Train Your Brain to be a Better Listener

Participant Handout

Listening Self-Awareness - Quick Assessment

How often do I…

Rarely

Sometimes

Often

Rarely

Sometimes

Often

behaviors that detract from good listening

Give the appearance of listening when actually I am not?
Assume I know what the speaker is going to say and so I stop listening?
Tune out people who say something I disagree with or don’t want to hear?
Form a rebuttal in my head while the speaker is talking?
Daydream while the speaker is talking?
Think to myself, “I assumed he/she would know that”?
Allow myself to be distracted by sights, sounds, devices, other thoughts?
Assume that I know the speaker’s intentions or state of mind?

How often do I…

behaviors that enhance good listening

Concentrate on what is being said even if I am not really interested?
Look directly at the person who is speaking?
Concentrate on the speaker’s meaning?
Repeat in my own words what the speaker has just said?
Listen to the other person’s viewpoint, even if it differs from mine?
Think about what I want to accomplish with my communication?
Learn something from each person I meet, even if it is ever so slight?
Recognize that words mean different things to different people?
Know which words and phrases trigger my “hot-buttons”?
Think about how the other person might react to what I say?
What detracting (negative) listening behaviors would I like to do less of?

What enhancing (positive) listening behaviors would I like to do more of?
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Two-Way Communication Process
Communication is basically a perceptual process. Sender encodes intended meaning to create the
spoken message. Receiver hears and then decodes the message to obtain perceived meaning.
Effective communication depends on sender and receiver sharing an understanding of the filters used
to encode meaning of messages. Use of good listening skills can help with better understanding.
sender = Speaker

receiver = Listener

Sender/
Receiver

Receiver/
Sender

Intended
Meaning

Transmission

ENCODING

DECODING

Perceived
Meaning

MESSAGE
“NOISE”

Decision to Respond

Decision to Respond
MESSAGE

Perceived
Meaning

DECODING

Transmission

ENCODING

Intended
Meaning

Feedback Loop / Interaction

Layers of Filters within Encoding or Decoding (when interpreting something I see and/or hear)
 My Senses (sight, hearing, etc. = what I see or hear from another person)
 Meaning(s) attributed to what I see/hear (based on current reality, past experiences, future expectations)
 Feelings about the meaning(s) (e.g., I feel doubtful about what was said)
 Feelings about my feelings (e.g., I feel guilty about feeling doubtful)
 Defenses (coping strategies e.g., blaming, placating, distracting, intellectualizing)
 Rules (basically held assumptions, beliefs, values, e.g., it’s not okay to show doubt)
 My Actual Response (what I say or do in response to the other person)

This process can happen in a split-second
sources:
Model adapted from: G.B. Northcraft and M.A. Neale, Organizational Behavior – A Management Challenge.
Filters adapted from: J. Schwab, Resource Handbook for Satir Concepts.
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Listening takes Brain Power & Will Power
Hearing
vs.
Listening

source: California Hearing Center -- We hear a lot, but we only process what we listen to, and that
takes brain power. Hearing is the act of recognizing sound. Being startled by a bang or turning your
head at an unexpected noise both indicate hearing ability. This is called signal-based processing.
Listening, however, requires both knowledge and hearing. Listening is only accomplished through
hearing and understanding a message or sound.

Listening
requires
attention

source: S. Horowitz – The Hearing sense is about 10 times faster than visual recognition. Hearing
has evolved as an auditory ‘alarm’ system... complex, automatic [and] finely tuned by development
and experience to keep most sounds off your cognitive radar unless they might be a signal that
something dangerous or wonderful is near.
Hearing is easy for most of us. But listening, really listening is hard, especially when there are so
many potential distractions (sights and sounds) that your brain is waiting to detect, that might warn
you of possible dangers. Listening tunes our brain to the patterns of our environment faster than
any other sense.
The difference between the sense of hearing and the skill of listening is attention.
There are different types of attention and they use different parts of the brain. Sudden loud noise
that makes you jump is the simplest type; it requires almost no brains at all. More brain processing
is needed for ‘stimulus-directed’ attention, such as when you hear your name called out. The brain
processes the sensory input, but still has not made meaning of it. But when you actually pay
attention to something heard, the signals go through other areas of the brain that does more
computation – so you can focus on what you’re hearing and tune out other distractions. Luckily, we
can train our listening skills.

Cognitive
hearing
science

source: J. Ronnberg -- A field of research called cognitive hearing science - examines the way our
minds process auditory signals being sent to the brain, factor in the complexity of what we’re
listening to, and adjust to the quality of listening conditions. Recent models of language
understanding…have emphasized the complex interactions among language signal, working
memory capacity (WMC) and related [brain] executive functions, and episodic and semantic longterm memory (LTM). Cortical, top-down processes such as working memory (WM) and attention
play important roles for very early, as well as late, stages in language processing. Bottom-up
factors relying on the cochlea, the auditory portion of the inner ear, are associated with
phonological and linguistic processing. Depending on the listening task and how adverse the
listening conditions are, these bottom-up and top-down processes interact at different levels in the
auditory system.

Brain
efficiency
vs.
Listening
mastery

source: KornFerry -- Harvard Medical School neuroscientist Kestutis Kveraga et al. wrote, “As we
take in the stimuli of the speaker’s words, the prefrontal cortex, which enables organizing and
prioritizing, lights up with activity as we continually vet the incoming information against what we
know, our past experiences and our theoretical construct of the future…[This] listening is largely a
top-down, strategic, cognitive process. Andy Clark, professor at Edinburgh University, said, “…the
human brain is deploying a fundamental, thrifty, prediction-based strategy that [leverages] neural
resources and, as a direct result, delivers perceiving, understanding and imagining in a single
package.”
Our listening brain is wired to do exactly what active listening discourages: evaluate input, predict
outcomes, make judgments and perform triage, all on a moment-to-moment basis. That mode of
functioning, according to recent thinking in cognitive neuroscience, evolved as the brain’s strategy
to use its finite neural capacity efficiently.
[Thus] the challenge of active, empathetic listening requires no less than a willful override of the
brain’s preferred mode of operation. It requires that listeners quell the brain’s biological need for
efficiency, prediction and planning and employ a purely bottom-up process to become truly open to
the input of others. That kind of listening is difficult to master, in part because it is at odds with
today’s frenetically multitasking, information-overloaded, distraction-driven world, but perhaps more
importantly because it runs counter to the way our brains have evolved to function.

(willpower)
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Common Barriers to Good Communication
Barriers to Effective Listening

Barriers to Effective Responding

(receiving the message)

(sending the response message)

SELF-BIAS

JUDGING

Listening according to my own frame of
reference, attitudes and beliefs

Criticizing – negative evaluation of other person
Name-calling or stereotyping
Diagnosing – analyzing reasons or probing for
hidden motives

PRECONCEIVED EXPECTATIONS
Hearing only what I expect to hear; being
selective in what I hear

Praising Evaluatively – positive but non-genuine
judgement of other person; can be manipulative;
may have ulterior motives
GIVING SOLUTIONS

POWER INFLUENCE
Allowing speaker’s position/status/power to
influence how well I listen
LISTENER’S INTERNAL DISTRACTIONS
Thinking about or being preoccupied with
other things (mental or physical) while also
trying to appear to listen
EXTERNAL DISTRACTIONS
Speaker-related distractions such as
appearance, expressions, mannerisms,
speech patterns, etc.
Environmental distractions such as phone
calls, emails, other people, noises,
temperature, sights, smells, etc.

Ordering – commanding a solution, which tends to
undermine the other person’s self-esteem
Threatening – trying to control actions by warning
of negative consequences; emphasis on
forthcoming punishment
Moralizing or preaching – telling others what they
should/ought to do, think, or feel – wrapping
solutions with righteousness
Advising – giving a solution, which tends to insult
the other person’s intelligence by implying lack of
confidence in their capability
Excessive Questioning – asking multiple closedended questions; can be viewed as manipulative
or desperate attempts to elicit information
AVOIDING OTHER PERSON’S CONCERNS
Diverting – pushing other person’s message aside
through distraction; or switching to your own topic
Logical Argument – attempting to convince other
person with an appeal to facts or logic, usually
without considering involved emotional factors –
high risk of alienating the other person
Reassuring – trying to stop the other person from
feeling negative emotions; seeming to comfort,
but not allowing the full emotional experience;
can be a form of emotional withdrawal

source: Robert Bolton, People Skills – How to Assert Yourself, Listen to Others, and Resolve Conflicts.
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Types / Levels of Listening
Marginal Listener or Non-Listener (low)

Evaluative Listener (mid)



Ignores the speaker or listens in spurts





Half-listening

Hears what speaker is saying but places no effort on
speaker’s intent



Selective listening



More concerned with the content than on feelings of the
speaker



Passive listening

Active Listener (high)






Uses “attending” skills: to show interest in speaker
–

Posture relaxed, alert and facing other person directly

–

Fluid motions and gestures, but not fidgety or nervous

–

Eye contact is directly focused on speaker; seeks meaning; (eye contact alone doesn’t imply listening)

Uses “following” skills: to discover speaker’s views
–

Invites person to talk; or to continue on...

–

Uses attentive silence – really hearing and thinking about what the speaker is communicating

Uses “reflective listening” skills: to demonstrate understanding and acceptance of what speaker has said
–

Parroting by occasionally repeating, verbatim, what the speaker says (should not be used too much)

–

Paraphrasing by concisely restating what the speaker has said using different words in order to clarify
thoughts and feelings

–

Reflecting/mirroring back to the speaker the meaning and/or feelings that are being communicated

–

Summarizing main themes and feelings the speaker has expressed over longer period of conversation

–

Open-ended Questioning by asking questions that cannot be answered Yes or No, and that help
speaker explore thoughts or feelings; begin question with: How, What, When, or Where

Active Listening Is....


a way to increase the likelihood of
you (the listener) actually hearing
what the speaker is saying, by
increasing your level of involvement
in the communication process

Active Listening Is
Not...


sending your own
messages such as:



your undivided attention to what the
speaker is saying

–

evaluations



–

opinions

concern for the speaker, free from your
own personal needs



a need to understand feelings behind
the words expressed



a knowledge of your own feelings in
order to avoid responding defensively to
charged statements by the speaker



when you try to understand what
the speaker is meaning and feeling

–

logic

–

analysis



when you verbalize your understanding by using your own words
and feeding-back for the speaker’s
verification

–

advice

–

leading
questions
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Active Listening: Useful Techniques & Phrases
Doing This...

Can Be Expressed This Way...

1. Using Silence
2. Accepting

Yes...uh-hmm...I follow what you said.

3. Giving Recognition

Hello Tina, how are you? I remember our last conversation.

4. Offering Self

I’ll be available until 3:00. I’m interested in what you have to say.

5. Giving Broad Openings

Is there something you’d like to talk about? Where do you want to begin?

6. Offering General Leads

Go on... and then...? Tell me more about it.

7. Making Observations

Your voice sounds confident when you talk about (topic) .... is that right?

8. Encouraging Comparison

Was this something like....?

9. Restating

What I heard you say is…. Did I get that right?

10. Focusing

This point seems interesting and might be worth looking into.

11. Exploring

Tell me more about... Will you describe that more fully?

12. Encouraging Description
of Perceptions

Tell me about when you feel uncertain. What is happening? What leads
you to that feeling?

13. Giving Information

My role on this team is to.... The technical process is this.....

14. Placing Events in Time
or Sequence

What seemed to lead up to...? When did this happen? Was this before
or after...?

15. Seeking Clarification

I’m not sure I follow. What would you say is the main point?

16. Seeking Validation

Tell me whether my understanding of this agrees with you.

17. Encouraging Evaluation

What is your perception about...? How does this impact your thinking?

18. Suggesting
Collaboration

Perhaps you and I can discuss and determine what makes sense next.

19. Summarizing

Have I got this straight? You’ve said that.... We’ve been talking about...

20. Encouraging a Plan of
Action

Next time this comes up, what might you do to handle it?
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10 Guidelines for Effective Listening
Guidelines

The POOR Listener will....

The GOOD Listener will...

1. Find areas of interest

tune out dry subjects

opportunitize: asks oneself, “what
can I get or learn from this?”

2. Focus on content and
meaning, not on delivery

tune out if delivery is poor

focus on content and overlook
errors in delivery

3. Hold your fire

tend to enter into arguments

not judge until your comprehension
is complete

4. Listen for main ideas/
concepts

listen only for facts

listen for central themes along with
the facts

5. Be flexible

use only one approach or style or
take intensive notes

use different approaches depending
on speaker; take fewer notes

6. Work at listening

show no energy or fake attention

work hard and exhibit an attentive
and genuine physical stance

7. Resist distractions

be easily distracted by sights,
sounds and other “noise”

resist / avoid distractions; tolerate
“noise”; deliberately concentrate

8. Exercise your mind

resist difficult or challenging thought
material; seek light, recreational
material

seek and use challenging thought
material as exercise for the mind

9. Keep your mind open

react to emotional words (hotbuttons)

interpret emotional words, but do not
get hung-up on them; validate your
understanding (check for clarity)

10. Leverage thought
speed (speak at 125 wpm
vs. think at 400 wpm)

tend to daydream with slow
speakers

challenge your concentration;
mentally summarize what you hear;
listen to tone of voice for meaning

adapted from source: L.K. Steil, “How Well Do You Listen?”

ACTION PLAN - Specific actions I will take to become a better listener: what, with whom, when?
1.

2.

3.

To build your skills: Awareness…. Practice….. Reflection…. Action…. (and Repeat)
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