Germany                                    

WHAT   THE   GERMANS   ARE   LIKE 
Germany has been considered an exemplary country, not only for having  spectacularly overcome the ravages of World War II, but also for quickly rising as one of the more advanced countries in the world.  A number of factors account for this:  An initial boost was given by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Aid and the Marshall Plan. A high rate of reinvestment of profits followed the initial infusions brought by both aid  monies.  Later, Chancellor Erhard transformed the West German economy into a  socialist market economy, which released the country from the tight economic controls of the Hitler regime. In addition to judicious management, hard work, and ingenuity, the West German economy at that time was not hampered by government regulations, rationing, price and wage controls, and debt.  Also, business owners,  managers, and the labor sector were all eager to cooperate to reconstruct the economy—so much so that they postponed demands they would have otherwise made of each other. The reunification of Germany in 1989 was another milestone in German history.


The “Americanization” of Germans quickly followed prosperity and  transformed them into heavy-spending consumers. At first, they purchased household goods, appliances, cars, and so forth, to replace worn-out models.  But with the sharp increase in disposable income, their appetite for new and better things became an insatiable drive for acquisitions. Aggressive advertising constantly prods German consumers to fill up their shopping trolleys, have dinner in fast-food outlets, listen to rock music, and wear the latest in designer blue jeans.  


Contemporary German society is urban, industrial, and middle class.  German industrial workers are among the best paid, highly skilled, and disciplined workers in the world. They are merging their ranks with technical-administrative white-collar employees. German society is also divided by age.  Foreigners who visit even for a short time quickly note intergenerational differences in attitudes. Older  Germans, those born and raised before 1945, view political stability and prosperity from the point of view of the economic chaos of the 1920s.  Those born after 1950 have known only unprecedented affluence.  In short, the generation gap is based on the two groups’ different experiences of economic well-being.


Significant changes in German society began when it shifted from an agricultural society to a nonagricultural one after World War II. Educational achievement is the ticket for all Germans, as it enables them to move upward through the different levels of social classes.  University education is essential to acquiring prestigious positions that pay well. Although the country’s educational system is supposed to provide universal basic education to the masses, it gets extremely selective and limited at the higher education level.  Usually, those who succeed in attaining higher education come from the upper middle- and upper-class families.


The elite group in German society is a small and powerful coterie.  It is marked by its diversity: It includes high-ranking civil service executives, trade union officials, university professors, top members of the officer corps, industrial and financial leaders, politicians, and even  artists and writers. As a whole, members of the elite support stability.  The members of the old elite come from the extremely wealthy groups—very few trace their roots from lower social ranks.  However, after World War II, the ranks of the elite expanded to admit new members—those who were university-educated.  By the late 1980s, nearly two-thirds of the elite came from families that have long been entrenched in either business or the civil service.  Only one in ten of the elite members had a father who was a manual worker.  


Members of the elite who belonged to the industrial and financial sectors have the most diverse backgrounds. These are probably the ones you will negotiate with the most, too. There are about 600 of them.  There are those who trace their beginnings from the remnants of the old aristocracy. Some are heirs of nineteenth-century industrialists and financiers.  The so-called “salaried-rich” technocrats run enterprises.  And there are several post–World War II multimillionaires.  All of this diverse elite group form a cobweblike network of interlocking directorates, supervisory boards,  and holding  companies at the apex the German economy. Members of the bureaucratic elite, in contrast, form a more homogeneous group.  About ninety-eight percent of these members are university-educated, just as their parents were, who more likely were civil servants as well.


Germany saw the demise of the old bastions of aristocracy such as the  members of the bureaucracy, family owners of industrial empires, and the Prussian army as members of the new elite emerged.  Members of the “new ruling class” now include heads of institutes, service firms, professional associations, industries, and government agencies.  Wealth and high incomes are not the only qualifications for power and influence in society—one must actually have command over a certain group of people.  Positions of power  are no longer inherited except for a few.  The old aristocratic names like the Krupps and the Stumms are still remembered because signs over industrial  plants bear them.  The wealth that the new ruling class amassed for themselves brought them spectacular pleasures that they enjoy privately. Owning Mercedes  Benz motor cars, Chris-Craft cruisers, summer houses in places like Lake Lugano in Switzerland or the Costa Brava in Spain, and mansions with swimming pools and parks has been  quite common among them.  


The new rich may not flaunt their wealth, but they still enjoy displaying their honors and titles. They love to be decorated with honorary doctorates or to be appointed honorary consuls. It is said that the buying and selling of honorary consular titles  is in itself big business.  Big business  tycoons maintain a patronage system in their companies to enhance their status. This also gives them an outlet for their humanitarian impulses. One executive even gave away his photographic equipment company to his employees.  


The post–World War II period marked the emergence of the middle class. During this period, the members of the “old” middle class—the small-scale  merchants, tradesmen, and farmers—declined, while the number of salaried employees increased.  Just as in the elite group, the middle class has different levels. Those belonging to the higher level of the middle class seem to be merging with the managerial and professional members of the elite.  Those belonging to the lower level are the highly skilled workers, craftsmen, foremen, and clerical employees.


About one-half to two-thirds of the population belongs to the working class.  It is made up partly of skilled workers, craftsmen, factory foremen, sales clerks, and low-ranking clerical help, who overlap with the lower middle class, plus others, including transportation workers, and those who work in the growing services sector. However, the skilled, semiskilled,  and the  unskilled workers in industry, mining, and agriculture comprise the bulk of the working class. Growing prosperity in the economy has closed the gap somewhat between the middle and working classes.                              

    
German workers have a big say in the way companies run their businesses because of the nation's “codetermination” policy.  This gives the workers seats on management boards in many industries.  Unions and workers in Germany are said to have the most comprehensive codetermination rights in the world. Codetermination is not the same thing as participation, though.  Participation implies that employers must inform and consult with employees or their representatives before they implement certain policies.  Codetermination is stronger than that.  It implies that employers may implement policies only with the consent of the workers or their representatives.  The law says that companies employing more than 1,000 workers must give one-third of the seats on their boards to labor representatives. The number of seats may vary depending on the industry concerned. The executive committee must include a labor director appointed by the union to handle the current issues between management and labor.  


Through the years, the government modified the law and extended its coverage to many different industries. The government will eventually give smaller unions outside of the largest German labor federation, known as the German Federation of Labor or DGB (Deutscher Gewerkschatfsbund), better chances of securing works council seats. It will also create spokesperson committees for managerial employees.  The DGB consists of seventeen unions.  Its ultimate goal is to achieve full economic codetermination for all employees and their unions through Economic and Social Councils that it wants to establish on the federal, state, and regional levels. It will probably achieve this goal, since labor leaders, most of whom are university educated, are highly respected by German society.   


During the 1950s, and up until sometime in the 1960s, labor-management relations were generally peaceful.  German workers enjoyed a fairly high standard of living, compared to their situation immediately after World War II. They used a consensus approach to bargaining, and it worked very well in those days. But labor-management relations eroded in the 1970s, and throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s, therewas a more marked increase in labor disputes.  This occurred partly because of the country’s worsening economic problems. Observers have noted a deterioration in the work ethic that may be behind the country’s unemployment problem.  Workers resist relocating to areas where the jobs are.  They prefer to stay in the places where  they  grew up.   These  displaced  industrial  workers  are  simply unwilling to take low-paying service jobs. In the early 1990s, Germany’s unemployment figure stood at over nine percent of the workforce. At the same time, the nation's economy is burdened by the fact that it has the highest employment costs in the world. The unions are strongly against making the adjustments required should the government decide to restructure industry. That may be unlikely, because Germany still regulates its major industries.  The country's rigid labor laws make it unattractive for foreign investors to hire Germans. The unions and national associations of a particular industry negotiate wages at the national level.  And the laws make it difficult to fire workers.  


A small segment of the German workforce is made up of foreign workers, called Gastarbeiter or guest workers, who were hired specifically to do the dirty work. The more affluent natives had shown no interest in these menial jobs since the mid-1950s.  The Yugoslavs, Greeks, Iberians, Italians, and Arabs who make  up this segment of workers have been subjected to prejudice and  are not integrated into the mainstream of society. Many decide to stay and get married in Germany.  Since they work in order to support their relatives back home, they are unable to raise their own living standards in Germany and continue to be poor. The government continues to be challenged by the social problems spawned by their presence. The most difficult problems are the education and employment of the children of foreign workers and the housing congestion. In the mid-1970s,  Germany began to limit migration into the country and encouraged the return of migrant workers to their own countries.   

     Because of the outmoded educational system in their universities, more and more young German managers are obtaining their university degrees and certificates with accompanying technical degrees from business schools in the United States or from one of the better institutions in Europe. These managers alsorely  heavily on in-company training.  They are exposed to modern business methods in  subsidiaries or branches of multinational corporations (MNCs) in Germany.  Subsidiaries of American MNCs play key roles in the motor car manufacturing, petroleum products, electronics, and data processing industries.  As a result of all this exposure, German executives use modern managerial and marketing methods.  They practice humanistic managerial styles that encourage the delegation of authority, cooperation, and teamwork with their employees, and they negotiate with labor leaders at a high level of professionalism. The more progressive managers have increasingly been shedding traditional organizational structures and are adopting the American model of Strategic Business Units (SBUs) targeted at specific  markets.


About eighty percent of top managers in Germany have attended universities, and about fifty percent of them hold doctorates in their particular fields.  The title “Dr.” carries considerable weight in the business world. Germans consider two to three years of actual experience essential to qualify for a managerial post.  With all the training required, young  German managers can realistically be expected to start their careers at age thirty-five. Most managers have had training in scientific management: about forty percent of them have an engineering background, and about twenty percent are economists.  he older executives lived through the devastation of World War II.  Although there is a considerable gap in  knowledge between the older and younger executives, the former are treated with  respect and are looked upon as  “counsellors” of the company.  German companies  honor their older members and are not anxious to see them leave, even with an incoming crop  of sharper young executives. Problems that grapple younger executives include marketing, salesmanship, motivation, efficiency, ecology, long-range planning, and  financial control.  Some American executives who have worked in Germany find  their executives very “Americanized” compared to their counterparts in other European nations.   

     In general, German managers have worked in more than one firm, although they tend to specialize in a particular industry.  Younger German executives are getting more mobile, but on the whole, they are still relatively less mobile than Americans.  The  German business magazine Capital revealed that eighty percent of the top jobs in ten of  the largest German companies were held by executives who had worked only in that company.  In a different survey of 2,200 executives, twenty-nine percent  remained in one firm; fifty-three percent had worked in one or two firms; and only eighteen percent had worked in three or more firms.  There is still some stigma attached to transferring jobs. 

     
Young German executives are even more status conscious than Americans. Work is an important source of their fulfillment, self-esteem, and status. They value their company’s loyalty to them, and their social security system recognizes their need for security by protecting executives and employees  against unreasonable dismissal.  In turn, the company appreciates loyalty on the part of its employees and executives.  Mutual trust is highly valued in Germany business practices. Although there are traces of the old Prussian virtues of obedience, discipline, sense of duty, and orderliness, younger executives also seem to have a greater sense of freedom. They try to satisfy their personal priorities first.  


Greater wealth and consumerism has led to a decline in the people’s drive to work, especially since the 1970s.  Many now say that Germans work to live, instead of living to work.  Liberal company policies that allow more vacation time, flexi-hours, and more holidays have encouraged this change in attitude. Rank-and-file workers in Germany have longer vacations than workers in many nations have.  The legal minimum is twenty-five to thirty weekdays for workers under eighteen years of age and eighteen weekdays for all other employees.  On top of that, there are about ten to thirteen public holidays in a year.  Executives are allowed four to six weeks time off.  In over 20,000 private and government organizations, employees can choose the time  period within which to work.  


Men still predominate at work. Women, as a rule, are paid lower and tend to be concentrated in less prestigious and less fulfilling jobs. In the early 1980s, the unemployment rate for women was twice that of men.  As a result, many women gave up, backtracked, and assumed “back-to-the-kitchen” attitudes once again. German males still take pride in the fact that their wives do not have to work.  Perhaps women schooled in the notion of domestic dependence consent to remain on the sidelines. The business environment practices “tokenism” in granting managerial positions to women. Qualified ones still get inferior positions, and the laws on sexual discrimination in the workplace are not very explicit or punitive. Trade union have not supported women unless they were already employed. As Emma, the largest women’s magazine in Germany, put it:  “Women got only what men left, the crumbs that fell from the table.”  To illustrate, look at the data processing industry: The more mechanical jobs are reserved for women. They are the first to be  laid off in cases of slowdowns.  


In the meantime, women have not made too many efforts to better themselves by training in better skills or voicing their complaints against the system. The female director of the Hamburg Senate’s Office for the  Equalization of Women once said,  “I am afraid we will still have to wait hundreds of  years if we think that we can improve the situation of women by changes in the  consciousness of men.”  She sees legal penalties, such as fines for sexual discrimination in jobs, as one of the more effective ways of dealing with the  problem.  The problem of female equality is not limited to Germany.  It is a worldwide problem.  By way of contrast, in comparison to other countries, Germany may be regarded as a virtual woman’s paradise. Still, this is not to say that Germany does not have its gender problems (it does) and it must resolve these in the coming decades.

GERMAN   NEGOTIATORS   AND   YOU


German   Language

German Negotiators:  Many Germans speak  excellent English, whereas it is rare to find a non-German who speaks excellent German.  The German language is difficult, and only an unusually well-prepared negotiator will take the trouble to study the language ahead of time.  The southern parts of the country—Bavaria, Baden-Wurttemberg, Rheinland-Pfalz—have their own dialects  different from another variety called “high German.”  The Plattdeutsch, which is spoken in rural areas, is closer to English but is still difficult to decipher for English-speaking people.  


You:  Your investment in learning the language depends on the nature of your negotiations, your future relationship with them, the length of time you will be working with them, your motivation, and your time, among other factors. Learning the language through formal training and such informal means as German newspapers, books, television, movies, and so forth, will definitely add to your negotiating strength.  Do not overlook using  translators, no matter how proficient you are in German.  Even if the Germans know you understand German, they can not help but caucus among themselves in the negotiating room in your presence. This gives you the advantage of overhearing the tactics they intend to use.  


Technical Orientation

German Negotiators:  Germans are very pragmatic people, and they look for concrete, technical evidence of excellence and superior performance in products.  They do not get carried away by promises showcased in elaborate presentations.  They have great awareness and exposure to what is best in the market.  They are always looking for products that are better than the best and that they do not produce or have access  to yet. 


You: Your product or service must be proven  to be superior in order for it to sell to the  Germans.  Arm yourself with all the data and documentation you can, with benchmark results of tests conducted to show flawless performance of product features, durability, life, efficiency, economy of energy use, and so forth. Better yet, orchestrate a demonstration of your product or service at their plant or office.  Give them 100 percent guarantees on  your products and service by trial-offer periods with money-back guarantees for them.  If  you  are selling high-technology products such as computer software and hardware, have some of your technical personnel work with their computer staff for a  certain period of time so that they can test how compatible your offerings are with their setup. Films and well-illustrated manuals and handouts are also good to use.  Use case studies and testimonials—tell them about how your clients have successfully used your products and services.  Give them names they can contact.   They will be even more impressed with you if you give them a balanced presentation.  Tell them the conditions under which your product will not perform well.  Show how you will try your best to  avoid such unfortunate occurrences as long as they cooperate by following operating instructions. 


Germans  Do  Their  Homework


German Negotiators:  Do not be surprised to find out just how much your German counterparts know about your firm and its products and services. Negotiating is not a  haphazard activity for the Germans, and they prepare for it as methodically as the  typical way they approach their day-to-day problems.  Not only do they research you—they also research your competition, and they do not hesitate to use whatever leverage they have, such as prices, for example.  They will remind you of  your competition.   

You:  You should study their firm thoroughly, too.  Find out what their real needs  are, their future direction, and their bottom line. You can do this if you have sources  that can give you this information ahead of time. Also, know your  relative position of strength or weakness, not only in Germany, but in the world market.  Just how much do  you have to offer compared to your nearest competitors? How will you design your set of concessions in exchange for being given consideration vis-a-vis your  competitors? How much do you need their business? How much  are you willing to invest in terms of concessions to win them over?


Germans Are Hard Bargainers


German Negotiators:  The lowest price and prompt delivery dates matter a lot to  German negotiators.  Since they are a people who are always on target in almost everything they do, they have little tolerance for delays in delivery. They protect themselves way in advance for this eventuality by inserting stiff penalty clauses for late deliveries. They almost always want generous credit terms. They will not  overlook   the  costs   of  indirect  components  or  the  hidden  costs  of operating and maintaining products as they bargain with you for the lowest possible price. Be assured that they will be armed with the knowledge of your competitors’ prices to give themselves more room in getting the best price  out of you. They will not fail to ask for warranties or guarantees either.  


You:  If your firm delivers superior products and has an efficient system of delivery, there should be no extraordinary problems in dealing with Germans. If your firm enjoys cost advantages over your competitors, you will have more leeway in putting together an attractive package that will earn your clients savings or give them more value in the use of the products and services they buy from you.  Of course, do not forget the bottom line—the low price with which you can close the deal.  The rest is icing on the cake for them.   And when you are  bargaining with them, please be aware that they are sensitive about being compared with the French and British.  So do not do this.  


Hierarchical  Decision  Making


German Negotiators:  There is a big gap between the top and bottom in larger German corporations. Regardless of the size of the  organization, decision making is centralized, and power remains at the top, as a general rule.  The  pervasiveness of authoritarianism and paternalism in Germany, despite its exposure to modern  managerial techniques, encourages this kind of centralization.  One person decision making, though, is even more common in medium- and small-sized firms.   Remember this always, even though these smaller firms seem easier to approach because there are not too many layers to penetrate.  Larger organizations use committees to arrive at decisions.  Germans tend to arrive at decisions rather slowly.    


You:  For expeditious business negotiations, try to develop contacts in the top layer of the  German organization, particularly in what they call the Vorstand,  where the most important decisions are  made. However, communication between layers in the organization is so poor and information so well-guarded that you will have to make more effort getting the information you need  than you would in other countries.  You may find that it takes more time to get things done in German companies because of their rigidity in following their job descriptions. They are reluctant to perform a function that is not within their assigned duty.  This inflexibility and the lack of information flow will challenge your ability to make things happen.  


You will have to learn some basic German terms. In a large company, the  group  that  ultimately  decides  the  daily operational matters and international deals is the Vorstand, or the German executive committee or board of management. The chairman, or Vorsitzender  or Vorsitzer, presides over the committee.  Other companies may have one or more Geschaftsfuhrer or managing  directors/general managers in place of the Vorstand. Middle management presents their recommendation to the Vorstand, where final decisions are made.  These decisions are later handed down to lower-level managers to implement.  


Codetermination  and  German  Trade  Unions


German Negotiators:  German management defers a lot more to their employees than managers do in other countries.  In Germany, whoever the trade union appoints as its official representatives become very important people.  Managers have to discuss with trade union leaders any changes in working conditions that result from implementing new proposals or projects. Codetermination requires that these matters are dealt with jointly by labor and management within the Vorstand, where a certain number of seats are allocated to labor's representatives.                


One particular area of concern is the introduction of new technology in the workplace. In general, trade unions are ambivalent about this. Initially, they have perceived it negatively, denouncing high technology tools as “job killers.”  However, they have changed their minds and accepted the inevitability of working with high- technology equipment on a conditional basis.  The DGB accepts working with high technology if it is “socially controllable.”  One consequence of this is that unions are demanding to have wider codetermination and veto rights over the use of new technology from the planning stage to the final use, change, and/or extension of new technologies. 


You: Give yourself some lead time to allow for extended consultations between labor and management. You may have to extend your network of contacts to include the  trade union leaders themselves. You can sound them out on some of the terms  covering working conditions previous to the formal negotiations and find ways of  improving your provisions and overall presentation.


You must be prepared to deal with the complications involved in introducing new technology. As it is, German firms have argued strongly against technology codetermination, asserting that employees’ interests are adequately met by the Works Constitution Act of 1972 and the numerous collective and plant agreements that have been made.  German employers have expressed a wilingness to modifying such agreements to accommodate the interests of both workers and management. 

Network  of  Connections


German Negotiators: German organizations pay a great deal of attention to any foreign negotiator who has connections with the “elite.” These people can facilitate communications with the organization's top decision makers. In Germany, there seems to be a cobweblike network of interlocking directorates, supervisory  boards, and holding companies covering industry, trade, banking, and insurance. Power and influence as such are consolidated in the hands of a small coterie of  industrial and mercantile tycoons. 


You:  You should try to tap into this elite power network.  Perhaps people in your own company can help you. You may also initiate contacts by working with industry and trade associations. The primary one is the Joint Committee of German Trade and Industry or  Gemeinschaftsausschuss der Deutschen Gewerblichen Wirtschaft, which has a very  comprehensive membership.  There are the seventy-three Chambers of Industry and Commerce or Industrie-und Handelskammern in Germany and Berlin. These are other public organizations consisting of all industrial and commercial firms subject to the trade  tax.  Their principal function is to advise regional government bodies, parliaments, law courts, and other institutions on business and economic questions  and to inform their members of new developments in the economy.  Other organizations to tap are the Federation of German Industries or Bundesverband der Deutschen Industrie and the Federation of German Employers' Associations or Bundesvereinigung der Deutschen Arbeitgeberverbande.  You can not only gain contacts by looking up these organizations, but their members can also give you valuable feedback on some  things that concern your projects.  


Waning  Work  Ethic


German Negotiators:  German management gives their workers and executives high pay  and very liberal working conditions, such as many holidays, long vacations, and flexi-hours.  The German workforce enjoys a high level of prosperity.  It does not need to toil long hours, and it is always trying to develop new activities for spending its leisure time.  Germans get great personal satisfaction from their individual  pursuits. This attitude is especially true of younger workers and executives. This is a major problem in modern Germany with high youth unemployment, high wages, and low labor flexibility.  German work rules are inflexible.


You:  If you are negotiating about constructing a new production plant, for example, you will definitely be concerned about the high wages and salaries you will have to pay German labor.  You will have to give them the same legal amenities that German companies give them. While modern business techniques and production technologies should eliminate the need for “hard work” in the plant,  there will still be fewer work days in a year within which to accomplish your  targets and plans.  Also, it is going to be a lot harder to accomplish ad hoc work if your schedules collide with vacation and holiday schedules of workers and executives.


Age  of  German  Negotiators


German Negotiators:  Thirty-five years old is the accepted age for Germans to start their managerial careers following their training.  


You:  It is recommended that your negotiating team be composed of executives of at  least thirty-five years of age to command the respect of the other side.


Time  Orientation


German Negotiators:  They are more present-oriented than future-oriented.  Small-  and  medium-sized firms especially have a time frame of reference that is less than one year. 


You:  Stress the immediate benefits of your proposal within a short-term  period.   


German  Written  Agreements


German Negotiators:  Whenever German negotiators express their agreement orally, they will stick to their word.  Ultimately, though, they will put their oral agreements into writing, and, as you might have guessed, all the provisions are quite specific and  stipulated.  German organizations use their own official forms.  You should be aware of certain conventions in the format of these contracts:  There are two signatures in the contract.  The one on the right is for the functional or department specialist whose area is directly  affected by the agreement.  The one on the left is reserved for whoever has the binding authority.   You may find a “ppa.”  This means “per procura,” or that the prokurist (or holder) is the one with the authority to act for the principal in all business matters arising out of the agreement.  The prokura must be entered in the local  Commercial Register. Sometimes, a 

firm will have several prokuristen.  Sometimes, too, one of  them will act together with the firm’s partner or manager.   When this happens, you will again find double signatures, with the letters “ppa.” and “i.V.” before them.  “i.V.” means “in Vollmacht,” or that the employee signing the  contract has been authorized to act as an agent for the firm in his or her specific field  of expertise.  If you see an “i.A.” or “im Auftrag,” that is “by order of”  or “on  behalf of.” This means the person signing has been authorized by his or her superior to do so, but this person has not been given the power of representation. Vorstand members, or a Geschaftsfuhrer, may sign agreements without any of these  conventions, since it is their job to represent the company in these matters. Occasionally, though, they will still need board approval or will have to have some other top-ranking official countersign.  

You:  Study these formats and conventions together with your  lawyer.  It is always better to have the assistance of a German lawyer in drafting the contract and checking that its provisions conform to your oral agreement. Be precise in your wording of the contract.  The Germans will especially appreciate that.


Conventions  of  German  Correspondence


German Negotiators:  Business letters written by Germans may have two signatures at  the bottom.  The one on the right usually is that of a functional specialist, and the  one on the left is that of a person with authority.  Rules of the company require  that if the subject of the letter covers overlapping areas, representatives of the  departments involved should sign the letter.  Sometimes, some company members are  authorized to act only in conjunction with another or must be supported by another member of  the company.   


You:  If you need to write a German firm and you do not know anyone there yet, address the letter to the firm itself or to the specific department you are concerned with: Write “Sehr geehrte Herren!” or “Sehr geehrte Damen and Herren!” (Ladies and  Gentlemen:).  If you already know someone there, it is best to address him directly at  his department with:  “z. Hd. Herrn. . .” (zu Handen Herrn.. .  —attention Mr. . . ).  Then one should address the person using his name: “Sehr geehrter Herr. . . !”  Occasionally,  you may receive letters signed by Germans who do not type their names below or whose  signatures may be too difficult to read.  This is done intentionally, not only in Germany but in many other countries.  If this happens, look for the reference  number or initials below the letterhead and write the firm, asking for the identification of  the persons who sent you the letter.   
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