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Hear What People Are Really Saying

Listening is one of the most important skills you can
have. How well you listen has a major impact on your
job effectiveness, and on the quality of your
relationships with others.

We listen to obtain information.
We listen to understand.

We listen for enjoyment.

We listen to learn.

Given all this listening we do, you would think we’d be
good at it! In fact we’re not. Depending on the study
being quoted, we remember a dismal 25-50% of what
we hear. That means that when you talk to your boss,
colleagues, customers or spouse for 10 minutes, they
only really hear 2%2-5 minutes of the conversation.

The key tools on the
Mind Tools site,
brought together into
one easily
downloadable, easily
printable PDF.

Turn it around and it reveals that when you are

receiving directions or being presented with information,

you aren’t hearing the whole message either. You hope

the important parts are captured in your 25- 50%, but what if they’re not?

What People Say
Clearly, listening is a skill that we can all benefit from improving. By becoming a About Mind Tools...

better listener, you will improve your productivity, as well as your ability to
influence, persuade negotiate. What's more, you'll avoid conflict and
misunderstandings — all necessary for workplace success. )

Good communication skills require a high level of self-awareness. By
understanding your personal style of communicating, you will go a long way
towards creating good and lasting impressions with others.

The way to become a better listener is to practice “active listening”. This is where
you make a conscious effort to hear not only the words that another person is
saying but, more importantly, to try and understand the total message being sent.

In order to do this you must pay attention to the other person very carefully.

You cannot allow yourself to become distracted by what else may be going on
around you, or by forming counter arguments that you'll make when the other
person stops speaking. Nor can you allow yourself to lose focus on what the other
person is saying. All of these barriers contribute to a lack of listening and
understanding.
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Mind Tools
Free E-Newsletter

New Career Skills - twice a
month PLUS Planning
Workbook Free!

Subscribe to our free e-
newsletter, and get new skill-
builder tools every two
weeks. Plus get our Personal
Development Plan Workbook
worth US$19.99 free when
you subscribe!

"Great newsletter. Simple and
not too long. Great articles.
Thank you."

Mandi J Luis, Burlington,
Ontario, Canada
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"Your stuff is always timely
and helpful. Sometimes in
an extraordinary way, never
banal. Keep up the good
work."

Thomas M. Graham, Ph.
D., Colorado Springs,
Colorado, USA

"Thanks for your informative
newsletters and to be
honest they have really
added up value to my work.
| borrow some of the
concepts as am involved in
training in the Conservation
field. Thanks once again
and help us build our
knowledge base."
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Tip:

If you're finding it particularly difficult to concentrate on what someone is
saying, try repeating their words mentally as they say it — this will reinforce
their message and help you control mind drift.

To enhance your listening skills, you need to let the other person know that you
are listening to what he or she is saying. To understand the importance of this,
ask yourself if you've ever been engaged in a conversation when you wondered if
the other person was listening to what you were saying. You wonder if your
message is getting across, or if it's even worthwhile to continue speaking. It feels
like talking to a brick wall and it's something you want to avoid.

Acknowledgement can be something as simple as a nod of the head or a simple
“uh huh.” You aren’t necessarily agreeing with the person, you are simply
indicating that you are listening. Using body language and other signs to
acknowledge you are listening also reminds you to pay attention and not let your
mind wander.

You should also try to respond to the speaker in a way that will both encourage
him or her to continue speaking, so that you can get the information if you need.
While nodding and “uh huhing” says you’re interested, an occasional question or
comment to recap what has been said communicates that you understand the
message as well.

Becoming an Active Listener

There are five key elements of active listening. They all help you ensure that you
hear the other person, and that the other person knows you are hearing what they
are saying.

1. Pay attention.
Give the speaker your undivided attention and acknowledge the message.
Recognize that what is not said also speaks loudly.
o Look at the speaker directly.
o Put aside distracting thoughts. Don’t mentally prepare a rebuttal!
o Avoid being distracted by environmental factors.
o “Listen” to the speaker’s body language.
o Refrain from side conversations when listening in a group setting.

2. Show that you are listening.
Use your own body language and gestures to convey your attention.
o Nod occasionally.
o Smile and use other facial expressions.
o Note your posture and make sure it is open and inviting.
o Encourage the speaker to continue with small verbal comments like
yes, and uh huh.

3. Provide feedback.
Our personal filters, assumptions, judgments, and beliefs can distort what
we hear. As a listener, your role is to understand what is being said. This
may require you to reflect what is being said and ask questions.

o Reflect what has been said by paraphrasing. “What I’'m hearing
is...” and “Sounds like you are saying...” are great ways to reflect
back.

o Ask questions to clarify certain points. “What do you mean when
you say...” “Is this what you mean?”

o Summarize the speaker’'s comments periodically.
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What Bugs You?

Jacob Machekele,
Nairobi,
Kenya

"Thanks for the Mind Tools
Newsletters! | have been
using Mind Tools for more
than a year now, and let me
tell you that | have got so
many effective guides that |
am a very different person
from last year. | really
appreciate your work."

Faraidoon Jawed,
Kabul,
Afghanistan

"l love this site, and the
forums. | have been able to
get a lot of helpful and
insightful information from
many of the tools that you
provide, and also from the
other contributors. | feel like
I have finally found a tool
that provides answers."

Bill Tucker

More >>

Let us know about anything
wrong, or anything you don't
like about this site, and you
could win a US$50 Amazon
voucher!

Click here >>
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Tip:

If you find yourself responding emotionally to what someone said, say so, and
ask for more information: "I may not be understanding you correctly, and | find
myself taking what you said personally. What | thought you just said is XXX; is
that what you meant?"

4. Defer judgment.
Interrupting is a waste of time. It frustrates the speaker and limits full
understanding of the message.
o Allow the speaker to finish.
o Don’t interrupt with counterarguments.

5. Respond Appropriately.
Active listening is a model for respect and understanding. You are gaining
information and perspective. You add nothing by attacking the speaker or
otherwise putting him or her down.
o Be candid, open, and honest in your response.
o Assert your opinions respectfully.
o Treat the other person as he or she would want to be treated.

Key Points:

It takes a lot of concentration and determination to be an active listener. Old
habits are hard to break, and if your listening habits are as bad as many people’s
are, then there’s a lot of habit-breaking to do!

Be deliberate with your listening and remind yourself constantly that your goal is
to truly hear what the other person is saying. Set aside all other thoughts and
behaviors and concentrate on the message. Ask question, reflect, and paraphrase
to ensure you understand the message. If you don’t, then you'll find that what
someone says to you and what you hear can be amazingly different!

Start using active listening today to become a better communicator and improve
your workplace productivity and relationships.

Where to go from here: [ Join Mind Tools > Newsletter

[‘p Download and Print [p Next Article

Extension Resources (Not included in the Mind Tools E-book.)

Communicating Internationally

Communicating in Your Organization

Cross Culture Communication - Collaborative efforts a must!

Empathic Listening - Going beyond active listening

Giving and Receiving Feedback - Keeping team member performance high
The Johari Window - Helping people to understand one another.

Powers of Persuasion - Understanding the Dos and Don'ts of Persuading
Questioning Techniques - Asking questions effectively

Role Playing - Preparing for difficult conversations and situations.

Thinking On Your Feet - Staying Cool and Confident Under Pressure_

return to top

Learn to manage the stress in your life with our sister site, stress.mindtools.com.
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© Mind Tools Ltd, 1995-2008, All Rights Reserved

For requests to reprint or reproduce material from this site, please contact our
Permissions Center.
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MindTools.com is one of the Internet's most-visited career skills resources.
Click here to see analysis.
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