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EDITORIAL

Dear Readers,

Firstly, I would like to take this opportunity to welcome 
you as the new head of the Manager Training Pro-
gramme, a role I took on in April. I am looking for-
ward to the new challenges, and to working with many 
of you and perhaps meeting in person. Read about what 
motivates me and my plans for the MP in an interview 
starting on page 6. 

The ongoing coronavirus pandemic continued to impact 
our Programme in the first half of this year. The fact that 
we were still able to welcome more than 450 new par-
ticipants on-screen is a clear indication of how attractive 
the virtual format has been in the crisis. The encounters 
and experiences our participants have had with the Ger-
man business community online is another indication. 
For more about participants’ – at times quite personal 
– impressions of online training and company visits, see 
page 9.

The numerous online events for alumni are a compelling 
illustration of the endless possibilities of digitalisation. 
Never before have so many companies from so many part-
ner countries met to talk and network. More details in this 
issue. To see how well our alumni are navigating the crisis, 
thanks in part to the MP, we offer four portraits starting 
on page 44. Last but not least, I highly recommend the 
interview with Thomas Starke, who offers helpful tips for 
successful business negotiations online as well. 

I hope you enjoy this latest issue. If you are so inclined, 
please send any ideas or questions you might have on this 
issue to mp@giz.de.

Anne Jach-Kemps
Head of the Manager Training Programme
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The Manager Training Programme with 
Egypt will be continued up to the end of 
2022. Germany and Egypt have agreed 

Joint Declaration of Intent Signed with Egypt

on this and both coun-
tries have signed a Joint 
Declaration of Intent. 
On the German side, 
the declaration was 
signed by the German 
Federal Minister for 
Economic Affairs and 
Energy, Peter Altmaier, 
who said: “We signed 
the first Joint Dec-
laration of Intent with 
Egypt for the Manager 
Training Programme 

in December 2011 and have been car-
rying out the Programme successfully 
since then. Altogether, more than 250 

Egyptian managers have already partici-
pated in the Programme, and it is being 
continued even during the global corona 
pandemic and despite contact and travel 
restrictions − in a digital format. There-
fore, I am particularly pleased that we 
have now signed the Joint Declaration 
of Intent to extend the Manager Training 
Programme up to December 2022.”

Egyptian entrepreneurs are currently 
participating in the Virtual Manager 
Training Programme. Central topics for 
the group training courses in 2021 will 
include the food industry and medical 
technology.

Vice-Minister of Economy Sahib Alekberov (on the left) and Ambassador Dr Wolfgang Manig after the signing in Baku.

Programme with Azerbaijan Extended up to 2023

Germany and Azerbaijan are continuing 
their cooperation in the Manager Train-
ing Programme (MP). On 2 March 2021, 
the German Ambassador to Azerbaijan, 
Dr Wolfgang Manig, and the Vice Min-
ister of Economy of Azerbaijan, Sahib 
Alekberov, signed a Joint Declaration of 
Intent in Baku to extend the Programme 
up to the end of 2023. “We are glad that 
Germany is making an important and 
sustainable contribution to the further 
development of the economy in Azer-
baijan with this lighthouse programme. 
Today we have laid the foundation for 
the successful continuation of the Pro-
gramme with Azerbaijan”, Wolfgang 
Manig said after the signing. Minister 
Alekberov added: “I am confident that 
our joint efforts within the framework 
of the Joint Declaration of Intent to con-
tinue the cooperation regarding training 
for executives from the business sector in 

Azerbaijan will also be a significant con-
tribution to the dynamic development of 
the economic cooperation between our 
countries in the future.”

Azerbaijan became a partner country of 
the MP in 2009 and has enabled roughly 
450 Azerbaijani entrepreneurs to partici-
pate in the Programme since then.
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The Manager Training Programme (MP) 
introduced itself with its own expert 
forum on 22 April as part of the German 
Foreign Trade Days presented by the Fed-
eral Ministry for Economic Affairs and 
Energy (BMWi). As an initiative to sup-
port export-oriented German companies 
in foreign business, the German Foreign 
Trade Days were held digitally this year for 
the first time and offered about 70 practi-
cally-oriented events over a period of five 
days. The State Secretary of the Federal 
Ministry for Economic Affairs and Ener-
gy Claudia Dörr-Voß, Deputy Director-
General Dr Heinz Hetmeier and Head 
of Division Yıldız Götze demonstrated 
the benefits of the MP for German com-
panies: It coordinates contacts between 
German SMEs and select executives with 
concrete concepts for cooperation and a 
high level of affinity to Germany. That is 
what has made the MP so successful for 
more than 20 years.

The Head of the Manager Training Pro-
gramme Anne Jach-Kemps from the 
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH reported 
in her talk on the advantages of the Pro-

The MP Introduces Itself to the German Economy

gramme’s move towards digitalisation 
precipitated by the pandemic. “Company 
visits and competence training are now 
being held virtually and are still highly 
interactive. The online B2B meetings have 
also proven effective as preparation for 
closing deals in many cases. This way Ger-
man entrepreneurs have an opportunity to 
establish international business without 
having to travel abroad”, explained Jach-
Kemps.

Alumni from Egypt and Kazakhstan 
and their German business partners de-
scribed their experiences with the MP at 
the expert forum and took questions from 
about 120 participants attending virtually. 
“The MP is basically the etiquette guide 
for establishing international business 
relationships”, said Ismail Serrhini from 
near Munich, who was able to build ties 
to an Egyptian company through the Pro-
gramme. “Participating in the Programme 
laid the foundation for my professional 
development. Today I am an entrepreneur 
and work with Germany,” explained the 
graduate Abdina Ainur.  You can view a recording of the expert 

forum online at https://www.bmwi-aussenwirt-
schaftstage.de/home/mediathek 

Company visits and 
competence training are 
now being held virtually and 
are still highly interactive. 
The online B2B meetings 
have also proven effective 
as preparation for closing 
deals in many cases.
Anne Jach-Kemps



“I want to lead 
the Programme 
into a new  
generation”

GERMANY

6 JOURNAL Issue 17



GERMANY

7

The Manager Training Programme 
(MP), which is implemented by GIZ 
on behalf of the German Federal 
Ministry for Economic Affairs and 
Energy (BMWi), is under new man-
agement: Anne Jach-Kemps took 
on the position of Head of the Pro-
gramme on 1 April as successor to 
Reimut Düring, who is retiring after 
nine years in this function. In an 
interview, Anne Jach-Kemps de-
scribes what spurs her on and how 
the Programme should develop in 
future. 

Journal: Ms Jach-Kemps, you have re-
cently taken on the Programme leader-
ship of the MP. What made you decide 
to do so and where does the appeal of 
your new position lie? 

Anne Jach-Kemps: I have already been 
working for the MP for the past three 
years; so far, I have been in charge for 
Egypt, Chile, Mexico and Tunisia and 
overseeing their implementation of the 
Programme there. So, I know the Pro-
gramme very well and it fills me with 
enthusiasm – not only regarding the 
objectives, but also the cooperation with 
the various stakeholders. In the past few 
years, I have worked closely with Reimut 
Düring, helping to shape the holistic ap-
proach, which meant that I was able to 
take on the new tasks within the course 
of the Programme implementation. The 
MP has existed for over 20 years now and 
benefits from its flexibility in adapting to 
changing framework conditions. For in-
stance, the current pandemic situation 
poses considerable challenges but is, at 
the same time, also an opportunity to 
lead the Programme into a new genera-
tion. All this contributes to the appeal of 
my new position. As a qualified architect, 
I enjoy combining innovative approaches 
and complex contexts with multifaceted 
circumstances. I am very much looking 
forward to my new role. 

What does the position as Head of the 
Manager Training Programme involve? 

The range of tasks is diverse and the scope 
of my responsibilities is larger than it was 

in the past. My activities will be less in the 
operative and more in the strategic area. 
This includes supporting and steering the 
conceptional and strategic orientation 
of the Manager Training Programme 
together with the BMWi in the coming 
years and developing it further with the 
partners, with a clear view to the future. 
For me, this means getting to know all 
partner countries with their character-
istics, interests and motivations and to 
always keep these aspects in mind for the 
implementation of the Programme. The 
partnership approach is very important 
for the MP because the Programme can 
only remain so successful for our partici-
pants if all partners continue to actively 
support it. 

And what do you like most about your 
work? 

The diversity of the tasks, the intercul-
tural contacts and the specific features 
of each partner country as well as the 
continual further development of the 
Programme. And, of course, the people 
for and with whom we carry out the Pro-
gramme. No two working days are the 
same. 

What do you want to begin with and 
where are your priorities? 

We are currently preparing the Manager 
Training Programme for the so-called 
new normality and want to ensure that it 
is well positioned for the period after the 
pandemic. We are glad that we can pro-
vide the Programme during the crisis – at 
the moment in a virtual format. And we 

see the points that have proved success-
ful in the virtual format and present new 
possibilities for knowledge transfer and 
cooperation. Therefore, we are currently 
very busy developing the concept of the 
Programme further due to the Corona 
pandemic and the resulting digitalisation 
boost. Our aim is to combine the positive 
experiences made with the digital tools 
and the experiences gained over many 
years of the four-week Programme in 
Germany. 

What exactly does that mean?

We are still in the development phase. 
But I can already say this much: The 
cornerstones will remain unchanged. The 
three modules of the Programme, i. e. the 
manager training, the on-site visits to 
companies and the B2B meetings, will be 
retained as they have proved their worth 
over many years. On the other hand, we 
see potential for improving the efficiency 
of the training programme with regard 
to methodology during its three months 
– from the introductory workshop up 
to the end of the stay in Germany. First 
and foremost, we want to be sure that the 
participants are even better prepared for 
their stay in Germany so that they can 

Who is who in the MP: Partners and participating institutions

Within the federal government, the German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy (BMWi) 
has overall responsibility for the promotion of foreign trade. The Manager Training Programme (MP) is 
an important element of Germany’s foreign economic policy. The BMWi has commissioned the Deut-
sche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) to act as General Manager. GIZ develops the 
Manager Training Programme concept and the individual tools in close cooperation with the BMWi, the 
German business sector and the partner institutions, tailoring them to the changing requirements. GIZ 
selects leading German education and training institutions as partners for the implementation of the 
Programme in Germany. These institutions adapt their curricula specifically to meet the requirements of 
the participating foreign companies and coordinate their work closely with GIZ. 

No two working days are 
the same.



GERMANY

9

New technologies, new competitors and changing customer behaviour are among the many challenges that com-
panies are facing during the COVID-19 pandemic in particular. As part of the Virtual Manager Training Programme, 
a group of South African participants learned the essentials of managing change at an online seminar at the start 
of the year.

Organised by the Carl Duisberg Centres, 
the training seminar introduced change 
management by presenting change proc-
esses from well-known companies, their 
motivation for initiating change and 
its impact, and comparing the results 
with companies that had not made any 
changes. Participants learned all about 
VUCA theory, which highlights the four 
factors of volatility, uncertainty, complex-
ity and ambiguity, as these create special 
framework conditions for corporate man-
agement. 

South African course members discovered 
how one key factor driving this shift, i. e. 
digitalisation, challenged executives to 
steer employees through change process-

Successful Change Management 
Even in a Crisis

es and successfully establish innovation 
to keep them from falling back into old 
process patterns. In breakout sessions, 
participants explored in depth how man-
agers can recognise and respond to resis-
tance and motivate employees to take new 
paths. They learned about both static and 
dynamic approaches to change and were 
able to draw many direct inferences for 
their daily work from the seminar. 

Together, the group discussed scope using 
the current pandemic as an example of 
a change driver and discussed what the 
“new normal” might look like and how 
necessary changes can be anchored in cor-
porate culture. The seminar consisted of 
theoretical excursions, practical examples 

and reflection on participants’ personal 
experiences and problems.

“The seminar was a game changer for 
me,” MP participant Bongi Mhlongo ex-
plained. “It helped me recognise and un-
derstand my role as a leader when change 
management is necessary. I learned how 
to implement change and how to respond 
when the team resists change. This knowl-
edge will help me a lot in my business. The 
seminar exceeded my expectations, and I 
would be the first one to attend it again,” 
the South African entrepreneur said.

Carl Duisberg Centres

The seminar was a game 
changer for me.
MP participant Bongi Mhlongo
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make more efficient use of this time. The 
stay in Germany will still be the core part 
of the Programme; our participants want 
to experience and explore Germany as an 
industrial location with all their senses. In 
our review, we are also taking a close look 
at the post-processing period leading up 
to the follow-up and want to place more 
importance on it. Through the many years 
of Programme implementation, we know 
that a sustainable approach leads to good, 
successful business relations and to changes 
in enterprises in our partner countries.  

How will the Programme be organised 
in 2021? 

This year too, the virtual Programme for-
mat is well accepted in our partner coun-
tries, and we are planning to implement 
54 groups. Not only does the virtual for-
mat offer the participants flexibility with 
regard to place and time, it also provides 
them with the necessary know-how and 
contacts for successful business initiation 
with German firms well ahead of a trip 
to Germany. Moreover, our participants 
learn about the expectations that German 
businesses have of foreign enterprises. We 
want to enable the alumni from 2020 and 
2021 to take part in the so-called com-
pletion stay in Germany as soon as the 
framework conditions permit. Unfor-
tunately, it is currently not clear when 
international travel will commence again 
and German firms will be able to wel-
come delegations from abroad. 

We are also increasingly working with 
our alumni in the 21 partner countries to 
respond to their need for support during 
the crisis. It is important to us to pro-
mote networks and contact structures 
among our thousands of alumni. 

What do you recommend to entrepre-
neurs who will soon be participating 
in the Virtual MP? 

German firms are open for a virtual ex-
change, as the past few months have 
shown us. Hence, my recommendation 
is: Make use of the virtual format in order 
to enhance your cooperation goals. Work 
on the documents that you need for ini-
tial business contacts. Take the initiative 
and contact German firms; don’t wait 
until you are physically present in Ger-
many. I advise everyone to conduct as 
many online talks with German compa-
nies as possible. That will equip them for 
future live meetings. Experience shows 
that contracts are also concluded online. 

Let’s take a look into the future: What 
will the MP look like in five years’ time?

By then, the digitalisation boost that we 
feel at the moment will have brought 
new, firmly anchored elements to the 
Programme. We will have then intro-
duced and established a format with the 
BMWi and the partners that is perceived 
as modern and is well accepted by the 
participants. 

I work with a strong team at GIZ and the BMWi is a  
committed client. We work in close communication with  
all our partners and that makes me confident that we are  
on the right track.

Finally, please tell us your secret: How 
do you manage to keep track and a 
cool head despite the numerous tasks 
your new position brings with it?

Fortunately, I don’t have to cope with 
everything alone. I work with a strong 
team at GIZ and the BMWi is a com-
mitted client. We work in close com-
munication with all our partners and that 
makes me confident that we are on the 
right track. Naturally, a good balance be-
tween work and private life is important 
to me, and my husband and two children 
give me a lot of strength and pleasure. We 
even got a new dog during the pandemic 
– an absolute gift for me to go for walks 
in the woods every day and switch off or 
sort my thoughts.

Thank you very much for the interview!
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The Kyrgyz, Moldovan and Ukrainian entrepreneurs who completed Virtual MP training between February and May 
were all from the agricultural and food processing sectors. One particular food turned out to be a highlight.

The virtual format allowed participants 
from the agricultural companies to fully 
participate in the Programme even during 
the intensive preparation in the run-up to 
the season without neglecting business 
operations in their own companies. It 
also meant the experience and knowledge 
gained in training sessions and virtual 
company visits could be immediately test-
ed under “real-life” conditions.

“The digital format meant we didn’t have 
to travel or step away from our day-to-day 
activities, and it gave us the opportunity 
to test some of the new tools and skills 
right away in our daily business,” Volody-
myr Tsviliy from Ukrainian agricultural 
machinery manufacturer Sawod Selchos-
maschin said. He added, “We spent a few 
hours with my colleagues drafting a busi-
ness plan using the business model canvas 
and were amazed at how much the visual-
isation tool helped us understand where 
our strengths and weaknesses lie. This 
know-how transfer would not have been 
possible with the same efficiency if we had 
attended the Programme in person.”

Participants Sound out Food 
Marketing Opportunities 

The amaranth producers from the group 
were interested in exploring new distri-
bution channels. Germany is increasingly 
discovering the healthy, organic “miracle 
grain” amaranth. Most of it is import-
ed from Central and South America. 
There are producers in close geographic 
proximity, companies run by executives 
in the Manager Training Programme, 
that could make the supply of amaranth 
and amaranth products much more sus-
tainable. MP participants enjoyed their 
first successes during training. An organic 
product importer in Saxony has agreed to 
include product samples from Ukrainian 
production in its portfolio in the future as 
part of a joint project. Other MP partici-
pants from this sector identified potential 
distributors.

Even though training took place entirely 
online, the executives from the three 
countries found it to be “a journey with 
many new experiences, contacts and busi-
ness prospects”. After two months with 
eight comprehensive online training ses-
sions, nine virtual visits to German com-

panies and 41 virtual B2B contacts, they 
were happy with the progress made so far. 
All are looking forward to coming to Ger-
many for the Completion Stay stage of the 
Programme, where they will employ their 
new skills and experience primarily in es-
tablishing business relationships.

Rustam Kulenbekov summed his experi-
ence up: “Fit for Partnership with Ger-
many is an eye opener. We now not only 
know how to identify and contact the 
right German business partners. We can 
also better assess the risks of working 
together and approach collaborations 
with caution and foresight where needed. 
The Programme also takes away the rose-
coloured glasses entrepreneurs tend to 
wear and reveals the real situation with 
its opportunities and stumbling blocks,” 
the Kyrgyz entrepreneur said. Programme 
alumni are confident amaranth will be in-
creasingly imported from European MP 
partner countries in the foreseeable future.

ARGE Konsortium NBL

GERMANY
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Executives from Tunisia participated in the Virtual Manager Training Programme in spring. The 18 entrepreneurs 
from various industries and representing various company sizes had a positive experience.

The main objective of the group from 
Tunisia was to establish business contacts 
to German companies and to maintain 
and expand existing relationships by par-
ticipating in the Programme, despite the 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Most of 
the participants – many of them from the 
IT and energy industries, but also repre-
senting the textile industry, furniture 
manufacturing, robotics and apparatus 
engineering – confirmed achieving good 
preliminary results.

Omar Ben Messaoud from the company 
Masmoudi Pastry, which produces e.g. 
pastry products and sweets, attended the 
Programme with specific expectations: 
“We are currently planning to introduce 
a new production line of cookies using a 
traditional recipe both for the Tunisian 
market and the international market. We 
already have experience collaborating 
with German partners, and we hope that 
we can establish new contacts through 

Up Close and Personal with 
the German Economy

the PM,” says the production manager. 
Achmed Kammoun was already able to 
acquire experience with companies from 
China and Italy while working as the di-
rector of the company Spectra. Now he is 
interested in working with German com-
panies to install and equip solar power 
systems. He was able to lay the necessary 
foundations during the training modules 
and company visits. “The presentation 
training gave me important ideas about 
how to target your audience. Overall, 
I was able to improve my negotiating 
skills,” explains Kammoun. He can now 
count his first successes and is working 
with two German companies on realiz-
ing his Programme objectives.

During virtual visits, the German com-
panies discussed numerous issues of 
practical management with the Tunisian 
executives. “In light of our own activities 
related to internationalisation, we value 
the exchange with the company delega-

tions from the Manager Training Pro-
gramme. The questions and chat com-
ments from the Tunisian group reflect 
the great interest in our business model,” 
noted Reinhold Umminger, Director 
Global Business at Technology Acade-
my GmbH from Hannover, afterwards. 
Richard Trontsch, Manager of the Mar-
keting Robotics Division at Yaskawa Eu-
rope GmbH, was also convinced by the 
meeting with the MP participants: “It’s 
a valuable opportunity for our company 
to establish contacts to international 
business groups and to present our pro-
ducts and strategies. Specific requests 
and inquiries in the wake of these virtual 
meetings show how much interest there 
is in our technologies.”

Through a combination of virtual train-
ings sessions, company visits and targeted 
individual business contacts, the partici-
pants attained a comprehensive overview 
of what is fundamental for creating and 
strengthening German-Tunisian business 
relationships.

About the author
Dr Ronald Pschierer is the Programme 
Director at DMAN (German Management 
Academy of Lower Saxony) and re-
sponsible for the planning and execution 
of the qualification programmes within the 
scope of the MP.
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A virtual company visit offered 20 executives from China a glimpse behind the scenes of Volkswagen. Among other 
things, they were able to learn about the company’s quality management.

The online tour of the plant took the Chi-
nese MP participants to Wolfsburg, the 
flagship plant of the Volkswagen group. 
As one of the world’s largest automobile 
manufacturers, Volkswagen runs 26 lo-
cations in China alone, establishing its 
major economic importance for the Asian 
country. The Chinese guests were guided 
through the individual production steps 
of automobile manufacturing – pressing, 
welding, painting, and assembly – by Tor-
sten Cramm and Caixia Yang-Horak from 
VW’s corporate communication depart-
ment, discovering that one car rolls off 
the assembly line every 22 seconds at the 
Wolfsburg plant. In addition to the pro-
duction of various automobile models, 
the plant also produces components like 
injection-moulded parts and drive shafts.

The Chinese managers were impressed by 
the quality management. A strict plant in-
spection procedure is followed for each 
car. In addition, the production is to be 
run in such a way that resources are used 
efficiently. “During this visit, we saw that 

A Visit to Europe’s Largest  
Automobile Manufacturer

About the author
Jörg Kalmbach is the Head of Department 
Professional Training Programs at Carl 
Duisberg Centren in Cologne. He has 
been supervising international groups for 
the MP as a trainer and project manager 
since 2008.

we, as manu facturers, have room for im-
provement in many areas, for example, 
stock levels can be monitored in real time 
at a plant that manufactures to order, so 
that storage costs can be reduced”, is how 
Rucia Wang, the managing Director of 
Guangdong Zhongheng Technology, sum-
marised the visit afterwards for himself and 
the other MP participants from manufac-
turing businesses. Fanny Zhang, the head of 
the board at Shenzhen Keanda Electronic 
Technology, said after the tour that her 
trust in the slogan “Made in Germany” had 
grown stronger during the visit to VW.
 
“A virtual visit cannot replace the experi-
ence of an in-person visit, of course,” notes 
Giuseppe Lazzara, the Head of Guest 
Relations at Volkswagen. “Being able to 
hear and to smell the production in per-
son – basically, to experience it with all 
of your senses – cannot be simulated vir-
tually. But that wasn’t our intention. With 
‘Production Fascination’ we provide a real 
alternative to the in-person event, which 
we can hopefully offer again soon.” That 

is what Junming Wang, the managing 
director of the keyboard manufacturer 
Tianluo Technology, is also hoping for, 
who was still glad to have experienced and 
got to know a German car manufacturer 
so closely in this manner.
 
The Volkswagen Group is one of the first 
and most successful international partners 
of the Chinese automotive industry, alrea-
dy establishing contacts in 1978. In 1984, 
SAIC Volkswagen Corporation Ltd., 
the group’s first joint venture in China, 
paved the way for a company presence in 
Shanghai. By the end of 2020, Volkswagen 
Group China employed a total of approx. 
100,000 people. The Group has 660,000 
employees worldwide, of which about 
70,000 work at the site in Wolfsburg.

The virtual company visit also demonstrated how VW organises its on-site plant tours.
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Speaking for many MP participants from Azerbaijan and Georgia, entrepreneur Zhala Mammadova from Baku 
summed up her feelings: “I wish I could have participated in the Programme offline”. Still, despite the special 
circumstances of digital training, all 19 participating executives declared the “Fit for Partnership with Germany”  
programme a success.

Entrepreneurs from both countries took 
advantage of the numerous opportunities 
to conduct initial talks with potential 
German business partners. Avtandil 
Kraveishvili, director and chief acoustic 
consultant of Georgian service provider 
Akustiko from Tbilisi, hopes to work 
with several partners – a German univer-
sity, a scientific institute and a company 
based in North Rhine-Westphalia – to 
bring the Georgian standards and norms 
in his field up to a European level.

Tahmina Huseynova from Pasha Life 
Insurance in Baku viewed the Manager 
Training Programme as an excellent 
chance to identify German partners who 
could provide the know-how needed to 
advance digitalisation at her insurance 
company. She found the right partner 
in a Bavarian firm, as the initial conver-
sation and subsequent correspondence 
showed. After an online meeting, Fardi 
Hasanli, managing director of Azerbaija-

First Business Initiation Contacts  
Despite Corona Crisis

ni Komart LLC., continues to pursue his 
goal of importing energy-efficient heaters 
from a company in North Rhine-West-
phalia to sell to his customers.

The virtual meetings with German 
company representatives also revealed 
how challenging it can be to initiate 
business relationships. Khatia Kobe-
ridze from Georgian Basalt Fibers LLC 
had to accept that regionally active spe-
cialised companies were not the right 
target group for the company’s complex 
insulation products. In an initial meeting 
with a German counterpart that manu-
factures and sells comparable materials, 
the Baden-Württemberg-based company 
offered to test the Georgian products and 
then consider possible options for work-
ing together.

Niko Kululashvili, travel specialist at 
Georgian tourism company Exotours, 
also had a positive take-away from the 

Programme. His company's website will 
soon be available in German and new 
videos of the tours offered will provide 
visual and vivid information to attract 
more German customers to travel to 
Azerbaijan and Georgia. Like many of 
his colleagues, he confirmed that the Vir-
tual MP format offered more advantages 
than disadvantages. “I would never have 
been able to leave my company for so 
long, so the only way I could participate 
in the Manager Training Programme was 
online,” Niko Kululashvili noted.

About the author
Peter Rösler has been working for the 
MP since 2002. As project director at 
GICON-InTraBiD GmbH, his responsibilities 
include programme development  
and establishing working relationships 
between foreign participants and German 
enterprises. 
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Egypt has been a partner country of the Manager Training Programme (MP) since 2011 and has so far enabled 
more than 270 entrepreneurs to participate in the Programme. The Journal talked to Mohamed AbdelKarim,  
Executive Director of the Industrial Modernization Centre (IMC) about the German-Egyptian business cooperation 
and the role of the MP.

“Going virtual was a  
smart decision”
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Journal: What characterises the Egyp-
tian economy today and how impor-
tant is the cooperation with Germany?

Mohamed AbdelKarim: Egypt is prom-
inent in exporting in the food sector, in 
engineering and building materials and 
in importing products from the chemical, 
agricultural and engineering sectors. Like 
many other countries, our economy was 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. We 
observed that growth inched up at the be-
ginning of this year after easing of the pan-
demic-related restrictions but remained 
low in comparison with the time before 
the pandemic. Unemployment declined 
to 7.2 per cent in the second quarter of 
the fiscal year 2020/21 with the gradual 
resumption of economic activity and the 
continuation of megaprojects through-
out the crisis. Growth is forecasted to 
decline in light of the ongoing effects of 
the pandemic and the renewed surge in 
COVID-19 cases, as well as the slow vac-
cine rollout at home and abroad. 

At the outset of the pandemic, the gov-
ernment devised an emergency response 
package worth 100 billion Egyptian 
pounds. Key measures include an ex-
ceptional monetary grant to irregular 
workers and the expansion of existing 
cash transfer programmes. Inflation de-
clined to 4.5 per cent during the first 
half of the fiscal year 2020/2021. The 
cooperation with other countries is, of 
course, essential for growing the Egyp-
tian economy. Germany and Egypt have 
already been trading partners for a long 
time. Germany mainly exports vehicles, 
machinery, pharmaceuticals, and plas-
tics to Egypt and imports ready-made 
garments, citrus fruits, vegetables and 
ceramics from Egypt. And Germany is 
well known for its huge interventions in 
job creation programmes and socio-eco-
nomic inclusion in addition to the pro-
vision of global knowledge, financial re-
sources and strong partnerships towards 
elevating the human capital of countries. 

The Manager Training Programme 
was switched to a virtual format last 
year. How is it perceived among the 
Egyptian entrepreneurs? 

Going virtual was one of the smartest 
decisions taken by the Manager Training 

Programme related to the COVID-19 
pandemic. The main advantage is that 
it allows the Egyptian managers to par-
ticipate without being away from their 
offices for long periods. Moreover, it 
helps in increasing interaction between 
the participants and the training centres. 
Our managers have successfully gradu-
ated from the Programme since the be-
ginning of the virtual format in October 
2020, and we at IMC have received a 
positive feedback from them. The eight 
weeks of virtual training allowed each of 
them to virtually visit up to eight Ger-
man factories; this gave them an insight 
into German industry and helped them 
to be prepared for the B2B meetings 
that will take place in Germany in 2022. 
They all gained and improved their man-
agement skills through practical training. 
Egyptian managers were impressed with 
the virtual on-site visits to German com-
panies. They shared management prac-
tice information, exchanged experiences, 
presented their businesses and products 
on the basis of their own corporate pro-
files and market research, and accord-
ingly started negotiations regarding fu-

ture cooperation possibilities. Currently, 
Egyptian entrepreneurs are waiting for 
the completion week in Germany. They 
are eager to conduct their individual 
meetings with German business partners 
and to engage in more workshops on the 
latest management topics and attend the 
ongoing trade fairs. 

2021 is actually a remarkable year for 
us. For the first time, we will participate 
with three groups in the Programme with 
a total number of 60 seats, among others 
with a focus on the food industry and 
medical industries. This is a very good 
opportunity for the Egyptian companies 
to explore new business opportunities 
with the German side. 

How can Germany and Egypt improve 
their economic cooperation further in 
the future? 

The Egyptian government has clearly set 
out its strategic objectives in its Vision 
2030 agenda, which include achieving 
sustainable inclusive growth, increasing 
competitiveness, and maximizing the 

Germany and Egypt have already been trading partners for 
a long time. Germany mainly exports vehicles, machinery, 
pharmaceuticals, and plastics to Egypt and imports  
ready-made garments, citrus fruits, vegetables and  
ceramics from Egypt.

Mohamed AbdelKarim
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value added. In order to reach these tar-
gets, we are cooperating with partners 
around the world, and of course Ger-
many plays a special role. Egypt is con-
sidered a priority country for the Ger-
man development policy and for cultural 
relations and education policy. Germany 
is Egypt’s second-largest trading part-
ner among the EU member states, with 
trade totalling just under 5 billion euros 
in 2020. Germans made up the largest 
group of foreign tourists, with 1.8 mil-
lion visiting the country in 2019. With 
a current portfolio of 1.6 billion euros 
in loans and subsidies, Egypt is one of 
the largest partner countries of German 
development cooperation. 

The following priority areas have been 
agreed between Germany and the 
Egyptian government: promoting em-
ployment to foster sustainable economic 
development including promotion of the 
private sector; the water sector and waste 
management; promoting renewable en-
ergy and energy efficiency. In addition, 
Germany provides funding for projects 
including the construction of primary 
schools, technical vocational training, 
the improvement of the status of women 
and girls, administrative reform and dis-
trict development.

Accordingly, the Egyptian-German co-
operation will be of great help in allevi-

The following priority areas have been agreed between  
Germany and the Egyptian government: promoting employ-
ment to foster sustainable economic development including 
promotion of the private sector; the water sector and waste 
management; promoting renewable energy and energy 
efficiency. 

ating the adverse effects of the economic 
reforms on society and in increasing in-
vestments in Egypt’s human capital. This 
will be achieved through the launch of 
ambitious initiatives that will strengthen 
the supply side of the equation and im-
prove Egypt’s human capital outcomes. 

Thank you very much for the interview!

The agenda for the virtual training included a visit to Deutsche Post DHL Group. 
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Economic development in Africa is an 
important topic of discussion in Ger-
many. Ethiopia is considered to be one of 
the countries with the greatest economic 
potential on the African continent – and 
it's one of the newest countries in the 
Manager Training Programme (MP). 
The bilateral business relationships be-
tween Ethiopian and German companies 
are being intensified through the cooper-
ation in the MP. Ethiopian entrepreneurs 
are currently seeking German business 
partners, especially for agricultural pro-
ducts such as oilseeds, pulses, spices, cof-
fee and honey, as well as in food logistics 
and the textile, clothing, shoe and leather 
industries. 41 executives from this East-
African country have participated in the 
Programme so far, some of them virtually. 
“The strong attendance numbers, also 
in the era of the coronavirus pandemic, 
demonstrates the interest our Ethiopian 
partners have in strong bilateral eco-
nomic relations between Ethiopia and 
Germany. We are very happy that now 
the first successes are being achieved, in-
cluding signed contracts with German 
companies. And many of the entrepre-
neurs who have participated in the Pro-
gramme have confirmed the successful 

Economic Ties to Germany 
Strengthened

Ethiopia Update

transfer of knowledge, that is, the ap-
plication of the competencies that they 
acquired in company management”, says 
Michael Emmrich, project director at the 
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), adding: “Alum-
ni work is to be set up in Ethiopia in the 
next few years. We gladly support that.”

Ethiopia has been a partner country of the 
MP since 2019. There is a respective gov-
ernmental agreement between the German 
Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and 
Energy (BMWi) and the Ethiopian Minis-
try for Trade and Industry (MoTI). The 
next group of Ethiopian executives will 
complete their virtual training between 
July and September 2021.

We try to adjust our 
corporate culture guided 

by quality management and the 
team-building techniques we 
learned.

Every project that I 
develop in the future 

will definitely be guided by 
the principles I learned in the 
Programme.

The training has had an 
influence on my day- 

to-day professional life, for 
xample in the planning and  
monitoring of business activities.

The MP helped me to 
effectively communicate 

the features of our product on 
the German market.

This is what Ethiopian executives think about the Programme:

The virtual Programme format has enabled the initiation of long-term business relations with German firms.
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Digitalisation  
Creating Opportunities 
for SMEs

In today's business and working world, digital technologies and know-how 
are essential to a company’s lasting competitiveness and future viability. 
But transitioning from analogue to digital production and work process-
es comes with its own set of challenges for German SMEs. The German 
Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy (BMWi) provides guidance 
and support to ensure German SMEs can fully leverage the economic 
potential of Digitalisation.



FOCUS

19

Artificial intelligence, cloud computing 
and the blockchain: new digital technol-
ogies and tools present great ways small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
can make production, supply chains and 
sales markets fit for the future. Some 
SMEs can go digital without a huge ini-
tial outlay: online marketing is often the 
first step from the analogue to the digital 
business world, a path to new customers 
and diversified business areas; this is and 
possible using conventional digital tools. 
Digitalisation projects allow SMEs to 
tap major development potential and 
improve their regional and international 
competitiveness, but they need competent 
partners to navigate this frequently new 
terrain. At 130 locations throughout Ger-
many, SMEs have access to BMWi-fund-
ed Mittlestand 4.0 (SME 4.0) Centres of 
Excellence and Mittelstand Digital cen-
tres ready to answer any and all questions 
about digitalisation. The centres offer in-
formation and tools, also available online, 
to increase a company’s competitiveness 
on international markets and get it fit for 
successful collaboration with the German 
business community.

Digital development at German SMEs 
today

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered a 
digitalisation surge among German SMEs 
with around one-third increasing digita-
lisation during the pandemic, according 
to the 2020 Kf W SME Digitalisation 
Report. Many companies focused on set-
ting up or expanding online business to 
facilitate contact with customers as well 
as working from home and video con-
ferencing technologies for employees. 
Sectors that were particularly hard hit 
by the pandemic, such as retail and the 
service sector, seem to have made a virtue 
of necessity. Nevertheless, around a third 
of SMEs have not yet pursued any digita-
lisation projects and are missing out on 
major development potential.

A look at the past few years reveals 
that large SMEs are slightly more than 
twice as likely to carry out digitalisation 
projects than smaller ones (60 per cent of 
SMEs with more than 50 employees vs 
28 per cent of SMEs with fewer than five 
employees). They more frequently enjoy 

cost advantages from these projects. 
Larger SMEs also more often integrated 
into supra-regional, often global supply 
or value chains that require a certain 
level of digital data exchange and digital 
communication between suppliers, the 
company, and customers. The degree of 
automation and staff qualifications also 
impacts digitalisation projects, so sec-
tors like the automotive industry, infor-
mation and communications technology, 
and mechanical engineering are among 
the most digitalised in Germany.

SMEs frequently face major challenges 
when going digital. Although the ab-
solute cost of digitalisation projects is 
lower for SMEs than for larger compa-
nies, they cost SMEs a higher percentage 
of their annual revenue. SMEs tend to 
have fewer financial and human resources 
available, so they rely on the assistance 
of strong partners experienced with all 
aspects of digitalisation. German SMEs 
can turn to a network of 130 competence 
centres. The network offers extensive in-
formation, tools and a helping hand on 
digitalisation in SMEs online and free 

Peter Altmaier, German Federal Minister for Economic Affairs and Energy, tests the sensors of a "feeling" machine tool at Mittelstand-4.0 Centre of Excellence in Hanover. 
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of charge at www.mittelstand-digital.
de. The specialised competence centre 
websites on digital skills, eStandards, 
trade, IT business, communications, 
planning and building, textile networks 
and usability with their subject-specific 
online materials can also be accessed via 
this central website. This support makes 
it easier for SMEs to take the first steps 
when they have questions about digita-
lisation or specific digitalisation projects. 
For companies interested in doing busi-
ness with German firms, these online ser-
vices can provide an initial assessment of 
the level of digitalisation required and 
point out ways digitalisation strategies 
can make collaboration with German 
industry even more successful.

Spotlight on artificial intelligence

The impact of the dynamic digital trans-
formation can be significant, encour-
aging SMEs to try and keep up with the 
pace of digitalisation. Artificial intelli-
gence (AI) promises innovative business 
models, intelligent production process-
es and new modes of customer contact, 
increasing efficiency, effectiveness, and 
competitiveness. Although AI is fre-
quently seen as the crux of digitalisation, 
the term is often just used as a buzzword. 
Given the wide range of possible AI ap-
plications and the associated challenges, 
every company should start by assessing 
their own digital readiness and analyse 
whether the firm is ready to use artificial 

intelligence. It takes more than adequate 
strategies, technologies and processes 
to use AI successfully. Employees and 
executives also need to be motivated to 
use AI and have the proper training. So 
an honest, in-house assessment is often 
the first step for any SME interested in 
taking advantage of AI. The Mittelstand 
4.0 Competence Centre Kaiserslautern 
offers the AI Readiness Check to help 
SMEs determine if their company is 
ready to employ artificial intelligence. 
Once this touchstone is complete, any 
SME interested in adopting AI needs 
expert information and a how-to guide: 
The AI Cookbook, available on the Mit-
telstand-Digital website, provides artifi-
cial intelligence recipes specially tailored 

Artificial intelligence promises innovative 

business models, intelligent production processes 

and new modes of customer contact.

German Federal Minister for Economic Affairs and Energy, Peter Altmaier, at Mittelstand 4.0 Centre of Excellence in Hanover
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to SMEs. Filled with simple ingredients 
and concrete suggestions for use, it gives 
SMEs the tools they need to create their 
own AI projects.

Moving into online retail

Increasing digitalisation opens new sales 
options to SMEs and with them a chance 
to tap into new customer groups or im-
plement new business models. While 
some SMEs use their own online stores 
to sell their products, others already 
rely on digital platforms that can offer 
strategic advantages. Platform-as-a-ser-
vice environments, for example, enable 
small and medium-sized enterprises to 
step into online retailing with low outlay 
in staff and resources. The coronavirus 
pandemic in particular has increased 
retailers’ reliance on digital distribution 
channels. Many have set up or expanded 
digital sales and communication chan-
nels to sell their products and stay in 
touch with customers despite lockdowns 
and contact restrictions. But brick-and-
mortar retailers can also rethink online 
retailing. Intelligently linking digital and 
physical product ranges is one possible 
way to make retail shops in city centres 
more attractive again and actively help 
shape the structural change that has been 
going on for many years with an eye to 
the future.

IT security is essential

Many recent major cyberattacks and 
cyber risks – like Emotet, the Solar-
Winds Orion hack, and vulnerabilities 
with Microsoft Exchange – have had an 
impact worldwide and garnered a lot of 
media attention. But cybercrime is also 
on the rise across the board: In Ger-
many, around 108,000 more cybercrime 
offenses were recorded in 2020 than 
in 2019, a 7.9 rise in cyberspace crim-
inality, reports the Bundeskriminalamt 
(Federal Criminal Police Office) in its 
2020 National Situation Report on Cy-
bercrime. The central motivation for 
attacks on businesses remains financial 
so far. A higher level of digitalisation in 
all areas of life, including the economy, 
also means more opportunities for cy-
bercriminals from all over the world. Me-
dium-sized companies are not immune 
to the risks posed by cybercrime, even 
though many in the SME sector believe 
that their own company is too small or 
too unknown to be the target of hacker 
attacks. Even small and micro businesses 
can be worthwhile targets for cybercrim-
inals. The risk of a cyberattack increases 
with the number of company locations 
in Germany, with sites abroad, export 
activities or aspects that arouse particular 
interest among cyber criminals, such as 
unique products, patents, reputation or 
an interesting customer base. Possible 
attack scenarios are practically unlimit-
ed: phishing, stealing data by deceiving 
IT users, other malware or ransomware, 
with which company or customer data is 

SMEs have to consider IT and cyber 
security right from the outset for all 
digitalisation projects.

illegally encrypted in order to extort, at 
times high, ransoms, are the most com-
mon attack scenarios against German 
SMEs, as the Criminological Research 
Institute of Lower Saxony found in the 
Cyber Attacks against Companies study 
sponsored by the BMWi.

So SMEs have to consider IT and cyber 
security right from the outset for all dig-
italisation projects (security by design or 
security by default). For SMEs, this also 
means realising a triad of technology, or-
ganisation, and personnel: In addition to 
technical applications such as firewalls or 
virus scanners, companies have to define 
clear tasks and responsibilities. But even 
the best IT security plan is only as good 
as a company’s employees: Training and 
continuing education are needed to en-
sure staff are ready to face any possible 
threat.
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 Further information: 
 Mittelstand-Digital: 
www.mittelstand-digital.de
IT Security in the Economy Initiative: 
www.it-sicherheit-in-der-wirtschaft.de 
IT Security in SMEs Transfer Office: 
www.tisim.de 

Supporting prevention – minimising risks

Medium-sized companies often face 
major challenges with IT security 
projects. They frequently have limited 
human and financial resources and are 
usually dependent on external expertise. 
Additionally, it is very difficult for them 
to adequately evaluate the numerous 
players and services involved in IT secu-
rity. It can even prove difficult to draw up 
a risk profile for the company without 
external expertise. Funded by the BMWi 
and available on the Initiative IT-Sicher-
heit in der Wirtschaft (IT Security in the 
Economy Initiative) website, the CARE 
online tool enables SMEs to create an 
individual risk profile based on empir-
ical study data and receive some initial 
suggestions for protective measures. In 
addition to assistance with IT securi-
ty, the Transferstelle IT-Sicherheit im  
Mittelstand (IT Security in SMEs Trans-
fer Office), also funded by the BMWi, 
offers the Sec-O-Mat online tool that 
suggests measures for SMEs tailored pre-
cisely to their needs in order to succes-
sively improve their IT security without 
high costs or external experts.

IT and cyber security are key to the 
competitiveness of SMEs because stolen 
customer data or patents, intercepted 
communication with suppliers, or high 
amounts demanded in ransomware at-
tacks can quickly threaten an SME’s ex-
istence. IT security should be a priority 
for everyone in a partner network be-
cause cybercriminals often seek out the 
weakest link in a value or supply chain 
as a basis for attacking other companies 
via common interfaces. Thinking about 
IT security in all digitalisation projects 
significantly reduces a company’s points 
of vulnerability to attack. The Bundeskri-

minalamt is also currently reporting that 
a large number of cybercrime attacks fail 
at the attempt stage due to the increasing 
use of technical security devices.

Quo vadis, digitalisation in SMEs?

Digitalisation offers SMEs great oppor-
tunities for developing new business 
models, opening up additional sales 
markets, producing more efficiently or 
even smartly with artificial intelligence, 
and thus increasing their own competi-
tiveness. SMEs in particular often face 
major technical and financial challenges 
with digitalisation projects. The Mittel-
stand 4.0 Centres of Excellence and 
Mittelstand Digital centres funded by 
the BMWi and the Transferstelle IT-
Sicherheit im Mittelstand offer a wealth 
of information and tools free of charge 
and online. So they are also a help for 
companies that want to use digitalisation 
projects to create the conditions for even 
better collaboration with German firms. 
Mittelstand-Digital with the Mittelstand 
4.0 Centres of Excellence, Mittelstand 
Digital centres and the Transferstelle IT-
Sicherheit im Mittelstand are elements of 
the BMWi's SME strategy.

Digitalisation offers SMEs great opportunities  

for developing new business models, opening up 

additional sales markets, producing more efficiently  

or even smartly with artificial intelligence, and thus  

increasing their own competitiveness.
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Digital Marketing as a Tool 
for Business Success

Today, anyone wanting to advertise 
their own products and services 
or make contact with existing and 
potential customers cannot afford 
to ignore digital channels. Nelson 
Rodrigues describes a successful 
approach. 

Digital marketing has become a must-
have for organisations who wish to build 
a strong presence on the web and seize 
the opportunities that the Internet offers 
to businesses. However, navigating the 
digital marketing landscape may be quite 
challenging if one is not familiar with how 
the online marketplace functions. More-
over, many organisations decide to jump 
into digital marketing without having a 
clear strategy or defining concrete goals. 
As a result, it becomes indispensable to 
understand how digital marketing works 
in order to profit from it.

From backlinks and keywords to machine 
learning and profiling

The evolution of the online environment 
has led to an intense transformation of 
digital marketing over the years. Long 
gone are the days when businesses could 
rely on backlinks and keyword stuffing to 
attract Internet users and improve their 
rankings on search results. This transfor-
mation is in part the result of improve-
ments that digital players like Google or 
Facebook made to their platforms and the 
technology that powers them. The out-

FOCUS
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come: digital marketing techniques that 
were once common practice have become 
obsolete or no longer sufficient for an or-
ganisation to remain competitive in the 
online sphere.

Digital marketing today is therefore 
quite different from what it was when 
everything started. Nowadays, digital 
marketing is characterised, among other 
things, by the use of machine learning 
technology and the collection of user data 
at an unprecedented scale. With this dual 
approach, digital marketing players are 
able to understand what users are looking 
for in order to serve them the best pos-
sible content. For example: massive data 
collecting allows companies to profile 
millions of Internet users at an individu-
al level. Machine learning, on the other 
hand, can be used to distinguish a good 
from a bad piece of web content so that a 
company like Google can display the best 
possible search results to its users.

Where and how to start with digital mar-
keting

If there is one thing that can be intimidat-
ing within the digital marketing industry, 
it is the vast number of companies, plat-
forms and service providers offering some 
sort of digital service. Google Ads, Ama-
zon, HubSpot, Instagram − which one do 
I need? Many organisations struggle with 
this question when defining their digital 
marketing strategy. It is by no means a sim-
ple one: after all, the right combination of 
platforms, tools or digital marketing ser-
vices largely depends on the specific needs 
of a business. As an example, the digital 

tools required by an international e-com-
merce company will differ significantly 
from those required by a local plumber.

On the other hand, it is important to 
understand that digital marketing does 
not only consist of online paid advertis-
ing (often called PPC), but that PPC is 
just one of the several branches of digital 
marketing. In this sense, digital marketing 
should be understood as any type of on-
line activity with the goal to promote an 
organisation, its products or services. Paid 
advertising is one way to achieve this goal, 
but not the only one. The improvement 
of a web page’s position in search engine 
results (universally known as SEO) is 
another way to achieve the same goal. The 
same can be said of social media posts, 
YouTube videos or any other piece of web 
content that aims to promote a business 
digitally.

Fortunately, data can help businesses 
decide which digital platform, tool or 
service is the appropriate one for their 
needs. As an example, the statistics web-
site DigitalReportal reports that, as of 
January 2021, 37.5 per cent of Germans 

use search engines to discover new brands 
and products, the first channel being ads 
on television with 37.8 per cent . The same 
report also shows that www.google.com is 
the most visited website in Germany. This 
information clearly indicates that Google 
should be seriously considered when 
planning a digital marketing strategy for 
the German market, including Google’s 
PPC platform (Google Ads) and SEO. 
In addition to this, DigitalReportal’s re-
port provides data on social media usage, 
e-commerce trends and many other top-
ics, not just for Germany, but for over 200 
countries. Businesses who wish to design 
a local or international digital marketing 
strategy can easily do so with the help of 
this information.

User experience as the key for success-
ful digital marketing

A good digital marketing strategy is one 
that places the user at the centre. In this 
sense, the goal of a digital marketing 
campaign should not be to please the al-
gorithm of a certain platform, but to pro-
vide the user with the best possible online 
experience.

of Germans use search engines to discover 

new brands and products.

37.5%
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Manager Training Programme.

The adoption of a user-centric approach 
has been stressed by major online play-
ers, including Google. Search intent and 
audience targeting are the two keys to 
achieve it. The former focuses on the type 
of content that businesses should create in 
order to attract Internet users, while the 
latter deals with who should receive that 
content.

Determining search intent means identi-
fying the content that a user is searching 
for when typing a query. For example: 
what exactly is a user who typed ‘silicone 
paper’ looking for? Information about the 
chemical properties of silicone paper? Or 
an online store that sells it? The answer to 
this question is crucial. Businesses need to 
understand that only by satisfying the dig-
ital needs of their users will they be able to 
succeed in the online landscape.

The same can be said of audience targeting. 
Writing the perfect blog post on barcode 
scanning is pointless if the users who land 
on the web page are not interested in that 
topic. Traditionally, audience targeting 
was defined based on the search terms (or 
keywords) typed by the user. Nowadays, 
audience targeting can be defined with the 
help of keywords, but also by identifying 
users who have shown interest in a certain 
topic. This is where advertising platforms 
like Google Ads or Facebook’s ad net-
work come into play: thanks to massive 
data collection, these companies are able 
to determine (more or less accurately) 
the interests of Internet users and group 

them accordingly. Digital advertisers can 
then target these groups with relevant ads 
in order to generate qualified traffic and 
leads.

The future of digital marketing: 
challenges and risks

Although digital marketing has been 
growing over the years, the industry faces 
certain challenges that are likely to bring 
changes in the short and medium term.

Privacy is perhaps the most important 
challenge that digital marketers and or-
ganisations with a digital presence will 
face in the near future. In the European 
Union, the enactment of the GDPR 
(General Data Protection Regulation) has 
already raised several questions about how 
personal data is used in online advertising 
and whether this usage complies with the 
current rules. Other countries are fol-

lowing a similar approach, Brazil and its 
general data protection act being a recent 
example.

In addition to privacy, the entry of more 
and more organisations in the digital mar-
keting field will raise the bar in an indus-
try already characterised by its fierce com-
petition. As a result, organisations that do 
not enter the digital market now may face 
severe obstacles in the future.

Digital marketing should be understood as any type of online 

activity with the goal to promote an organisation, its products 

or services.
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Advancing Training in  
the Age of Digitalisation
Continuing education is an important 
tool companies can leverage to secure 
their future viability in a constantly 
changing world of work. Firms are 
recognising the increasing relevance of 
advanced training, and the tenth IW 
Continuing Education Survey found 
that 87.9 per cent of German firms en-
gaged in continuing education for their 
workforce in 2019. Every employee spent 
an average of 18.3 hours in advanced 
training in 2019, a one hour increase 
from 2016. Companies currently invest 
1,236 euros per employee in continuing 
education, almost 16 per cent more than 
in 2016, with an overall economic invest-
ment volume of 41.3 billion euros. Most 
in-company training, 89.2 per cent, takes 
place during paid working hours.

The digitalisation of work 
processes is forcing small and 
medium-sized enterprises 
to focus more intensively on 
continuing education for skilled 
workers. Susanne Seyda from 
the German Economic Institute 
(IW) talks about how companies 
in Germany are meeting this 
challenge.

Small firms investing a lot of time and 
money

Participation in continuing education 
differs by company size. In 2019, 99.5 per 
cent of large companies provided contin-
uing education to employees compared 
to 87.4 per cent of small companies with 
up to 49 employees. At 96.3 per cent, me-
dium-sized companies follow closely be-
hind the large firms. The size factor is the 
primary reason for the lower continuing 
education numbers for small firms: If all 
employees participate in continuing edu-
cation with equal frequency regardless 
of company size, the participation per-
centage of small companies in advanced 
training is automatically lower because 
they have fewer employees.

Although small companies participate 
less in continuing education, the inten-
sity of their engagement is higher than 
for larger firms. Despite the overall 
lower proportion of companies active 
in continuing education, in 2019, small 
companies invested significantly more 
per employee (1,384 euros) than large 
companies (1,141 euros). With a train-
ing volume of 22.4 hours per employee, 
small companies invested six hours more 
per capita in training their workforce 
than medium-sized and large companies.

Digitalisation driving education

Digitalisation is a key driver for advanced 
training as it goes hand in hand with 
increased demand for qualifications. 



FOCUS

27

Companies with a higher degree of dig-
italisation see a greater need for continu-
ing education and invest more time and 
money in training employees than their 
less digitalised peers.

Digitalisation is not only placing new de-
mands on training content; it is also of-
fering new learning opportunities. Digit-
al training options prevented a steep drop 
in advanced training activities during the 
coronavirus pandemic lockdowns in the 
spring and summer of 2020. Companies 
who were already using digital learning 
media for continuing education before 
the crisis were also more likely to take 
advantage of reduced working hours to 
improve employee qualifications.

Digital learning media was already ex-
periencing an uptick before the crisis: 
More than 90 per cent of firms offering 
advanced training used at least one digit-
al learning medium in 2019, compared to 
just under 84 per cent in 2016. The prima-
ry reason given for using digital learning 
materials and services is that they can be 
easily integrated into the workday.  Digit-
al learning media are effective at making 
optimal use of time, a scarce resource and 
frequently the greatest obstacle to con-
tinuing education. Digital formats allow 
employees to pause learning units and 
pick them back up later, meaning staff 
can use any lull at work to acquire new 
knowledge. This is especially beneficial 
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Companies
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Large
Companies

Large
Companies

Large
Companies

96.3

99.5 22.4

16.4 16.2

1384

1209
1141

Small company: up to 49 employees; medium-sized company: 50 to 249 employees; large company: 250 and more employees; n = 1,340
Source: IW Continuing Education Surveys; 2020; German Economic Institute (IW)

for small and medium-sized enterprises, 
who may not have enough staff to take 
over the day-to-day responsibilities of an 
employee out for training over a longer 
period of time.  

So it is not surprising that digital learning 
format use in small companies has signif-
icantly increased in Germany in recent 
years. In addition to electronic learning 
materials, participation in interactive 
formats like webinars, online courses, 
virtual classrooms and so-called massive 
open online courses (MOOC) is in first 
place. The IW still found that SMEs use 
digital learning formats less frequently 
than large companies due to company 
size. However, small companies have 

Digital learning format use  

in small companies has 

significantly increased in 

Germany in recent years.
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Provision of literature etc. in electronic form

Interactive web-based learning

Simulations, serious games, digital strategic games

yes, multiple yes, sporadic no not specified

Educational videos, podcasts, audio modules

Computer-based or web-based self-study programmes

Other digital training options

Targeted use of digital work equipment as a learning medium

Inhouse learning platforms, knowledge libraries, Wikis, forums

Learning on mobil end devices, e.g. via advanced training apps

2019

2016

2019

2016

2019

2016

2019

2016

2019

2016

2019

2016

2019

2016

2019

2016

2019

2016

38.3

38.6

32.1

23.3

25.1

16.7

17.7

13.3

14.1

7.6

15.3

9.0

17.5

11.7

10.6

6.5

3.7

1.2 6.7

8.9 83.5

86.0

13.3 73.7

15.4 69.8

22.0

26.0

23.8 58.8

52.4

62.9

31.9 48.4

42.4

26.6 44.5

39.2

36.8

32.8

31.9

33.9

25.0

48.3

47.6

60.3

43.2

41.3

14.2

14.5

24.4

28.5

40.4

45.2

4.3

4.0

4.0

4.0

6.1

6.1

6.2

6.5

6.5

5.7

5.7

5.7

4.3

4.3

4.3

4.3

4.3

7.1

2016 and 2019, as a percentage of the companies‘ continuing education activities

Use of digital learning formats 

n = 1,348 (2016), n = 937 (2019)
Sources: : IW Continuing Education Surveys; 2017; 2020; German Economic Institute (IW)
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the Ruhr University in Bochum. She has 
been working at the German Economic 
Institute (IW) since 2002. She specialises 
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workers, drafts analyses of the training 

and labour market, and is in charge of the  IW Continuing 
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been able to narrow the gap with larger 
companies in the use of almost all media 
since 2016. One reason smaller firms 
may be using digital formats less is that 
attending continuing education events 
is also a valuable networking opportun-
ity, so SMEs may prefer more interactive 
educational options. 

Every three years, the German Economic In-
stitute (IW) surveys companies on their continu-
ing education activities, motives and obstacles, 
along with the volume of investment in in-house 
advanced training. In 2020, the tenth IW Continu-
ing Education Survey was again conducted as an 
online survey. A total of 1,340 companies took 
part in the survey from the end of April and mid-
August 2020.

So far educational objectives – such as 
more sustainable learning outcomes and 
better adaptation to individual needs – 
have played less of a role in motivating 
SMEs to use digital media. Although 
digital training is not superior to ana-
logue, in-person training per se, it offers 
great didactic potential that could be 
more fully exploited.  It will be vital to 
further enhance the digital media skills 
of in-house trainers and instructors in a 
targeted and sustainable way. 

The coronavirus pandemic has high-
lighted how essential it is that people and 
companies can flexibly react and adapt to 
changing demands. Continuing educa-
tion is an especially crucial component 
in maintaining flexibility and adaptabil-
ity. The rapid switch from in-person to 
online seminars and the intensive use of 
digital learning options during the pan-
demic prevented a greater decline in par-

ticipation in continuing education and 
have revealed the potential of digitalisa-
tion in continuing education as well. This 
potential should be further expanded 
and exploited in future.
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For entrepreneurs from Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine looking for German cooperation partners within the scope of 
their MP participation, the questions of market opportunities for IT services and the best way to establish business 
contacts were at the forefront. A visit to the Deutscher Outsourcing Verband (German Outsourcing Association)  
provided them with entirely new insights.

New Perspectives  
for IT Outsourcing

In view of the current shortage of IT 
specialists, many German companies are 
outsourcing their IT services; particularly 
the high-tech location Munich and the 
financial centre Frankfurt have strong de-
mand. Here there are often new chances 
for foreign service providers. “Many IT 
projects are commissioned within Ger-
many. However, the Central and Eastern 
European countries already rank second, 
so there are opportunities”, Stephan Fricke 
from Deutscher Outsourcing Verband ex-
plains to the participants in the MP group 
during the virtual training module.

“A lot of German businesses are hesitant 
to really tackle outsourcing. More than 35 
per cent of them have either very little or 
no experience in this regard; only about 

eight per cent of German firms have 
gained more than 80 per cent of experi-
ence”, Fricke says in his presentation, in 
which he presented the Deutsche Out-

A lot of German businesses are hesitant to re-
ally tackle outsourcing. More than 35 per cent 
of them have either very little or no experience 
in this regard.
Stephan Fricke
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sourcing Verband in detail. This associ-
ation has more than 1,000 members and 
serves as a platform for all those, both on 
the user side and the consultancy side, 
who are involved in the outsourcing of 
IT and business processes in the DACH 
countries. The association provides its 
members with information relevant to the 
industry, e. g. the evaluation of national 
and international providers and consult-
ants. It offers active support and enables 
the active exchange among its members 
through networking activities.

The MP participants from Eastern Europe 
discussed their own outsourcing ideas 
intensively with Stephan Fricke. And it 
became clear that there are indeed good 
opportunities for economic cooperation 
with Germany. For instance, Yuliia Khart 
from the Ukrainian firm Soft Industry 
Alliance wants to offer IT outsourcing 
in the logistics area as she already has the 
know-how needed. And Timur Bartash 
from Feel IT Services in Moldova was also 
optimistic: “The most important thing is 
to earn trust. And networking on business 
platforms and highlighting your unique 
selling points are also important.” MP par-
ticipant Tatsiana Melnichuk from the firm 
Epolsoft is highly motivated to find suit-
able German partners: “It is not so easy to 

About the author:
Katharina Bömers was involved in the 
Manager Training Programme up to June 
2021 as Project Manager for Training 
International at the IHK Academy Munich 
and Upper Bavaria, a subsidiary of the 
Chamber of Industry and Commerce (IHK) 
for Munich and Upper Bavaria.

establish cooperation, but I have already 
had a positive response from a German 
firm and we are in initial negotiations”, the 
Belarusian entrepreneur says.

Stephan Fricke gave the MP participants 
several tips: First, it takes perseverance to 
build the trust needed for long-term IT 
cooperation. Second, one should sharp-
en one’s profile and specialise. Third, it is 
advisable to present your offerings on the 
website not only in English but also in 
German. And networking should not be 
underrated: It is important to be present 
on a number of social channels and busi-
ness platforms or at trade fairs. “In the 
end, it’s not a low price that is decisive”, 
Fricke sums it up, “because German firms 
expect high quality and also that their 
business partners stick to agreements such 
as deadlines.” The managers were glad to 
have taken a look at the German market 
from the perspective of specialist Fricke to 
gain a realistic assessment of their chances. 
Following the virtual meeting, Volody-
myr Strohush from the IT healthcare 
firm Askep LLC from Ukraine stressed: 
“Without these insights, I would have 
chosen a completely different strategy. 
Every country has other nuances, and now 
I know what is really important.”

The most important thing is to earn trust.  
And networking on business platforms and 
highlighting your unique selling points are  
also important.
Timur Bartash, participant from Moldova
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My recommendation: Take part in 
this Programme, strengthen your  
leadership skills and explore a world 

full of opportunities for cooperation with  
German partners!
Yahya Tarek, Egypt

I have gained a lot of knowledge 
and will pass it on to my staff. 
Uladzislau Siparau, Belarus

It’s a great opportunity to  
achieve your goals!
Ignacio Quezada, Chile

Good team, good 
trainers and the  
best hosts! 

Avtandil Avtua Kraveishvili, Georgia

Thanks to the Programme we can improve the  
culture of communication with customers, simplify 
the ordering process of corporate clothing, and  

clearly plan the production schedule far in advance. 
Olga Kozytska, Ukraine

“What was your experience  
of the Programme?” 

Participants' Comments
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Around 200 entrepreneurs from four MP partner countries experienced a day full of new impulses for their  
businesses. Alumni networked with both local and German companies at a virtual event.

“Strong networks 
move us forward”

Most participants were Manager Train-
ing Programme alumni from Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, Iran and Turkmenistan, though 
quite a few German companies interested 
in international business also joined the 
online event. An informal speed-dating 
session served as an icebreaker, with four 
people taking turns getting to know each 
other in individual breakout rooms.  
 
In her welcoming address, Yıldız Götze, 
Head of Division at the Federal Minis-
try for Economic Affairs and Energy 
(BMWi), pointed out the importance 
of exchange between MP alumni from 
various partner countries: “Creating net-
works leads to synergies, innovations and 
advanced developments. Many of you have 
already established strategic co-operations 
with German companies and are making 
a valuable contribution to strengthening 
economic relations between your coun-
try and Germany. We hope that you will 
continue to work with us in future.”

Two impulse pre-
sentations gave par-
ticipants insights 
into the dynamics 
and importance of 
business networks.  Jörg Esser, a partner 
at Roland Berger management con-
sulting company, addressed “building 
small networks”, detailed the principles 
of networks and advised his on-screen 
audience: “You can't plan ahead. Just em-
brace the coalitions that emerge because 
opportunities often arise where you don't 
expect them.” In her presentation, Lorna 
Davis, business coach and former CEO 
of international corporations, focused 
on the great added value for companies 
through working with instead of against 
each other. She emphasised that creative 
processes emerged through collaboration.

Four interactive workshops then gave 
participants an opportunity to net-
work with entrepreneurs from their own 

countries and to identify possible future 
partners. Participants received numerous 
suggestions for successful networking. 
There were also intensive discussions on 
how alumni outreach could be establish-
ed and expanded in the four countries. 
The subsequent summary of the results 
showed how many good ideas alumni 
had for networking with each other and 
the German business community in their 
homelands, but also with MP gradu-
ates from other countries. Participants 
agreed that a solid, local alumni support 
structure was key. The respective repre-
sentatives of the four partner countries 
confirmed they would focus on building 
this structure.

I was able to hold negotiations with a German company – and that is just the beginning.

This was the best online event I have ever attended 

– an entirely new and interesting experience.
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The introduction of a new virtual tool 
for interactive, realistic exhibition visits 
was an event highlight. The virtual trade 
show with 89 booths was almost like a 
face-to-face event: Participants could 
switch between the exhibition halls and 
booths and hold individual and group 
conversations. Many participants report-
ed they had successfully identified new 
potential business partners during and 
after the event.   

In a closing panel discussion, repre-
sentatives of Manager Training Pro-
gramme partner organisations and the 
German-Russian Management Network 
(DRMN) were asked to share their im-
pressions of the event. Panel members 
included Zaur Gardashov, Adviser to 
the Chairman at the Small and Medium 
Business Development Agency of the Re-
public of Azerbaijan, Ahmad Javanmar-
di, Manager of the Market Development 
and International Affairs Division at Iran 

Small Industries & Indus-
trial Parks Organisation 
(ISIPO), the MP's Iranian 
partner organisation, Shagul 
Nepesova, Senior Specialist 
in the International Depart-
ment for State Finances and 
Economic Policy, Ministry of Finance 
and Economy of Turkmenistan, and An-
dreas Steinborn, Chairman German-Rus-
sian Management Network (DRMN), 
the alumni association of “Fit for Busi-
ness with Russia”. Everyone praised the 
excellent event organisation and the 
multitude of new, digital tools presented. 
When asked about prospects for alumni 
in their home country, the panellists 
responded that formats such as today's 
event contributed to the international 
networking of alumni, ensuring that 
MP alumni were linked in many ways. 
They also emphasised how tremendously 
important it was to establish sustainable 
contacts outside of one's own country.

An informal get-together afterwards was 
an opportunity for guests to talk with 
Jörg Esser and Lorna Davis. Participants 
closed out a successful day against a 
backdrop of live music from a Hamburg 
jazz group and a singer from Barcelona. 
Andreas Steinborn noted: “The event 
was innovative, varied and creative, and 
ended with a wonderful cultural high-
light. This was the best online event I 
have experienced so far.” Many partici-
pants expressed the desire to repeat such 
event formats in future.

The exhibition was  

attractive and very useful. 

Ideas for alumni work etc. were captured in so-called graphic records.
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Indian alumni from 2019 met for a digital follow-up organised by the Export-Akademie Baden-Württemberg where 
they talked about the impact the Programme has had on their work and business approaches to making it through 
the coronavirus crisis.

Indian Alumni Navigating 
the Crisis

The digitalisation of business processes 
was one focus at the meeting since many 
alumni had found it necessary to restruc-
ture their companies from the ground up. 
Anubhav Kumar Susheen noted, “The 
Manager Training Programme helped me 
personally because I used it and my own 
experiences to develop new structures 
for my company.” Using collaboration 
software based on the German model 
is now helping him effectively manage 
work processes while working from home. 
Dimplekumar Shah highlighted automa-
tion and Industry 4.0 as important areas 
in which he applied new solutions he 
learned about through the Programme.

Along with strengthening business rela-
tionships with German partners, the MP 
helped some participants identify new ex-
port opportunities, often in neighbouring 
countries and despite the pandemic. “I 
basically learned how to work with any 
business partner, which has helped me 
a lot in the international environment,” 
Sanika Mahadeokar summarised. She has 

successfully worked with two German 
educational companies to develop special-
ised training units for her company's auto-
mation and mechatronics school.

Close cooperation with their firms’ work-
force during the coronavirus crisis was 
also a key talking point at the follow-up. 
“It wasn't a good year financially, but good 
communication was a bright spot. I've 
got better at that,” Mahadeokar said. Ru-
pali Mavani also reported on significant 
changes. Her suggestions included creat-
ing a sustainable working atmosphere for 
employees working from home, providing 
continuous support to the workforce, and 
using team-building and continuing edu-
cation. She also signed export contracts 
with two German companies. Mavani 
pointed to expanding her company’s pro-
duction space and further optimising its 
infrastructure as direct results of the MP 
company visits. She added, “It is impos-
sible to quantify how much I have bene-
fited from this programme.” 

An intensive training seminar on sustain-
ability optimisation was a highlight of 
the event for alumni. They learned how 
to evaluate sustainability and discussed 
the importance of sustainability when 
choosing products or services to purchase 
in India. Despite the virtual Programme 
format, exchange among MP alumni was 
very fruitful. Sanika Mahadeokar was en-
thusiastic about the follow-up: “It was an 
excellent experience. I personally felt very 
motivated and happy after we all shared 
our experiences.”

ALUMNI

About the author
Anna Mozzhukhina is involved in imple-
menting the MP as a project manager at 
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The 5DOBOT method is one way to ensure a company makes the best possible business decisions. At an online 
seminar in March, MP alumni from Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine learned about this methodology and received 
valuable impetus for their own work.

Thinking in New Dimensions

The acronym 5DOBT stands for the five 
dimensions of business thinking and is 
an approach to visualise the realisable 
potential of ideas and projects. The five 
dimensions comprise increasing sales, im-
proving efficiency, reducing direct costs, 
minimising risks and increasing innova-
tion levels. The method was developed 
by the German MARKTGUT man-
agement consultancy. Company founder 
and CEO John Benad and business con-
sultant Lennart Giron introduced the 
method in a virtual training session for 
Manager Training Programme alumni, 
then answered participants’ questions. 
The Eastern European managers were 
particularly interested in learning how 
the method can help make sales pitches 
more effective.

Valentyna Khmylievska shared her suc-
cess story using the 5DOBT method 
in a presentation on cloud technology 
options for data processing tools. “By 
simplifying our presentation and group-
ing all the benefits of the technologies 

on one slide, we increased our business 
partners’ confidence in the use of cloud 
technologies. Now we use 5DOBT in 
every meeting and sincerely believe it will 
make our change implementation project 
smore successful. I am grateful for this 
new momentum” Khmylievska said. 

5DOBT works for any size of company 
and any branch of industry. The method 
is special because it provides a frame-
work that can be individually adapted 
for a company and its workflows. Sergei 
Usovich from Belarus was also convinced 
the new method held promise: “I found 
the seminar useful. It reminded me that 
we should be using more rational, quan-
titative methods in decision-making. It 
definitely shifted my mindset in the right 
direction.”

Advanced courses that expand on the two 
March modules are in planning and will 
be held in Chisinau and Minsk as soon as 
pandemic travel conditions permit.

Now we use 5DOBT in 
every meeting and sincerely 
believe it will make our 
change implementation 
projects more successful. 
I am grateful for this new 
momentum.
Valentyna Khmylievska

For more information, please visit 
www.marktgut.de
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One and a half years after their visit to Germany, South 
African pilot group participants met for a virtual follow-up 
in May. Their evaluation of the Programme’s impact  
focused primarily on the best ways to initiate business 
with German companies under pandemic conditions.  
All alumni agreed that the MP had been beneficial.

Training Helps South African  
Alumni Navigate the Crisis
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Training Helps South African  
Alumni Navigate the Crisis

Evaluating Programme results was on 
the half-day online event agenda, as was 
assessing alumni’s individual learning 
objectives and cooperation projects. In 
light of the ongoing coronavirus pan-
demic, which has had a major impact 
on the South African economy and 
alumni projects, the follow-up focused 
on change management and resilience. 
Participants were very interested in both 
topics, as many are facing industry-spe-
cific challenges in international trade. 

Three speakers illuminated the central 
topics from different perspectives. In 
an introductory presentation, Marcus 
Knupp from Germany Trade and Invest 
(GTAI) South Africa offered insight into 
German-South African trade relations 
and mentioned institutions and contacts 
for alumni support. In his presentation, 
Uwe Rotermund, CEO of Noventum 
Consulting GmbH, focused on the in-
company applications of various change 
management methods and increasing 
the resilience of company culture. South 
African alumni received some thought-
provoking ideas on the orientation of 
their company and team cultures. The 
State Development Corporation (LEG) 
of Thuringia presented its portfolio and 
cooperation projects with South Africa 
and detailed further cooperation oppor-
tunities with the German state.

Since completing the Programme, the 
majority of the South African alumni 
have successfully maintained their co-
operation with German companies and, 
despite the coronavirus pandemic, made 

planned changes within their compa-
nies, opened up new business areas and 
recorded growth. All participants em-
phasized that the MP had provided them 
with important ideas for securing their 
companies’ present and future success. 
Alumni highlighted how valuable learn-
ing to anticipate developments in their 
industry and economic area, and how 
to use these to design a new corporate 
strategy have been important skills in the 
current crisis. 

“The Programme came at just the right 
time for us, in autumn of 2019, to help us 
prepare for the challenges of the coming 
pandemic,” one alumnus summed up. 
Another team member said she had suc-
cessfully leveraged the ways to increase 
productivity she learned about through 
the company visits. One alumnus was 
forced to close two of his company's busi-
ness units in the wake of the coronavirus 
pandemic and said he was able to initiate 
a quick turnaround with the help of the 

Manager Training Programme. 
Another entrepreneur said, “par-
ticipation in the MP gave me a 
real change in perspective that 
helped me adapt our production 
to the market situation with 
the necessary speed during the 
coronavirus crisis.”

The things I learned during the  

Programme have enabled me to get  

through these challenging times  

better. We restrategised and started 

working on new products, so our  

turnover only dropped by about 25 

per cent. The loss would have been 

much greater without the knowledge  

I gained.Antonio Jones, alumnus from South Africa

I was exposed to 

the importance of 

diversification during 

the Manager Training 

Programme and 

this is some thing I 

remember now.

Andrew Fenwick, alumnus from  

South Africa

From their stay in Germany, alumni took 
away a lasting impression of the elements 
of business diversification, which in-
spired several participants to realign 
their business segments. This, too, was 
especially important in the challenging 
2020 financial year, alumni reported. 
Many participants hoped they would 
soon be able to travel to Germany again 
to resume projects neglected in the wake 
of the pandemic.
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Bilateral Economic Cooperation 
Also Works in Times of Crisis
The German-Russian Entrepreneur Talks were held online in 2021 as well. 
About 200 political and economic representatives and alumni from both  
the Manager Training Programme and the Russian Presidential Programme 
participated in the two thematically paired parts of the event. Everyone  
involved emphasised the focus on partnership in cooperation between the  
two countries.

13th German-Russian Entrepreneur Talks

The opening event on 20 May was attend-
ed by representatives of the ministries for 
economic affairs of both countries, who 
greeted the participants. Alexej Boldin, 
the Head of the Central Department 
of the Russian Ministry for Economic 
Development, stressed how important 
the MP is for the development of both 
countries because, in addition to the ac-
quisition of experience, new projects can 
be initiated. Dr Angelique Weikum-Groß 
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from the German Federal Ministry for 
Economic Affairs and Energy (BMWi) 
emphasised that exchange is important, 
especially in politically critical times such 
as the current one. “Practical projects 
between companies are the stable foun-
dation of bilateral dialogue”, she explained 
while mentioning the current focuses of 
economic cooperation. There are new op-
portunities for cooperation in the fields of 
hydrogen power, energy, training and fur-
ther education for medium-sized enter-
prises and in digitalisation.

Several specialist talks offered the con-
ference participants insights into entre-
preneurial issues. The Director of the 
Northwest Branch of the German-Rus-
sian Chamber of Commerce (AHK), 
Wladimir Nikitenko, talked about the 
situation of economic cooperation from 
the perspective of German companies. 
Although the bilateral volume of trade has 
decreased, some branches are still on the 
path to growth. The health care industry 
or agriculture and nutritional sciences, 
for instance, are benefiting from the crisis. 
The roughly 4,000 German businesses 
currently active in Russia are looking to 
the future with optimism, says Nikitenko.

The Russian perspective was represented 
by Pavel Rubtsov, the Deputy Head of the 
Office of Trade and Economy of the Rus-
sian Federation in Berlin. He spoke about 
certification when entering markets and 
noted that the consideration of organic 
seals is becoming increasingly important 
for the international competitiveness of 
Russian companies. He named the current 
lack of in-person trade fairs and restricted 
travel to Germany as factors inhibiting 
the establishment of business relation-
ships. Cross-border business and sales in 
the post-coronavirus era was the topic of 
a talk by Dr Andreas Knaul, the partner 
and head of the Moscow office of Rödl & 
Partner. In the subsequent podium discus-
sions, the alumni of the Manager Training 
Programme had the opportunity to speak, 
and they discussed the pandemic-related 
changes to working conditions in logistics. 
All of the graduates thought that oppor-
tunities can also be found in the industry’s 
crisis, e.g. through increasing digitalisa-
tion.

Alexej Bunkin, the Director of the Federal 
Resources Centre Moscow, said in con-

clusion that despite the coronavirus crisis 
there was great interest in the MP and that 
the Russian entrepreneurs were looking 
forward to in-person meetings in Germa-
ny. In her closing remarks, Yıldız Götze, 
Head of Division at the Federal Ministry 
for Economic Affairs and Energy, thanked 
Alexej Bunkin for the effective and trust-
ing cooperation, which is intended to be 
continued in future.

The second part of the German-Rus-
sian Entrepreneur Talks on 24 June also 
illuminated the special challenges of eco-
nomic cooperation under the conditions 
of the pandemic. Markus Weichert, who 
is responsible for the MP with Russia at 
the Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 
and Energy, emphasised in his opening 
remarks that it is important to pursue 
bilateral economic relationships virtually 
until it is again possible to meet in person. 
Speaking to the companies present, he 
said that they had shown stress resistance 
and competitiveness during the crisis.

Sergej Panfilow, the Deputy Director of 
the Federal Resources Centre Moscow, 
mentioned the following about the event: 
“Here we can gauge the most interesting 
and most promising aspects of coop-
eration between our countries.” In his 

keynote speech, Falk Tischendorf, Man-
aging Partner at Beiten Burkhardt Russia, 
mentioned that the business climate is 
currently rated as mostly positive despite 
sanctions and the pandemic and that Ger-
many was Russia’s second most important 
trading partner in 2020. Four themed 
workshop sessions focused on project 
examples and approaches to solutions in 
the areas of contracts, the green economy 
and innovative technologies for Russian 
industry and agriculture. After the event 
was over, many participants used the op-
portunity to meet informally via a digital 
tool.

The German-Russian Entrepreneur Talks 
is a joint event held by the Federal Minis-
try for Economic Affairs and Energy, 
GIZ and the Federal Resources Centre 
to facilitate exchange between compa-
nies from both countries. The format has 
been taking place annually since 2009. 
In 2021 the entrepreneur talks were held 
as a cooperation between GIZ, the Fed-
eral Resources Centre, German-Russian 
Chamber of Commerce St Petersburg, the 
German-Russian Management Network 
(DRMN) and the Russian alumni groups 
of the Manager Training Programme.

We can gauge the most interesting 
and most promising aspects of co-
operation between our countries.
Sergej Panfilow
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Alumni from Turkmenistan met in April at a follow-up event. They analysed and reflected on what they had learned 
in 2019 and 2020, and shared current business issues and challenges. 

The Bottom Line is a Major Plus

They were greeted by important guests 
and partners of the Programme at the vir-
tual meeting, including Monika Stieneck-
er from the German Federal Ministry for 
Economic Affairs and Energy (BMWi), 
Galina Romanova from the Ministry for 
Finance and Economy of Turkmenistan, 
which coordinates the Manager Training 
Programme in Turkmenistan, and Nei-
thart Höfer-Wissing, the German Ambas-
sador to Turkmenistan. 

A talk about current developments in 
German-Turkmen cooperation was fol-
lowed by the actual highlight of the event: 
a digital world cafe where the MP gradu-
ates evaluated their participation in the 
Programme on the basis of the following 
points: cooperations with German busi-
ness partners, changes in their own com-
panies, and personal development. One 
participant reported that by importing 
technology from a German company he 
was able to increase the quality of the pro-
duction of building materials to gain an 
advantage in the domestic market. By par-

ticipating in the Programme, a marketing 
manager was able to set up a cooperation 
with a German metrological institute to 
support the accreditation of her organisa-
tion.

All of the alumni could confirm the pos-
itive effects of participating in the Pro-
gramme on the productivity and success 
of their own company. One thing that 
helped was the increase in standards of 
quality from the acquisition of German 
equipment, the cooperation with Ger-
man experts, the automation and diver-
sification of production, the expansion to 
new areas of activity and the optimisation 
of transport and customs procedures. In 
summary, the executives from Turkmenis-
tan were able to grow their competencies 
both in cooperation with German com-
panies and in management. They learned 
to interact with German companies and 
successfully cooperate with them, as well 
as to build hard-working and motivated 
teams and to involve employees better in 
the company processes and train them.

Two weeks after the virtual follow-up, two 
events were held for the alumni in a hybrid 
format, in which some of the participants 
met in the facilities of the Ministry for 
Economy of Turkmenistan in Ashgabat, 
while the others attended online. These 
meetings were open to all MP graduates 
from Turkmenistan and offered them 
training in conflict management and resil-
ience under uncertain conditions, as well 
as intensive courses on the effects of the 
economic crisis and crisis management 
methods. 

ALUMNI
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At a dialogue event in April, women graduates of the MP from various partner countries discussed what links 
female managers and how they can work together in the future. This virtual meeting also covered strategies for 
crisis management and recipes for successful networking.

International Exchange for 
Female Entrepreneurs

Female entrepreneurs from Azerbaijan, 
Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kirgizstan, Mol-
dova, Russia and Uzbekistan met on 
their screens for this event. The various 
sections focused on the factors for suc-
cess in female enterprise and the eco-
nomic effects of the coronavirus pan-
demic, for example. One of the alumni 
from Kirgizstan explained that during 
the crisis it was the especially flexible fe-
male entrepreneurs who reacted quickly 
and successfully and that new jobs were 
even created through the production of 
urgently needed masks. A businesswom-
an from Kazakhstan sees digital clothing, 
for which the client’s measurements can 
be taken digitally and ecological aspects 
are taken into account in the production 
process, as a new business model. Break-
out sessions made it possible for the grad-
uates to share new business approaches 
and mutual projects. Representatives of 
Russian business associations presented 
examples of successful networking and 
shared their experiences in the founding 
of alumni groups.

Over the course of the event the MP 
graduates developed numerous ideas for 
future mutual activities. They agree to 

conduct events on the textile industry, 
the fashion industry and tourism, to set 
up an online reading group for female en-
trepreneurs and online training sessions 
on topics like marketing, presentation 
techniques and the founding of associa-
tions. The group’s general feeling was that 
there should also be an in-person event as 
soon as travel is possible again.

“The online meeting helped me to es-
tablish new contacts”, said Elena Mish-
chenko from Kazakhstan afterwards. 
Her teammate Ayperi Nogoybaeva 
agreed: “Energetic, successful and active 
women met up here. I am absolutely  

convinced that we will develop these 
kinds of meetings further as regards their 
topics. I learned a lot of useful and inter-
esting things that I can use at work, and 
I’m grateful for this extra motivation”, 
is how the graduate from Kirgizstan 
summed it up.

A total of five of these “online tea times” 
are held for MP graduates as part of the 
series “Alumni for Alumni” in the period 
from April to December. The dynamics 
of the development of modern formats 
offers new opportunities for easy and 
creative networking. 

I learned a lot of useful  
and interesting things that  
I can use at work, and  
I’m grateful for this extra  
motivation.
Ayperi Nogoybaeva
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The Vietnamese alumni from the 2019 group were very happy to see each other again at an online follow-up  
meeting. Thanks to their stay in Germany they were able to look back on a string of successes despite the crisis.

Results to Be Proud of

At a virtual meeting held by the TÜV 
Rhineland Academy Training Centre, the 
MP graduates evaluated their Programme 
results and discussed how a successful 
economic cooperation with Germany can 
work, especially in light of the current 
pandemic-related restrictions. The par-
ticipants were given an overview of Ger-
man-Vietnamese economic cooperation 
at the start in a talk by Björn Koslowski, 
the deputy managing director of AHK 
Vietnam. One Manor focus of the fol-
low-up was the free trade agreement be-
tween Vietnam and the European Union 
(EVFTA), which was enacted in August 
2020. Robin Hoenig from AHK Singa-
pore talked about this and explained the 
opportunities and risks for companies. 
Dang Toan Tran from the consultancy 
DeVi Tran GmbH hosted the subsequent 
exchange of experiences with EVFTA.

While the first part of the event focused 
on finding mutual solution strategies for 
the issues that alumni had and which have 
arisen over the course of the coronavirus 
pandemic, in part two there followed 
the intensive treatment of the individual 
cooperation projects, which often had to 
be re-evaluated and adjusted due to the 
pandemic. It was possible to maintain 
business ties to Germany for the most part 
and to initiate new ones. Many alumni 
were able to attest to change processes in 
their own company and in their own care-
er. Thanks to new strategic steps, many of 
the MP graduates were able to enter into a 
cooperation with German companies and 
noted that the MP management training 
and company visits had given them val-
uable food for thought.

After participating in the MP, one gradu-
ate founded a joint venture with a German 
company to manufacture ecologically sus-
tainable disinfectants. In addition, she is 
currently creating a German-Vietnamese 
study programme between universities 
from the two countries. Another entre-
preneur reported that when looking for 
new international partners she turned to 
the consultancy services provided by the 
German Senior Expert Services and now 
acts as a disseminator for the services of 
German companies in Vietnam. Many of 
the participants at the follow-up meeting 
expressed their desire to visit Germany 
again soon. 
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Hannover Messe, the world’s leading industrial trade fair, is a highlight in the MP participants’ annual calendar of 
events.  In April 2021, the fair took place as a digital edition. In order to equip themselves in advance for the event, 
alumni from four countries took part in a series of events designed specifically for this purpose. 

Optimally Prepared for the 
Virtual Trade Fair Visit 

In the virtual modules, which were spread 
over four weeks, the MP alumni from 
Egypt, Chile, Mexico and Tunisia had the 
opportunity to familiarise themselves in 
interactive training sessions with success 
factors of virtual business initiation and 
digital trade fair participation. The em-
phasis here was on Industry 4.0. 

The kick-off event was held in coopera-
tion with Hannover Messe and provided 
the participants with an overview of the 
virtual edition of the event and the digital 
tools available, but also with tips for creat-
ing their own profile in Hannover Messe’s 
online visitor directory and for B2B 
matchmaking. In two subsequent work-
shops – “Digital Business Development” 
and “Virtual Trade Fair Coaching” – the 
participants learnt new approaches and 
techniques for counteracting the limited 
opportunities for international business 
initiation due to the pandemic. 

The German Industry 4.0 experts Oliver 
Köhn, VDMA East Managing Director, 
and Dominik Rohrmus, CTO of Labs 
Network Industrie 4.0, participated in the 
closing panel discussion. However, the 
four representatives of the partner coun-
tries Chile, Mexico, Egypt and Tunisia, 

who made up the alumni panel, were the 
main speakers and main attraction. They 
talked about the opportunities and chal-
lenges in the implementation of Industry 
4.0 in their organisations and their domes-
tic markets. According to Juan Reyes from 
Chile, for example, the geographical and 
cultural distance makes it more difficult 
to establish business relations in Germany. 
“The pandemic and the general uncertain-
ty among the people in the markets are 
part of this challenge, but we believe that 
the situation will improve in the next few 
months”, the entrepreneur said. Aline Fal-
tas from Egypt described the willingness 
of the Egyptian business sector to mod-
ernise the production and make it more 
efficient. “The lack of trained specialists 
can, however, be problematic in meeting 
these requirements”, she added. MP alum-

nus Wissem Smiri from Tunisia reported 
that the Tunisian government and GIZ are 
working on the preparation of an Industry 
4.0 guideline to make Industry 4.0 acces-
sible for all enterprises in Tunisia. Panel 
participant Hector Gonzales from Mexi-
co drew attention to the consequences of 
the corona pandemic for the digitalisation 
of corporate processes in his country:  
“Our government has already set up 40 
industrial innovation centres to promote 
big data, robotics, artificial intelligence, 
cyber security and IoT. COVID-19 is ac-
celerating smart cities and AI regarding 
governmental and health topics.”

The participants in the event series met in 
a variety of interactive formats besides the 
group work in breakout rooms, which in-
cluded group presentations. In addition, a 
network session provided an opportunity 
for an extensive exchange. All event mod-
ules met with keen interest among the 
more than 250 participants. Alumni from 
all 21 partner countries of the MP were 
among those invited to the panel discus-
sion in order to promote international 
networking among the alumni.  A survey 
among the participants following Han-
nover Messe showed that 94 per cent of 
them felt they were optimally prepared 
through the event series, and almost half 
of them had been able to establish new 
business contacts.

Wissem SmiriHector GonzalesAline FaltasJuan Reyes
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Innovation Opens  
the Path to a PLC 
Mumbai-based Mosil Lubricants produces industrial lubricants for cus-
tomers that include well-known German firms. Rupali Mavani is part of 
the Mosil management team. Participation in the Manager Training Pro-
gramme has helped her get closer to her dream of one day transforming 
the family business into a public limited company.



45

SUCCESSFUL PARTICIPANTS

Rupali Mavani is standing in Mosil’s 
Mumbai production hall talking to two 
workers decked out in dark green pro-
tective clothing, mint-coloured plastic 
gloves, hairnets and – since the corona-
virus pandemic began – face masks. They 
are filling large metal canisters with brake 
lubricant for a new customer into shiny, 
moss-green 180-kilogram canisters em-
blazoned with the bright yellow Mosil 
Lubricants logo with its stylised oil drop.

“We supply these lubricants to Knorr-
Bremse AG in Pune,” Mavani reveals, 
where they are used in the production 
of anti-lock braking systems. The Mu-
nich-based company is the world market 
leader for braking systems, especially for 
rail and commercial vehicles. Another 
German customer manufactures braking 
systems for commercial vehicles at its site 
in India. Both collaborations resulted 
from the Manager Training Programme, 
which Mavani completed, as did her hus-
band Samvar Mavani a few years earlier.

The 49-year-old engineer is an executive 
at Mosil Lubricants Pvt Ltd. Founded 
by her husband’s family in 1971, today 
the company employs 80 people and 
produces 250 types of industrial lu-
bricants as oils, greases and sprays. Ap-
plications range from agriculture, the 
paper and textile industries and keeping 
vehicles, equipment and machinery run-
ning. “Wherever you see a machine in 
India, we are there,” Rupali Mavani says 
with a sense of pride. 

Modernising the company

When she joined Mosil ten years ago, 
Mavani had a vision of streamlining the 
company and bringing modern manage-
ment techniques on board. The Manager 
Training Programme has helped her 
move her plans forward. “My husband 
and I learned a lot in Germany and have 
implemented a lot of changes since then,” 
she says.

These have included building a new re-
search and development laboratory, an 
office area and a warehouse. All this was 
realised in 2020 in just four months in 
the middle of the coronavirus pandemic. 
“It doesn't help to bury your head in the 
sand; you have to tackle things,” the en-
thusiastic entrepreneur says. Now that 
the warehouse and production areas are 

separate, workers have enough space to 
comply with distancing guidelines.

Innovation as a countermeasure

“I always try to find innovative solu-
tions,” human resource manager Mavani 
says. This trait served her well during the 
coronavirus pandemic. Many processes 
have been digitised, and training for em-
ployees is conducted online. When look-
ing for new talent, Mavani now relies 
on online recruiting using conferencing 
tools. The digital infrastructure has been 
developed to allow employees to work 
from home when possible. “I recently 
hired an employee who will work entirely 
from home,” Mavani says.

The coronavirus pandemic has driven the 
modernisation of the company, as two 
awards given to Mosil last year by the 
Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) 
attest: one for excellent employee man-
agement during COVID-19’s tenure, 
and the other for the best technology and 
solutions provider.

But there have also been some setbacks. 
“Unfortunately, we were unable to retain 
quite a few employees in the beginning, 
especially young mothers,” says Mava-
ni, who has two daughters of her own. 

“There was no childcare, kindergartens 
and schools were closed and production 
was one thing we couldn’t move to the 
employees̓ homes,” Mavani recalls. And 
mothers were the ones who had to stay 
home with the children.

Strength through restructuring

The situation has since improved. The 
women have started organising, some 
have returned, and new, young talent has 
been recruited. Sales have grown. Mosil 
is “running like clockwork” thanks to the 
changes, Rupani explains with a wink. 
Losses due to the pandemic were mini-
mised though company management, in-
novations, and new customers, and sales 
in 2020 were as high as the two million 
euros turnover earned in 2019.

Mavani's ultimate dream is to transform 
the firm into a public limited company, 
and all the signs point to her success. The 
coronavirus stress test allowed Mosil to 
demonstrate how well positioned it is. 
And HR manager Mavani does not have 
to worry about new, young talent for 
management as her13-year-old daughter 
plans to become CEO one day. “She 
certainly has what it takes,” Mavani says, 
laughing.

I always try to find  
innovative solutions.
Rupali Mavani
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“Intercultural management  
is very useful!”
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As part of the MP Grigoryev also visited the 
heavy machinery producer TAKRAF GmbH in 
the Brandenburg town of Lauchhammer.
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Evgeny Grigoryev is always on the lookout for further education that can 
advance his career. The Manager Training Programme came at the right 
time for the deputy chief engineer of a mine owned by the Russian coal 
company SUEK-Kusbass. In addition to lots of new things about change 
management and environmental protection, Grigoryev learned quite a bit 
about intercultural management. The 35-year-old’s personal contact to 
German companies is also helping SUEK to clear up the final unresolved 
issues before closing two deals.

“The path to personal professional devel-
opment and the very best networking”, is 
how Evgeny Grigoryev sums up the first 
thoughts that crossed his mind when he 
heard that his company wanted to send 
him to Germany to participate in the 
Manager Training Programme. Grigoryev 
is the deputy chief engineer of the mine 
administration “Taldinskoe West” at the 
Russian coal company SUEK-Kusbass, 
and SUEK is the largest Russian coal 
producer and one of the five leading coal 
suppliers globally. His colleague who was 
in the Programme the year before advised 
him to make use of the opportunity: “This 
is the best thing that can happen to you in 
this stage of your career.”

It’s clear from the start that Grigoryev 
will accept the offer. His own professional 
development is always the focus for him: 
Grigoryev started at SUEK in 2010 as a 
simple miner, and only two years later he 
had advanced to deputy chief engineer, 
responsible for the technical assessment 
of investment proposals. Evgeny Grigo-
ryev kept on successfully participating in 
inter-company, industry-spanning and 
Russia-wide business competitions. After 
completing the Russian Presidential Pro-
gramme and successfully applying, in June 
2019 he had his next target: Dresden.

Change management and environmental 
protection are on the agenda, too

Grigoryev travelled to Germany expect-
ing to strengthen the cooperation with 
German partners in the supply of mining 
equipment, in the area of customer service 
and in the training of staff. He returned 
with plenty of new impressions as well: 
“One of the most valuable insights for me 
personally was to see how useful inter-
cultural management is.” For one month 
contract negotiations are just as much 
of a central topic as the right appearance 
at talks with company representatives 

in order to be fit for a cooperation with 
German companies. “The input about 
change management was also valuable”, 
remembers the deputy chief engineer.

The focus was also on protecting the en-
vironment: “We were impressed by the 
recultivated mining regions in Germany”, 
exclaimed Grigoryev, “I wouldn’t have 
imagined that there used to be mining op-
erations at these sites. The regulations for 
environmental protection in Russia are 
also becoming more restrictive. The eco-
logical security of our own sites is there-
fore one of the company’s primary tasks.”

The projects agreed on are realised de-
spite corona

Even before the Manager Training Pro-
gramme, SUEK had contacts to German 
business representatives and Grigoryev 
used his stay in Germany for talks with 
relevant business partners. The personal 
contact helps to clear up the final issues 
related to the composition of the equip-
ment to be acquired. In November of the 
same year, the contracts between the Ger-

man firms and SUEK were signed. In June 
of 2020, a company from North Rhine-
Westphalia delivered 3.5 kilometres of 
high-pressure fast-coupling pipeline sys-
tems, and in September a company from 
South Hesse supplied waste water clean-
ing facilities for preparing mine drainage 
water. And further projects are already 
being planned.

Although these cooperations were con-
ducted during the pandemic, SUEK has 
stuck to their contractual obligations. 
According to Evgeny Grigoryev, the pan-
demic has hardly had any effect on oper-
ations for SUEK: “The completion of our 
investment projects hasn’t been affected, 
and all of the ongoing projects were re-
alised – also including the cooperations 
with our German partners.”

Grigoryev unreservedly recommends the 
Programme

Because Grigoryev is part of the middle 
management at the coal company SUEK, 
a company with clear vertical hierarchies, 
he can take ideas from Germany and work 
on their implementation: “The contacts I 
have made offer me the opportunity to ob-
tain information more directly, when new 
technologies that we have not yet used in 
that form are concerned, for example.”

Grigoryev suggests to anyone who has 
the chance to participate in the Manager 
Training Programme that they take it. 
He advises future participants to not be 
afraid of asking their German business 
partners questions: “Exchange your con-
tact details and definitely keep in contact 
with the German partners even when the 
contact isn’t strictly on a business level. 
Sending a friendly birthday greeting can 
help with a future cooperation.” Grigo-
ryev only considers the language barrier 
as a problem, if it in fact is at all. But he 
also welcomes efforts by the trainers to 
organise Russian-speaking lecturers or to 
at least provide translators for them. And 
Evgeny Grigoryev has one more tip for 
future Programme participants: “Having 
a few phrases of German to help enter the 
conversation is great. That makes the Ger-
mans happy.”

We were impressed by the 
recultivated mining regions 
in Germany.
Evgeny Grigoryev 
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The shiny brown fruit of the date palm 
grows at dizzy heights. In Nefta, the dates 
ripen in October every year and are then 
ready for harvesting. The green Oasis of 

Nefta in the middle of the desert certainly 
is a wonder of nature. Here half of Tuni-
sia’s total date harvest grows on about 5.5 
million palm trees. Rose de Sable also cul-

From the Sahara to the Elbe

Meriem Ben Dlala loves nature. And she loves her country, which is one 
of the largest date producers in the world. To her, this sweet desert fruit is 
the embodiment of Tunisia’s culture, which dates back thousands of years. 
Ben Dlala works for the date producer Rose de Sable. “I would like to 
share our culture with the rest of the world”, the biologist says about her 
motivation to participate in the Manager Training Programme.

How Dates from Tunisia Found their Way into German 
Supermarkets Thanks to the MP

tivates dates in this location. “Harvesting 
is a delicate process; the dates have to be 
picked by hand”, Ben Dlala says.

From quality manager to project manager

Answering the question of what exactly 
the company does, Ben Dlala explains: 
“I do everything”, and laughs. She start-
ed work at Rose de Sable, which means 
“desert rose”, as a quality manager. Her 
area of responsibility has grown since her 
participation in the Manager Training 
Programme in 2019. Now she is also re-

SUCCESSFUL PARTICIPANTS
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sponsible for the areas of Research & De-
velopment and Customer Relations and 
reports directly to the company’s manage-
ment. “I am involved in all stages from the 
field to the customer”, the energetic man-
ager says. Her broad knowledge benefits 
her in negotiations with new customers, 
where in-depth specialist and technical 
know-how are needed and it is impossible 
to be prepared for every question.

First successes and valuable insights

In Germany, Ben Dlala entered into 
cooperation with a trading company for 
dried fruits in Hamburg. Since then, 
several truckloads of the nutritious palm 
fruit from the Sahara have made their way 
to the Elbe. The sweet temptations were 
sold in reputable supermarkets; in 2020, 
however, deliveries stopped. Ben Dlala 
explains that price pressure is strong. 
There is a lot of competition, including 

that from other countries such as Egypt 
and Iran. “Then the corona crisis broke 
out and everything became more com-
plicated, expensive and unpredictable: 
customs duty, transport, documents”, the 
manager continues. But she is optimistic 
and believes that she will soon be able 
to dispatch her dates again. And she has 
drawn a lesson from this experience: “We 
will sharpen our strategy and concentrate 
on alternative products.” One example is a 
new product for the Japanese market: the 
company’s own “Castilla” brand of dates 
in stand-up pouches. Despite the difficult 
situation, the firm has been able to main-
tain their turnover level in the corona year.

Snack bars made in Tunisia

One of Ben Dlala’s innovative ideas is the 
development of energy bars and healthy 
snacks based on dates. These snacks are 
produced from by-products from the date 
processing. The manager is currently pre-
paring a corresponding project study. Up 
to now, Rose de Sable has only sold dif-
ferent types of whole dates. However, the 
market for healthy snacks is promising, as 
Ben Dlala learned in Germany. Creating a 
higher degree of added value for the pro-
ducts is an important step towards the 
future for her company.

More organic products

In future, more organic crops are to be 
cultivated. Rose de Sable already produces 
exclusively organic dates on its own plan-
tations. In 2020, they made up roughly 20 
per cent of total sales. The plan is to in-
crease their share to 50 per cent by 2025, 
and the firm intends to buy further plots 
for date cultivation before the end of 
2021. Further investments are also being 
made in this connection: “We are plan-
ning an extension to our factory in Tozeur, 
which will expand our annual capacity by 
25 per cent”, says Ben Dlala. Rose de Sable 
also advocates fair trade in the cultiva-
tion: The company helps disadvantaged 
producers and farmers to improve their 
quality of life.

Know-how as a unique selling proposi-
tion

The unique selling proposition of the 
family-run firm is its in-depth knowledge 
of the secrets of date cultivation, gathered 
over several decades. Dates are a very del-
icate fruit, as biologist Ben Dlala explains. 
The agricultural process of their cultiva-
tion is spread across the entire year, and 
every step is decisive for a good harvest. 
“I have always been fascinated by plants 
and fruits. I continue to learn so much 
about dates, and that is exciting and in-
spiring every day. It is simply a wonderful 
adventure”, says the 30-year-old nature 
lover, who is doing her best to get the fruit 
of this adventure back on the German 
market soon.
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2020 was not an easy year for Azerbaijan. 
Not only the Corona crisis, but also the 
political situation and the dramatic drop 
in oil prices hit the country badly. Howev-
er, Fizul Yolchiyev remained confident in 
the midst of these adverse circumstances.

His positive attitude has helped him to 
develop the business further even during 
the pandemic. The cooperation with an 
enterprise in Southern Germany contrib-
uted considerably to this success. He had 
got to know this specialist for minimally 
invasive medical devices during his stay 
in Germany. On a visit to the firm’s head-
quarters, he agreed on a trial delivery for 
doctors and clinics in the fields of cardiac 
and vascular surgery, and the Azerbaijani 
surgeons were impressed by the quality 

of the cardiac catheters and stents from 
Germany. Following a detailed market 
analysis, Yolchiyev drew up a business 
plan for sales and distribution and took 
on the registration process for the appro-
val of the products. He organised training 
for doctors and hospital personnel – most 
recently, online. He is planning seminars 
and congresses for the time after Corona.

A win-win situation

Facet’s customers include roughly 500 hos-
pitals and clinics throughout Azerbaijan. 
Few of them have their own cardiology 
department. Thanks to Yolchiyev, they are 
now familiar with the German manufac-
turer’s brand. Through the partnership, 
the proportion of Facet’s turnover attrib-

A Springboard to Success

His participation in the MP was a 
career boost for Fizuli Yolchiyev 
from Azerbaijan. After six years 
as Purchasing Manager at Facet 
LLC, a wholesale firm for medical 
technology, he was promoted to 
the position of Head of Purchasing. 
Since then, he has particularly 
intensified the cooperation with 
German firms.
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uted to German products has increased by 
15 per cent in the past two years, reaching 
one quarter. The business from Baku was 
able to strengthen its reputation as a sup-
plier of high-quality products; at the same 
time, the partnership is important for the 
German partner as the firm had previously 
not been active in Azerbaijan. 

An increase in turnover through Corona 
products

Turnover increased in the crisis year 
thanks to “Corona products”, as Yolchi-
yev and his colleagues call them, namely 
disinfectants, masks, protective clothing 
and tests. “Turnover for the other pro-
duct groups has decreased”, says Yolchiyev. 
“As a result of the pandemic, products are 
more expensive, there are fewer flight con-
nections and prices for transport and lo-
gistics have increased.” This is particularly 
noticeable as Facet only sells the goods of 
foreign firms. “Moreover, as in other coun-
tries too, operations are being postponed 
in order to secure bed capacity. A further 

Fizuli Yolchiyev with representatives of Eucatech during an on-site visit to the company in Weil am Rhein 

We can all hardly wait for 
Corona to be over.
Fizuli Yolchiyev

cooperation agreement with a German 
firm, which was ready for conclusion, has 
been put on hold for the time being. “We 
can all hardly wait for Corona to be over”, 
Yolchiyev says.

Career kick-start

“When I returned from Germany, the 
firm’s management called me in”, Yolchi-
yev remembers. The then 29-year-old was 

promoted to Head of Purchasing. “That 
came as a surprise to me”, says Yolchieyev 
in his typically modest way, adding that 
the training had helped him in his fur-
ther development. He learned how to do 
business with German enterprises and 
became generally more accomplished and 
self-confident in his contact with other 
foreign companies. The mathematician, 
who is now 31 years old, is not only good 
with numbers, but also has a talent for 
languages. Besides his mother tongue 
Azerbaijani, he speaks Turkish, Russian 
and English. In his leisure time, the form-
er maths teacher and father of two enjoys 
watching documentaries on astronomy 
and distant galaxies and reading articles 
on these topics. And he also finds it ex-
citing to look beyond his horizon in his 
job. He wants to expand Facet into a pro-
duction company in the future; research 
in this respect is already ongoing. Facet 
would then be the first company in Azer-
baijan to produce medical devices. 
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Travel limitations due to the 
pandemic are forcing business 
partners to turn to digital solutions 
for talks. Even negotiations are  
becoming increasingly virtual. 
Thomas Starke, who has been 
coaching for many years in the 
Manager Training Programme, ex-
plains what it takes to be success-
ful and offers tips on making a 
positive impression.

“German entrepreneurs 
are well prepared for 
their negotiations.  
You should be too.”

SPECIALISED TOPICS
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Journal: What special challenges do 
negotiations present when they are held 
online?

Thomas Starke: Holding negotiations over 
long distances is not fundamentally new. 
Video telephony has been around for a 
while and we have had video conferencing 
for several years. What is new now is that 
the digitalisation of talks has intensified as a 
result of the coronavirus pandemic. We are 
confronted with new issues. The different 
time zones may push appointments into 
the early morning or late evening, which 
can be critical for difficult negotiation 
points. There is also a special challenge in 
the different ways we communicate based 
on the technology we use.

How can we best manage negotiating 
remotely? What do we need to consider?

Generally, the same things apply here as do 
in any face-to-face meeting: I need to be 
prepared and know what my objectives and 
expectations are. I should do my market re-
search in advance and analyse my potential 
business partner as well as possible. It is also 
important to have a plan B and go through 
various options. German entrepreneurs 
always prepare carefully for online talks 
and only hold them when they know in ad-
vance that they will benefit from them. So, 
having my own strategy is especially impor-
tant, because if I don’t have one, I will be 
following my partner’s idea. It is also more 
difficult to build trust in the digital realm 
because it makes small talk harder. You 
don’t have to pick up a visitor, for instance, 
which gives you the opportunity to chat. 
And gestures and body language are also 
trickier. Because small talk is essential, I can 
alternatively offer tactical praise. How you 
conduct the discussion is also important. 
In the digital realm, it is also advisable to 
vary your communication so that the con-
versation doesn’t become too monotonous, 
and to make use of the technologies such as 
screen sharing to demonstrate what you are 
discussing.

Technological challenges now play a 
major role…

Precisely. I should be familiar with the 
equipment and the tools I use. That gives 
me a feeling of security, and also for the 
products being negotiated that may be hard 
to show virtually. If I want to demonstrate a 
large machine, it makes sense to switch to a 

co-host in the production hall. If I am deal-
ing with smaller products I can send my 
conversation partner a sample in advance 
to convince him of its quality.

What sort of faux pas do we need to be 
aware of?

During video conferences, you need to pay 
attention to what kind of messages you 
are sending with your screen, even the un-
intentional ones: Do I have a background 
that is too distracting, or shows some-
thing that would leak information about 
business ties to other suppliers or clients? 
Before your talk, it is also recommended 
that you close any files on your computer 
that you won’t be needing and move con-
troversial or confidential documents from 
any directories you might be opening. 
Because things can get hairy if I acciden-
tally disclose offers from other companies 
when I share my screen. And don’t forget 
that when communicating online we have 
much shorter attention spans. Things start 
to drag after 90 minutes and your attention 
curve flattens out. I have to accept that. Do 
I need to plan the steps of the appointment 
differently in advance – also due to the fact 
that I have fewer means to improvise when 
I am online? Whatever I don’t have with 
me physically at my mobile office, I can’t 
simply reach out to grab.

What are the advantages of online ne-
gotiating, especially in our current pan-
demic era?

Digital meetings are currently the only 
promising option for global deals. They 
not only save time and money, they are also 
flexible and can be organised independ-
ently  of location. We are currently in a situ-
ation that is new and challenging for every-
one, and at the same time we are preparing 
for a sort of new normalcy. That means that 
there will still be plenty of digital meetings 
even once travel and in-person encounters 
become fully feasible. All of the experience 
that we are currently learning, realising and 
gaining will thus by no means become lost 
knowledge.

You are also conducting digital seminars 
on the topic of online negotiations as 
part of the MP. What sort of feedback 
are you getting from the participants?

The participants are mostly missing out on 
the effect of an actual stay in Germany. The 

four-week in-person programme always in-
cluded a portion of free time as well, and 
the foreign executives could move their 
knowledge of Germany to the next level, for 
example through weekend activities. Upon 
returning to their home countries they were 
then actual Germany experts. That’s lacking 
now, of course. But the positive thing about 
the current situation is that appointments 
can be made with German companies more 
spontaneously – that is, the German firms 
are more flexible in terms of their time. MP 
participants are often surprised that there 
is still an agenda that is sent in advance of 
the meeting even in the era of digital com-
munication. The talks are usually held in a 
focused way from the German perspective, 
so it isn’t just an easy-going chat. I also 
frequently hear from the Programme par-
ticipants that they receive the information 
that their German partners promise them 
very swiftly. It is even faster than it was be-
fore the pandemic, so the workflow is ac-
celerated.

Negotiating online now usually means 
working from your home. Is that a good 
idea or should I go into the office?

The pandemic-related conditions have 
forced a lot of business people worldwide 
into working more from home. So, it is 
important to also have quality technology 
and a stable internet connection at home. 
The place where I will be negotiating from 
should be free of external sounds. The 
environment is important in a video con-
ference. That means that I should carefully 
consider what I reveal of my private life 
and that I should also dress as if I were at-
tending a non-virtual meeting at the office. 
The camera settings and lighting should be 
selected to my advantage and so I am well 
illuminated. I shouldn’t shy away from buy-
ing an LED video lamp or an extra shade 
for my window. The setting should always 
be tested before important appointments. 
A meeting from home can also lead to more 
informal communication, acting as a sort 
of water cooler around which information 
can be exchanged quickly and efficiently. 
An office at home can lead in this direction 
if I employ it skilfully. If I am prepared to 
divulge something personal about myself 
and meet my counterpart virtually on the 
balcony, it can highlight my personality.
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And what are the limits of digital nego-
tiations?

When we are working at a high level with 
simultaneous interpreters, the technologi-
cal demands are great. And familiarity with 
others doesn’t work as well in the digital 
realm as it does in a face-to-face meeting. 
When I am providing sensitive details 
about a product or a technical develop-
ment, I need to be careful about unauthor-
ised images or recordings. Also, it is diffi-
cult to check the conditions of production 
and it is hard to represent the supply chain 
digitally. When I visit a company in person, 
I can get an idea of whether the social and 
environmental standards are being com-
plied with – that is not possible or only to a 
very limited extent online.

How do you make the MP participants 
less afraid of digital negotiations?

I always try to get them to overcome their 
inhibitions. The Programme participants 
need to realise that their German counter-
parts aren’t interested in their English skills, 
but rather in prospective business deals. If 
there is a language barrier, an interpreter 
or colleague with the appropriate language 
skills can help. Technicians who negotiate 
with each other have their own language 
and knowledge of a foreign language is less 
important than a common understanding 
of the professional field. In the analogue 
world it has always been critical that the 

highest success rate was achieved in per-
sonal negotiations, talks on the telephone 
came second and negotiations via email 
third. Now we have various video con-
ferencing tools that are about combining 
the personal and the technical features. We 
have an excellent toy to play with. If I feel 
confident in the digital world, I can achieve 
my business goals effectively. The same is 
true all around the world: contact creates 
empathy. The more often someone sees 
us, the better we can connect. So I advise 
everyone to also use social networks to ad-
dress German business partners. Then you 
can enter a dialogue and create common 
ground. I always have a landline ready as 
a backup so that I can react quickly to any 
network interruptions.

How can I ensure that I make a lasting 
impression on my counterpart?

What is true in the analogue world also 
applies to digital communication: The talk 
needs to be “remarkable” for my counter-
part. That means that I need to cast a limbic 
anchor and stand out. Someone who has a 
lot of talks every week remembers the one 
that was particularly good or amusing. 
Humour is also one way to create the per-
sonal level that is necessary for that. Ger-
mans often dismiss humour initially and 
are rather formal. So start with some mild 
humour. Plus, I can consciously plan to 
have some time for a personal exchange in 
an appointment. It might work to host a 
mutual digital breakfast before the actual 
appointment for the negotiation – that cre-
ates emotion, intimacy and trust. If a talk 
is scheduled in the early hours in Germany, 
you can assume that your business partner 
is more awake and well-rested than in the 
late afternoon. I also tell everyone to be 
generous with how you schedule the ap-
pointments. So, plan the meeting for two 
hours rather than 60 minutes. If you’re done 
early, you’ve just bought your partner an 
hour’s worth of time – excellent! Of course, 
I can really make a lasting impression if my 
product or service really has some unique 
features – just like in the analogue world.

Thank you very much for speaking 
with us.

Checklist for successful online negotiations

 Prepare carefully for the negotiation

 Select a quiet place and eliminate any likely disturbances

  Test technology that is suitable and check that the internet connection is stable

 Ensure that you have good lighting and acoustics

 Take time zone differences into account

 Organise any technical support, especially for product presentation

 Create the right environment for a negotiation (background and clothing)

 Only open the files and links that you will need for the negotiation

 Consider the course of the discussion and integrate small talk and humour

 Take short attention spans into account

About the interview partner

Thomas Starke started working independently as a business consultant with Concept 
and Sales in 2008, based on his global experience in the fields of sales, marketing, 
trade fairs and export. He supports SMEs in their expansion strategies both in Germany 
and internationally. In addition to his global teaching duties, he has been active as a 
coach and tutor for numerous MP training centres since 2011.
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