence together and, in his capacity as a consultant and coach, to observe and align both inner and outer force fields. It might be productive, I wrote, to explain the development of his ideas and models (the communication square and the values square, the metaphor of the inner team, the situation model, the maxims of xvcomprehensibility research, the discovery of congruence as an ideal of communication, etc.) based on his personal intellectual development – to write, as it were, an autobiographical history of the theory of modern communication concepts. To me, this seemed interesting for two reasons: First, Friedemann Schulz von Thun had experienced the genesis of humanistic psychology up close. Through his academic teacher in Hamburg, the psychologist Reinhard Tausch, he had come into contact with Carl Rogers. He became friends with the therapist Ruth Cohn, who, as a Jewish student, was forced to leave Berlin in 1933, encountered experiential therapy and Gestalt therapy first in New York and then in Esalen, California, and imported these new forms to Europe by leaving her distinctive mark on them. Second, Friedemann Schulz von Thun, as a kind of Jürgen Habermas of communication practice, has long become one of the most important agenda-setters of modern psychology and communication philosophy. His models and concepts have shaped and changed the thinking about communication in the German-speaking world. They have long been part of the curricula of vocational study programs; they have been taught for decades in schools and private-sector workshops and seminars; and they have been used by consultants, mediators, and, increasingly, psychotherapists too. The publications and trainings offered by his institute, the events and writings of his friends and colleagues have shaped the world of trainers and coaches in a way that few other German-speaking academics have succeeded in doing. His books about general issues in communication psychology and individual areas of practice and application have long become standard works. The (now rather rare) lectures organized by his institute on Hamburg’s Rothenbaumchaussee are still attended by hundreds of people who want to experience the octogenarian live and see the author whose drawings, aphorisms, and thoughts inspire their work. In short, Friedemann Schulz von Thun is one of the nation’s most widely read academics and the inventor of his own discipline: communication psychology. A star against his will, he rejects the guru role and the relational fetters of admiration and adoration with humor, self-irony, and his characteristic melancholy modesty, in order to meet and interact with people on equal terms.

How to deal with success in a remarkably relaxed, reflective, and reserved way is not the only thing we can learn from Friedemann Schulz von Thun. We can also learn under what conditions academic thinking catches fire. For he developed his ideas not in the ivory tower of the university but through his direct engagement with practical workplace issues and the miscommunications, complications, and complexities of everyday human relationships. His work is a perfect example to show how theory and practice can inspire each other and how productive it can be to nudge yourself to translate your thinking again and again into other aggregate states, to popularize it – and thus supply it with fresh inspirations. Wouldn’t it be important, I asked in my first letter, to investigate this stimulating relationship between theory and practice in greater depth and detail in order to illuminate a highly productive cognition mode? Especially at a time when German universities were indulging in xviresearch-intensive self-isolation and hermeticism, wouldn’t it encourage young scholars to go their own way and make their work topical and exciting by focusing on its practical application and real-life relevance?

It is not an over-exaggeration to point out that Friedemann Schulz von Thun’s approach and practice-oriented research and communication style can also be interpreted programmatically: as evidence of how stimulating the combination of academic scholarship and practical application can be. After all, being forced to be comprehensible, to sharpen your point, and to provide concrete help is a unique challenge that catapults you into a bracing intellectual climate. You no longer claim to be a supposedly omniscient expert or professorial hierarch; instead, you become an empathetic translator of knowledge, an interpreter of your own discipline – with the intention of helping others, gaining a better understanding of yourself and other people, and discussing, defusing, and sometimes even dissolving conflicts. This approach – and that’s the important point – also changes you. Engaging with others, presenting to big audiences, finding yourself in a situation that forces you to sharpen your point, taking palpable pleasure in a felicitous turn of phrase – all of this generates its own knowledge and cognition systemics, its own inspiration and force field. In this implicitly dialogic constellation, you are suddenly changing the way you think, talk, and write; you are wooing your real or imagined interlocutors; and you are courting listeners and readers whose world and life experiences suddenly take on a presence of their own or become visible in the first place. If we see our own thinking and writing as being part of a larger social conversation about how to lead a different, perhaps better life; if, from the very first sentence, we aim for this kind of conversation, we will engage in a dialogue even in the moment of monologue – and will stand to gain from it ourselves. As the biographical passages in this book make clear, the process of popularization gradually creates a web of conditions that helps you think and invent terms and concepts. It creates a particular pressure to communicate in a precise and yet vivid and gripping manner, allowing intellectual forces to enter into a synergetic process. The dialogic principle creates its own “resonance chamber.” And step by step, through the permanent interplay of abstraction and concretization, of stimulation and reaction, there emerges a distinctive cognition method unknown and unwanted by inward-looking scholarship and science.

In any event, it was this first letter that eventually led to a visit to the Schulz von Thun Institute for Communication in Hamburg. And here, in direct conversation, the idea emerged to co-write a book that would recapitulate intellectual key experiences and milestones of Schulz von Thun’s thinking while also charting new directions and demonstrating the importance of communication psychology for how we live our lives – perhaps even its importance as an art of living. We subsequently spent many hours and months talking about the genesis of communication psychology and its practical, real-life application, and we discussed and debated the limits of systemic thinking and the anthropological optimism of a humanistic psychology that firmly believes in human goodness and people’s potential for development. There was one afternoon when we argued about whether the birch tree in front of the window, which xviiat the time was violently shaking in the wind, was merely something we created through language in the sphere of communication – or whether it existed independently of our cognitive consciousness. Will the birch tree still be there when we are gone? Was there even a shared experience that can be meaningfully described by the word “birch”? We also strongly differed on the question of what this problem of cognition and truth, which we had explored through the concrete example of a single tree, meant for successful communication or whether we were engaging in an intellectual glass bead game that was largely irrelevant for the practice of communication.

This way there emerged from our sometimes stern and vehement, sometimes gay and meandering yet always fresh conversations a steadily growing pile of transcripts that eventually grew to some 600 pages – a semi-structured manuscript at best, of which we were convinced that nobody would want to read it, what with the dispute about the birch tree and its perhaps perceptually contingent existence alone running to a total of 17 pages. From these transcripts, we shaped this book over the course of months. We rewrote some passages, tried to refine casual comments and spur-of-the-moment remarks, and experienced quite tangibly and in a very technical and practical sense that the dialogue we committed to paper and edited for publication represented a polyphonic document. It is one text by two authors striving for the best possible result with an eye to an audience that eludes clear definition. It is a real-life dialogue between its two authors while at the same time trying to be an imaginary dialogue with interested readers.

The printed version now available unfolds as a three-step process. The first section, revolving around the big questions, aims to elucidate and explain Friedemann Schulz von Thun’s work. Here, we discuss his models including the communication square, comprehensibility research, the image of the vicious circle, the values square, the metaphor of the inner team, and the ideal of congruence: being true to self and situation. We take a look at the genesis, development, and potential impact of his practical philosophy of communication to show its depth and complexity. The second section is about concrete questions of application. Using the examples of management coaching, education, and intercultural communication, we show how the different models can be used for individual and team development, conflict analysis, and solution-oriented reflection – and especially how they can be combined when it comes to tackling specific challenges, entanglements, and misunderstandings. It is here, in the chapter about intercultural communication, that the dispute about the existence of that magical Hamburg birch can be found.

Last but not least, the third and final section is about the last questions. We are starting from the insight that each philosophy of communication is based on the assumption that it is possible to talk again one more time – provided one is alive, strong, and healthy enough. We inevitably have to assume this ideal case: that there is a second chance allowing us to talk things over again, to resolve a conflict. Somehow, things will go on, and the communication once begun is basically reversible. However, we also know that at some point, illness, old age, and death will ruin and ultimately destroy the chance of a new xviiibeginning in communication. In the last pages of this book, while carefully and cautiously searching for the right tone, we engage with the problem of death from the perspective of a communication philosophy that is predicated on mutual conversation, knowing that this form of symbolic exchange eventually will have to end. It is a rather sensitive moment in the conversation, since there is the risk of providing unsolicited advice and ready-made recipes that do not fit the gravity of the subject matter and that may be better suited to the countless be-happy and simplify-your-life manuals that have been flooding the market for years. Friedemann Schulz von Thun dissolves this tension between the search for orientation and the perennial risk of generalized condescension by radically rejecting the idea of a universally valid norm or behavioral maxim – just like he does in other chapters of the book and in general when it comes to applying his models to real life; instead, he presents as a kind of higher ideal the notion of personal congruence: being true to self and being true to the situation and/or one’s fate. The art of living, he says,


cannot be fixed in a rulebook; it is rather about living your life in a way that aligns with yourself and your individual psychological make-up – and that is also guided by the question of what assignments life holds in store for you. What matters is this dynamic balance between self-care and dedication to a whole of which we are a part. Instead of ready-made answers, we offer a heuristic in the sense of an art of finding out. The heuristic models and methods invite you to engage in individual self-development.



Such an open-ended program has far-reaching consequences. We are not only deprived of the prospect of successful self-optimization under any and all circumstances, but we also have to forgo the comfort of easy recipes, the search for ready-made principles applicable to anyone, anytime, and anywhere. What remains are meta-recipes and intellectual frameworks, tools to help us discover our own, individual solutions. “If we take the concept of congruence seriously,” Schulz von Thun says elsewhere, “it is impossible to recommend any behavioral templates – and even if you are presented with a recipe now and then, you need to make it your own.” This is, if you will, the inner liberalism of communication psychology: Its tools and thought models make it possible to set the framework that enables a reflective search for the best solution, but they are not the finished picture, let alone the final answer. Rather, and this is where its value lies, they offer starting points and mental signposts for an inevitably individual search for meaning, so that the communication with yourself, with your inner voices, and with others can mature into an art of living.

This preface began with the assertion that writing was a lonely and monologic affair, and that a text was the result of retreating into loneliness and social isolation. Obviously, none of this applies here. Not only is this a book that deals with an essentially dialogic communication philosophy in dialogic form: one person together with another person – this is the fundamental existential focus that it is about; it was also preceded by months of preparation that were likewise marked by many conversations with colleagues, friends, and associates xixof Friedemann Schulz von Thun. For giving me this opportunity for dialogue and debate, my special thanks go to Karen Knipping, Dagmar Kumbier, Marcus Poenisch, Alexander Redlich, Eberhard Stahl, Roswitha Stratmann, Christoph Thomann, and Ingrid Schulz von Thun.

My research in the archives of the Esalen Institute helped me gain a better understanding of the great countercultural philosophers and psychologists. Here, in a small, windowless timber cottage above the breathtaking cliffs of Big Sur, California, I came across hundreds of yet unpublished film recordings from the dawn and early history of humanistic psychology and systemic thinking. If you lock yourself up for several days in the semi-darkness of the cottage to watch these films, as I did, the pioneers of old start to speak again and suddenly appear strangely alive. You can listen to the cyberneticist Gregory Bateson lecture about the playfulness and meta-communication of river otters who somehow need to signal that what they do is just a game and not a serious, all-out fight. You meet Virginia Satir, a pioneering family therapist, and watch her set up a family system. You come across Abraham Maslow, and his mockery of a sad, old man called Sigmund Freud for being so firmly focused on pathologies, deficiencies, and early-childhood experiences of lack and scarcity that he overlooked humans’ creative achievements and periods of joyful, comfortable normalcy. And you stumble, as it were, into a session with the chain-smoking Gestalt therapist Fritz Perls and watch him perform a person’s inner voices by moving between chairs. The longer you listen and watch and surrender to the magic of these dialogicians, the more you begin to understand the optimism of new beginnings that accompanied the development of systemic and humanistic thinking and that implicitly also defined the development of communication psychology. After my excursions into the frontier areas of science and philosophy and my visits to Esalen, Jan-Lüder Röhrs, a coach and friend, familiarized me with the practical application of Friedemann Schulz von Thun’s models and showed me how to combine them for everyday use. Kati Trinkner applied her investigative skills to help me find and obtain literature and was assisted in the processing of archival materials and transcripts by Nina Linsenmayer, Elisa Schwarz, Sabine Volk, and above all Judith Schächterle. With her wonderful gift for language and her feel for rhythm, pace, and style, Manuela Thurner submitted a very impressive translation. Daniela Maurer carefully reviewed the manuscript before it went to press, and Sabine Martella, with her sharp eye for detail, was a tremendous help in preparing the English edition. Ralf Holtzmann from the Carl-Auer Verlag stood by the project with encouragement and enthusiasm, which did not falter even under deadline pressure. Julia Raabe, as always, was the first reader, formulating her objections in such a charming way that they took on the character of inspiration. This book would not have come about without Friedemann Schulz von Thun and his unflagging willingness to talk, without his commitment and his trust. Today, I know what I would have missed – many years after my initial letter that was intended to seduce him into writing a book by himself, starting a monologue in the quiet of his study, isolated and without the special vitality that only emerges in dialogue and direct encounter. It is to him that I owe my warmest and deepest gratitude.xx
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Part I The big questions

2




3
1 The communication square

DOI: 10.4324/9781003712503-2



Searching for the key sentence

Poerksen: Let’s begin with a little thought experiment. If you had to pick a single key sentence to characterize your entire work, what would it be?

Schulz von Thun: Just one sentence!? You are asking me to reduce the fullness and richness of my work to a single sentence? I am not quite comfortable with that!

Poerksen: Of course, such reductionism would be fatal, especially for the beginning of our conversation. Therefore, it would have to be a sentence that can help us think more widely and more deeply. Sigmund Freud once presented such a formulation for psychoanalysis. He famously said that the ego is not a “master in its own house” and that our lives are shaped by our unconscious mind. His work can be unfolded from this sentence.

Schulz von Thun: This is a very nice example indeed! If I were able to find such a concise sentence for my work, I would, perhaps, happily surrender. Let me ask you back: Have you been able to identify such a key sentence that contains – or could contain – my entire work?

Poerksen: I believe indeed that your work is based on a single fundamental insight which could be formulated as follows: The quality of communication determines the quality of our lives.

Schulz von Thun: That is certainly not wrong, at least when it comes to the lives we live here in the Western world in times of peace. We are born as relational beings, and from birth until death, much of our personal, professional, and political lives hinges on the quality of our relationships. The quality of our inner dialogue, too, is of major importance for a life well lived. How do I talk with myself? What voices do I listen to when I am by myself? Are they good company?

Poerksen: And yet I get the feeling that you do not fully agree with my suggestion.

Schulz von Thun: True. On the one hand, we need to add the qualification that health, illness, twists and strokes of fate can be equally crucial determinants of 4our lives. On the other hand, while your proposition emphasizes the importance of the topic of communication, it does not yet touch on the content of my teachings – how we can successfully measure up to and rise to the challenges of human communication!

Poerksen: Isn’t it revealing that our conversation has kicked off with an irritation right away? This only goes to show that communication, while seemingly very simple, is at the same time enormously difficult, complex, and prone to misunderstandings. In your work, you have explained this complexity by referring to the simultaneity of communication. What do you mean by that?

Schulz von Thun: What I mean is that communication can be understood as a peculiar game that is played on four playing fields simultaneously. I have summarized this simultaneity – that is, you are hearing a statement, perhaps just a single sentence, and yet in this one moment you are receiving four messages – in the four-sides model of communication, also known as communication square (see Figure 1.1). On one side, we have the level of the factual content: information about how things are in the world. There, the focus is, among other things, on truth. In addition, every statement contains a relationship message signaling what I think about the other person, whether I respect and accept her as an equal, or whether I take a critical view, do not take her seriously, etc. There, the focus is, among other things, on acceptance. Moreover, any statement always also provides a little taste of your personality: You give something away about yourself; you more or less reveal how you feel, what bothers, inspires, or torments you. That’s the level of self-disclosure. There, it is a question of truthfulness and authenticity. In the past, I called this dimension of communication self-revelation, but since this sounds a little bit like soul striptease and provokes unnecessary resistance, I now use the term self-disclosure, which is easier to communicate. Finally, every statement has an appeal side. There, the focus is on efficacy. You want to have an impact; you are talking to achieve something or cause an effect.


[image: An illustration shows a communication square with four sides labeled factual content, appeal, relationship, and self disclosure representing components of a statement.]
Figure 1.1 The four messages of a statement: the communication square. Return to text.⏎


[image: An illustration shows a sender connected to a message through self revelation and the message connected to a recipient through appeal, with the message labeled factual content and relationship.]
Figure 1.2 The model of the communication square when first published in 1977. 

5Poerksen: You described this communication square for the first time in a book that came out in 1981 and that has since sold more than a million copies. No other communication model has been as successful, at least in the German-speaking world. Your examples, too – often banal everyday sentences and utterance fragments – have long been considered classics in the field and are used in textbooks. Would you mind giving us a few key examples by way of a little illustration exercise?

Schulz von Thun: Okay, let’s take the ur-example that is indeed taught in schools today. Here we have the following situation: A man and a woman are sitting in a car, the man is in the passenger seat, the woman is driving. He says: “Hey, green light up ahead!” At the factual content level, this is a verifiable piece of information that can be right or wrong. It’s a piece of information about how things are in the outside world. Simultaneously, the man gives away something about himself (“self-disclosure”): He may be impatient or in a hurry. It’s not quite clear. At the relationship level, he may reveal his doubts about the woman’s driving skills. And his statement may possibly also contain an appeal to drive faster (“Step on the gas!”) so that they make the green light. In any case, even this little example shows that three of the four messages remain implicit. They are open to interpretation and in order to unpack them, you need to pay attention to tone and facial expressions, know the context, possible even the backstory of the two people.



The power of the receiver

Poerksen: From your description of the communication square, it becomes clear that the speaker not only sends four messages – speaks, to use your phrase, “with four beaks” – but that the listener, too, hears with four ears and ultimately decides what seems particularly important to them. So can we find a similarly telling example for the receiver’s side?

Schulz von Thun: Of course. A wife tells her husband: “You are hardly at home; it’s starting to take a toll on the children, too!” The recipient now needs to decide which of his four ears he “turns on” – that is, which of the four incoming messages he wants to react to. Will he listen with his factual ear? Will he care primarily about the statement’s content? Will he listen with the self-disclosure ear – that is, will he try to feel and understand the person behind the utterance? Will he listen with the relationship ear and respond primarily to how he wants to be spoken to and treated as a human being? Or will he listen with the appeal ear and ponder the question of what the other person is more or less explicitly asking him to do? Depending on which ear he turns on, his internal response and, as a result, probably also his external response will be different, and thus determine where the conversation will be headed. Whether he is aware of this “free choice” is another story, but he cannot not choose.

Poerksen: That means that what happens is also determined by the way we listen. How we listen at least roughly determines what the further conversation 6will be about and how it will go – because the receiver’s initial, immediate response narrows down a host of different possibilities of understanding to one path on which the communication will proceed.

Schulz von Thun: Exactly. Many people have one ear that is better trained than the others, irrespective of the specific demands and needs of the situation. A fact-focused man will hear the following: “First, I’m seldom home. Second, the children suffer. Third, the children’s suffering is caused by the fact that they rarely see me.” Interested in the factual level, he could then ask: “What makes you think the children suffer? Tell me!”

Poerksen: This is the message that reaches the factual ear. What are other possible variants?

Schulz von Thun: Perhaps we are dealing with a man who has had experience with therapy – and who is able to listen sensitively with the self-disclosure ear. This man would hear the disappointment and despair of his wife. He would notice that she said “too”: that the children “too” suffer from this situation. He could then respond emphatically to the sender’s distress: “Do you feel very much left alone when it comes to the children and household matters?”

Poerksen: … and the conversation would take a different turn.

Schulz von Thun: Exactly. Now let’s imagine a father who listens with the relationship ear. He will above all hear the reproach: “You are a bad father; it’s your fault that our family is miserable!” This may very well lead to an argument. “For crying out loud,” he might say, “do you think it’s fun to work overtime all the time? You think this is my hobby? Do you?”

Poerksen: And finally, the father who primarily listens with the appeal ear.

Schulz von Thun: He will probably hear the message: “Take better care of us! Do something!” And if he responds in keeping with the appeal, he will perhaps propose a solution: “Let’s go on a bike tour together this weekend!”

Poerksen: This way, the listener creates a world …

Schulz von Thun: … and can, if they are aware of it, become at least more attuned to which ear they are listening with and that this is not the only ear they could use. They can correct themselves in vivo and change course. Normally, however, we respond instinctively and without deliberation.

Poerksen: Your remarks illuminate a different, new image of communication. We need to move away from the idea that communication is about a linear transfer of information. The classical, archaic communication model follows the following pattern: There is a powerful sender, a channel of communication, and a relatively powerless receiver who dutifully decodes the information that the sender has sent through the communication channel. This is the transport idea of communication. In your model, we are dealing with a multitude of possible messages. And the recipients themselves determine the meaning of the incoming message.

7Schulz von Thun: Exactly. The recipients, simply by making selective use of their four ears, play a significant role in what they take in. Some people, for example, have the relationship ear on constant alert, which means that they will take every utterance, every glance, and every laugh personally and easily feel insulted, criticized, or ridiculed – with the result that they have poorly developed empathy skills or difficulty discussing matters on the factual level.



Hermeneutics of the listener

Poerksen: The cyberneticist and constructivist Heinz von Foerster once radicalized this idea of selective listening by talking about the hermeneutics of the listener: It is the listener rather than the speaker, he argued, who determines the meaning of a statement.

Schulz von Thun: I would not go that far. To me, the meaning of what is said and heard and the possible communication between two people seems to be a collaborative product. Of course, the sender, too, significantly determines what eventually reaches the receiver. That’s why it will pay off for the sender to perfect their communication skills in order to make it less likely that there will be misunderstandings, misinterpretations, and distortions on the part of the listener. After all, the sender strives to create a certain meaning for the other person. And this effort is only worthwhile if it has a chance at succeeding, isn’t it?

Poerksen: And yet, it is the listener’s interpretation that is ultimately the final judgment. According to Heinz von Foerster, we learn what we just said only when we hear it from another person’s mouth. When he once presented his formula of the hermeneutics of listening in public, the audience was rather agitated. Finally, somebody shouted: “But that’s pure nonsense!” Foerster’s response: “You see, the listener determines the meaning of the statement!” Everybody laughed.

Schulz von Thun: (laughs): This is admittedly a nice punch line, but we must not underestimate the “power of the word” on the speaker’s side and dismiss it with a joke. If I said to you (which, of course, I would never do): “Mr. Poerksen, you’re a bloody bastard!” and if you responded: “Mr. Schulz von Thun, I take this as an insult!,” I cannot talk my way out of it by shifting the responsibility onto you for your supposedly purely personal construction of meaning.

Poerksen: So that means that the speaker is very much responsible for what he says, but that the recipient is in turn responsible for his reaction. Plus, there are conventions that apply to both and that are themselves individually deployed, interpreted, and understood.

Schulz von Thun: The listener is responsible for his reaction, although he is not solely responsible for the meaning of the utterance. It is true you do not have to feel offended by my “bloody bastard” utterance. You could be amused or hit upon the idea that I am using this example merely for illustration and 8entertainment purposes.
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