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The Art of Listening 

ACTIVE LISTENING is an important 
skill that is receiving new, long-

ove rdue at tent ion in the corpora te 
world. That is evident from ever-larg-
er budget allocations for such training 
and the increasing number of sched-
uled courses and participants. 

This month ' s Training 101 offers 
two articles about the importance of 
sharpening one 's listening skills. In 
the first. Richard M. Harris offers sev-
en communicat ion pointers that all 
better-than-average listeners practice. 
In the second article, Paul C. Blodgett 
shares six ways to increase your lis-
tening skill. 

T U R N LISTENING INTO A 
POWERFUL PRESENCE 
BY RICHARD M . HARRIS 

TH O S E O E US w h o spec ia l i ze in 
training and human resource de-

velopment know the importance of 
perfecting listening skills—our own 
and others'. But often-powerful, un-
conscious factors combine to keep us 
from becoming good listeners. 

You probably don't have any trou-
ble listening and responding to a sub-
ject you like or can relate to. Rut if 
you're like most people, you lose fo-
cus after a presenter says something 
that doesn't make sense. You lose pa-
tience when someone takes too long 
to get to the point. And you may lose 
interest when you find the speaker is 
boring and the message is irrelevant. 

Why is it so hard to control our 
concentration? How can we stay fo-
cused longer? What can be d o n e to 
s t r eng then our retention? In short , 
what does it take to be a great listener? 

Let's begin by defining the average 
listener so that we can better distin-
guish the excellent listener. A merely 
a d e q u a t e listener is s o m e o n e w h o 
slips in and out of focus in a conver-
sation, gets only the gist of what is 
said, and provides only minimal feed-
back or response. 

Presen t issues 
The be t te r - than-average listener is 
k e e n l y a w a r e of t h e s e i m p o r t a n t 
issues: 

* partnership 
I reviewing systematically 
I effort 
l star events 
l empathy 
I neutralizing snap judgments 
I tenacity. 

T h e first le t ters of t hose issues 
spell out "present" (as in. being fully 
present). Let's look at each one. 
Partnership. Listening in conversation 
is typica l ly v i e w e d as a t h o u g h t 
p rocess only. T o o many of us a re 
quick to accept, albeit unconsciously, 
the popular wisdom that a listener's 
first—and only—priority is to receive 
a speaker ' s information accurately. 
But is listening really only a lonely 
stroll down a one-way street? What 
about matters of rapport and relation-
ship in conversation? of feedback and 
perceived commitment? Surely, con-
versations succeed best as dialogues 
not as parallel monologues that may 
only occasionally intersect. 

Everyone has a need to feel fully 
u n d e r s t o o d , fully rece ived . That ' s 
why appropriate reaction or response 
is a credential of the committed lis-
tener. Remember that feeling you had 
as a speaker the last time someone af-
firmed or acknowledged what you 
said? You felt great! But we tend to be 
frugal with our feedback, often dis-
playing detached attention with scant 
involvement. (We may be "in," but 
not "come to the door.") Eye contact 
often serves as the only evidence of 
c o n n e c t i o n . Is t he c o n v e n t i o n a l 
thinking wrong? No, it has just always 

been incomplete. 
In t o d a y ' s m o r e t e a m - o r i e n t e d 

work environments, a wider perspec-
tive is needed to help us collaborate 
with others for mutual benefit. Con-
versa t ions take t ime to pull them-
selves together (sometimes a connec-
tion isn't even made) . Withholding 
our feedback (problem solving?) may 
l eave a t r a i n e e f ee l i ng unce r t a in 
(wondering whether communication 
took place), a customer deprived in-
terpersonally (missing an expected 
reaction or response), or a staff mem-
ber feeling devalued (not worthy of 
attention). 

Connect better by letting more of 
your listening show. The other per-
son is more likely to open up and of-
fer more useful information. Think of 
the ramifications of that in training 
classes, team meetings, and sales in-
terviews. 
R e v i e w i n g s y s t e m a t i c a l l y . A s l i s t e n e r s , 

our job is to understand. But it is also 
to be understanding. In your efforts 
to understand another person's reali-
ty, know the wisdom of taking stock. 
Now and then, check with die speak-
er to make sure you both agree on 
the intended meaning. Too many lis-
teners get caught up in fact-finding 
and fail to take a d v a n t a g e of that 
quality-assurance measure. Besides, 
taking a moment to paraphrase what 
you heard can give you welcome re-
lief from having to constantly process 
information. 

Consider, for example, the benefits 
of such summariz ing s tatements in 
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the following dialogue: 
A: "I'm thinking about . . . . but I don't 
knovi if it's the best thing for the de-
partment right now." 
13: "So you ' r e sort of "on the fence ' 
and unsure which way to turn...?" 
A: "Exactly. I think the idea is good, 
but getting others to buy in may be a 
problem." 
B: "In o t h e r w o r d s , you see s o m e 
merit, but selling others on the idea 
may be tough." 
A: "Yeah. They tend to be bot tom-
line th inkers and a pret ty skeptical 
bunch." 

Restatement takes little t ime and 
can even save you some time in the 
long run. Actively tes t ing your as-
sumptions—on a selective basis—can 
be a surge forward even when seem-
ingly backtracking. Note. too. that it 
lets others know that you understand 
(or are trying to) and that you care. 
Effort. Are you a reactive listener? Do 
you place most of the responsibility 
for your listening on the shoulders of 
the speaker? Many peop le do. They 
say they will listen, but only if the 
speaker and message are sufficiently 
concise, clear, interesting, and rele-
vant. Alas, far too few speakers mea-
su re up ; t h e r e s imply may not be 
enough happening on the verbal lev-
el to anchor our ears. Instead, take 
the initiative and be a proactive lis-
tener . Don't count on the speake r . 
Make a conscious commitment to de-
velop your own skills to c o p e with 
d is t rac t ion and to c o m p e n s a t e for 
speakers' shortfalls. 

For starters, recognize the demons 
of distraction, distortion, and defen-
siveness. Savvy listeners keep them at 
bay by grounding themselves in as-
tute observation and response. Pledge 
to be more observant of. say, team 
members, and increase both your lev-
el and range of responsiveness. 

For example , how many of us in 
c o n v e r s a t i o n no t i c e an e x p e c t a n t 
face, a surprised or happy look, or a 
sardonic smile? Try to react and re-
spond more often to what the speak-
er is express ing. That keeps you in 
the moment and also helps speakers 
focus their message. Also work to en-
large your repertoire of appropr ia te 
r e s p o n s e s , w h i c h can m a k e you a 
more interesting and genuine listener. 

Guard against hear ing what you 

expect or want to hear (a challenge 
for us al l ) . Use p a r a p h r a s i n g a n d 
questioning to avoid distorting under-
s t a n d i n g . C o n s c i e n t i o u s l y c l a r i fy 
meaning to prevent defens ive reac-
tions that can block your perception. 

Realize that your feedback is cru-
cial for the success of a conversation. 
Don't hide behind a silent, deadpan 
demeanor; intake on its own holds lit-
tle i n t e r e s t f o r e i t h e r l i s t e n e r s or 
speakers. Adopting a more open, in-
clusive listening style shows your in-
volvement . and keeps you focused 
ex te rna l ly and not d r iven by your 
own internal conversation. 

Bear in m i n d , t o o . tha t w h e n 
speech enters our ears, the words arc-
only a part of the process . The full 
meaning of the message is found not 
only in the spoken words, but also in 
t he ac t ions t aken to de l iver t hem: 
vo i ce t o n e , g e s t u r e , a n d p o s t u r e . 
With practice, you will become more 
attuned to those elements. 
Star events. We are all allergic, inter-
personally speaking. That is. there is 
often something in a speaker's behav-
ior—a word or phrase, gesture, facial 
expression, or style of speaking—t hat 
causes us to overreact . If we ' r e not 
careful , such emot ional triggers, or 
star events, can sidetrack our think-
ing. and cause us to "lose" the speak-
er. Star events can stop concentration 
in its tracks, before it can get past the 
roadblock and back on course. 

Get to k n o w your o w n personal 
star events. Discovering what tends to 
stall your mind and ruffle your emo-
tional feathers will help you take such 
t u r b u l e n c e in s tr ide. For e x a m p l e , 
h o w d o y o u reac t w h e n s o m e o n e 
says to you, "You're not listening!"? 
What does it do to your mental seren-
ity to hear, "That's a good idea, but..." 
or "We've always done it that way"? 
Do you b e c o m e defensive? Do you 
feel put down? D o you bristle with 
irritation? 

Strong disagreement, a speech im-
p e d i m e n t . a racial s lur , a m i s p r o -

n o u n c e d word , and poor g rammar 
are just a few things that can cause us 
to lose focus. Don't let them; at those 
moments w h e n concentrat ion slips, 
act! Ask an o p e n - e n d e d , clarifying 
question (such as, "Why do you say 
that?"). Restate what you think the 
speaker said: "So you feel if it's not 
b r o k e n , w h y fix it?" A neu t r a l re-
s p o n s e c a n h e l p y o u c o p e w i t h 
swerves of thought and keep the con-
nect ion. As in basketbal l when the 
referee blows the whistle, you have 
to "reset." 
Empathy. People think and they feel. 
You know that your feelings are real. 
On some level, you also know that 
o ther peop le ' s feelings are just as a 
real to them. It's o n e thing to think 
along with a speaker and another to 
feel along. Too of ten, we approach 
listening as an intellectual exercise. 
For all its sophistication, our cerebral 
style has its off-putt ing aspects. We 
need to work with emotion as well. 
Otherwise, co-workers and key con-
tacts may play it close to the vest be-
cause they feel they are inhabiting an 
emotionless Iandscape. 

How many of us in conversat ion 
might think to say some th ing like, 
"That must be hard" or "That must re-
ally make you feel good"? Such re-
s p o n s e s s h o w sensi t ivi ty , and the 
speaker responds in kind. 

Don ' t think you have to a lways 
agree with the expressed feelings to 
acknowledge that they are registering 
on your personal Richter scale. But to 
do that takes both will and skill. We 
are neither accus tomed nor at tuned 
to picking up on the emotions of oth-
ers: w e resonate more readily to the 
realm of ideas. We all need practice 
at that. Watch what other listeners do, 
and observe what they say. That can 
g rea t ly e x p a n d y o u r l i s t en ing- re -
sponse repertoire, making you a bet-
ter listener. 
N e u t r a l i z i n g snap j u d g m e n t s . H a v e 

you n o t i c e d h o w q u i c k w e are to 
judge others? How much pr ide w e 
take in being able to size up people 
in an instant? No, it's not easy to keep 
an o p e n mind . But it is necessary , 
and it marks a true leader. 

Perhaps the most c o m m o n — a n d 
self-defeating—mistake we make as 
listeners is to give short shrift to peo-
ple and their viewpoints. This person 
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.speaks with a lisp. That o n e has a siz-
able space be tween two upper-f ront 
t ee th . T o o u r j u d g m e n t a l e y e s and 
ears, it is doubtful that they will repay 
us with listening that has value. 

It is normal, too. to react negative-
ly or d e f e n s i v e l y w h e n p r e s e n t e d 
with a different or "wrong" po in t of 
v i ew . More t han w e l ike to admi t , 
any challenge to our own pet beliefs 
o r ideas may elicit s t rong res is tance 
on our part. 

Qualities like good. bad. right, and 
w r o n g are important categories, bur 
they should be permeable . Make n o 
mistake: Too hasty an assessment un-
dermines our efforts to get needed in-
formation f rom others to accomplish 
strategic goals. 

But w e can overr ide our reflexes. 
We can d e v e l o p a h igher th resho ld 
for tolerating differences. That takes 
discipline and mental toughness. But 
the payback—in terms of saved time, 
e n h a n c e d product iv i ty , and g rea te r 
satisfaction—is worth it. 
Tenacity. Most listeners keep a safely 
d e t a c h e d d i s t a n c e f r o m a s p e a k e r . 
That makes tracking difficult. Excel-
lent l i s teners are p r o a c t i v e part ic i -
pants in a conversation. Not willing to 
leave responsibility for understanding 
to a speaker, they strategically pursue 
meaning by design. They seek to take 
the full measure of the s p o k e n mes-
sage and to let that show. That means 
relating to both cogni t ive a n d emo-
tional aspects of the message . They 
try to c o n n e c t all of t h e d o t s of a 
speake r ' s exper ience . That inc ludes 
explor ing benea th the surface to ex-
cavate the d e e p e r mean ing ( reading 
be tween the lines). 

The average listener is ambivalent 
about intervening, of ten preferring to 
wa i t unt i l t h e o t h e r p e r s o n a s k s a 
q u e s t i o n o r f i n i s h e s a c o m p l e t e 
thought. But excellent listeners know-
that response does not have to be in-
vasive or interruptive. For misplaced 
e t i q u e t t e , t h e y s u b s t i t u t e a c l o s e r 
r e a d i n g of t h e s i t u a t i o n a n d t h e n 
seize opportunit ies to bring a speaker 
closer, engender trust, and achieve a 
greater flow of information. 

Plan to be a more tenacious listen-
e r . R e c o g n i z e t h e f o l l o w i n g f a c t s 
about feedback: 
• The for tunes of conversation fluc-
tuate with that of feedback. 

I Responsive feedback is a solution 
to navigating mental potholes and de-
tours (star events) a long the road to 
listening. 
t Feedback helps speakers manage 
their speaking. 

As a m a n a g e r of training, h u m a n 
resources, or sales, you have an im-
portant s take in improving the con-
versation process. 

Keep your listening sharp by exer-
cising it. With practice—in doing and 
observing—those e lements will soon 
become a natural part of you. You can 
then take pride in knowing that you 
have elevated yourself from being an 
average listener to becoming a truly 
excellent one. 

Richard M. Har r i s is president of Be-

havioral Resources Development. 299 
Forest Avenue. Suite E. Paramus, A/ 
07652. Phone 201/265-2993; fax 
201/265-8833. 

S i x WAYS T O BE A BETTER 
LISTENER 
B y P a u i . C . B i . o d g k i t 

WHAT IS THE BEST way to get em-
p l o y e e s . f r i e n d s , c u s t o m e r s , 

and significant others to feel that you 
care abou t w h a t t hey say? Listen to 
them! Though that should hardly b e 
s u r p r i s i n g , l i s t en ing is a skill tha t 
every one of us could improve. 

So. what can y o u d o to i m p r o v e 
your listening effectiveness? Here are 
six ways. 
1. Let the other person finish speak-
ing, and encourage him or her to go 
on. The very best listeners are people 
w h o will wait to hear all that you have 
to say before they respond. They wait, 
and they let you finish. They don't cut 
you off . They d o n ' t in ter jec t . They 
don't g o off on their own tangent. And 
they d o n ' t a s s u m e that t hey k n o w 
what you are going to say before you 
say it. Ins tead , they s h o w y o u that 
they want to hear what you have to 
say—by letting you say it. In addition: 
I Give the pe rson verbal messages 
that you are fol lowing what is being 
said. For e x a m p l e , use e x p r e s s i o n s 
such as, "umm-hmm." "I see." and "Is 
that right?" 
» D o n ' t ge t in s o m e o n e ' s w a y by-
asking excessive questions, giving ad-

vice. or diverting the communicat ion 
to a topic that you want to talk about. 
I Be silent after the pe rson has fin-
i shed talking. Don ' t a s s u m e there ' s 
nothing more to be said. Being silent 
encourages the speaker to continue. 
2. Use your body language to demon-
strate that you are listening. Accord-
ing to Steven R. Covey in The Seven 
Habits of Highly Effective People, com-
munication experts estimate that our 
w o r d s represen t only 10 percent of 
our communication. Our sounds rep-
resent a n o t h e r 30 pe rcen t , and o u r 
body language represents 60 percent. 
Use all of those modes to help people 
open up to you. Specifically: 
I Face them, look at them, and give 
them your full, undiv ided at tention. 
R e m e m b e r h o w it fee ls if s o m e o n e 
you are talking to isn't paying atten-
tion to you. 
• Maintain comfortable eye contact. 
Look into their eyes, but don't stare. 
Look away when it seems natural to 
d o so. 
» Mirror b o d y language . You don' t 
want the other person to have to talk 
up or d o w n to you. So, if he or she is 
already sitting, you should sit, too. 
• Use your b o d y movements to en-
cou rage communica t ion . For exam-
ple , n o d fo r u n d e r s t a n d i n g , m o v e 
your arms for enthusiasm, and avoid 
playing with anything (such as your 
keys, ears, or watch) with your hands. 
I Encourage communication through 
the sound of your voice. For example, 
vary the pitch of your voice so the per-
son can hear your concern , support , 
and interest in hearing more. 
3. Focus on what the person is saying, 
not o n your r e s p o n s e . If you really 
w a n t to h e a r a n d u n d e r s t a n d wha t 
s o m e o n e is saying, you need to pay 
a t t e n t i o n to w h a t t hey a re say ing . 
Though that may sound simple, it is 
o f t e n h a r d b e c a u s e w e a l l o w our -
s e l v e s to th ink a b o u t o t h e r t h i n g s 
whi le w e are listening. And what w e 
of ten pay attention to is our response. 
Here's how to d o better: 
* Mentally pa raphrase what p e o p l e 
are saying. 
• Consider what is n e w to you. What 
are you learning? What is interesting? 
k Don't assume you know wha t peo-
ple are going to say next. 
• C h e c k y o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g . Are 
people saying what you assume they 
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m Is listening really 
only a lonely stroll 
down a one-way 

street? m 

are, or are they really saying some-
thing else? 
4. Put your tendency to evaluate on 
hold. When we judge and approve or 
disapprove of what people are say-
ing. we close the door to really hear-
ing them. We o f t en make assump-
tions, jump to conclusions, and quit 
listening mentally. Instead, do the fol-
lowing: 
i When listening, try not to judge or 
evaluate what the other person is say-
ing. The more you evaluate, the more 
you b e c o m e b l inded by y o u r o w n 
point of view and the less you really 
listen. For example, if you conclude 
that an idea is ridiculous even before 
you finish hearing it. you are less apt 
to hear everything that a speaker has 
to say because your mind is already 
c o m i n g u p wi th r e a s o n s the idea 
won't work. 
• Try to understand what a person is 
saying from his or her point of view. 
Tiy to keep an open mind about what 
is b e i n g sa id . T h e r e a re as many 
points of view as there are people. 
I Understand that our tendency to 
eva lua te b e c o m e s worse when we 
become involved emotionally. So, be 
aware of your feelings and emotions. 
Make an extra effort not to let your 
emotions impair your ability to listen. 
Know that one of the quickest ways 
to ruin effective communication—by 
shutting it down or provoking a de-
fensive response—is to make a nega-
tive, judgmental statement about the 
person who is speaking. 
5. Try to see things from the speaker's 
perspective. Go beyond the content 
of the words. A good listener will do 
more than listen to the words; he or 
she will also try to understand "where 
the speaker is coming from." A good 
listener knows that the words we use, 
even when carefully chosen , of ten 
represent little more than a rough at-
tempt to communicate wrhat we really 
mean. To guard against that: 
» Recognize that the speaker is com-
ing from a different perspective than 

yours; try to understand it. 
> Ask yourself what the person is 
feeling. Is he or she afraid, hurt, an-
gry, or upset? 
I Ask yourself what the person real-
ly means to say. 
• Ask yourself how the person per-
ceives things. Remember that people 
see many things different from the 
way you do. 
6. Let a speaker know you hear and 
understand. But to be a really good 
listener, you need to do more than 
just hear and understand. You need 
to make the person feel heard and un-
ders tood . Paraphras ing, clarifying, 
and summar iz ing what is said are 
ways to accomplish that. Don't take 
over the conversation; just try to con-
firm that you understand. For exam-
ple, try repeating one of the person's 
key words. Notice the difference that 
m a k e s in h e l p i n g h im or her fee l 
heard and understood. The following 
tips are adapted from People Skills, a 
book on interpersonal communica-
tion by Robert Bolton: 
l Reflect s o m e of the c o n t e n t of 
what a speaker says. To reflect means 
to paraphrase back to a speaker the 
e s s e n c e of w h a t was said, fell, or 
meant. For example,"So, you had to 
start over from scratch." 
I Reflect a speaker 's meaning. Can 
you r e s t a t e more conc i se ly t he 
essence of what he or she meant to 
say? For example , "They ruined it, 
didn't they?" 
» Reflect a speaker's feelings. What 
do you think a speaker feels or felt 
about what he or she is telling you? 
For example, "That must have been 
agonizing." 
t Ask necessary clarification and fol-
low-up questions. For example, ' What 
did that involve?" 
ft Consider summarizing the overall 
message. For example, "What a pain!" 

If you practice those six ways, you 
will demonstrate that you hear, care, 
and under s t and . And w h o knows? 
You just may have saved an employ-
ee's day, a friendship, a customer, or 
a marriage. 

Paul C. Blodgett is a workplace rela-
tionship consultant and coach. He can 
he reached at Box 8346. Northfield. 1L 
60093. Phone847/441-5149. 
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