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“We may believe that we are good listeners, but listening  
is more than waiting for your turn to interrupt.” 

Simon Sinek 

 



 

With the ubiquity of smartphones equipped with high-definition video cameras, personal 

broadcasting is replacing the art of conversation. Silence and deep listening are 

becoming scarce resources.  

Have we actually forgotten how to listen? 

Before we dive into the specifics of leveling up your listening  

skills, here’s an overview of why deep listening is critical. 

Especially today.  

Why Deep Listening? 

Deep listening is actively absorbing the information given to you by 

a speaker, showing that you are listening and interested, and 

providing feedback to the speaker so that he or she knows the 

message was received.  

Without the skills of deep listening, conversations remain superficial. Add the skill of 

deep listening, and you’re equipped to get to the heart of any issue, belief or conflict 

quickly, directly and compassionately. Your sphere of understanding, learning and 

influence expands when you deeply listen to others.  

Deep listening is the ability to hear more than the words being spoken. It’s about being 

able to add context and meaning to the conversation and to listen to what's not being 

said. Good listeners listen to the speaker; great listeners listen to the dialogue. 

When you pay close attention, you provide the gift of validating the other person, 

honoring their experience without judgment or interrogation, and you learn to manage 

your own ego during the process. By participating in this course and practicing mindful 

listening skills, you’ll have the opportunity to strengthen the culture of your school or 

business with this invaluable gift of deep listening.



 

What is genuine listening? The answers to the following questions posed by The 

UPLIFT Foundation to a group of friends on Facebook do a pretty good job of defining 

genuine listening. They asked the participants:  

o What do you think are the best indicators that  

someone is genuinely listening to you?  

o What do you think are the indicators that  

someone is NOT genuinely listening to you?  

o When do you find it most challenging to listen to 

another person?  

o What personal work, self-care, etc., helps you  

become a better listener? 

Below is a summary of the answers that stood out to the author: 

1. Genuine listening can’t be faked. While there are many outward signals 

that someone is listening (eye contact, bodily engagement, good 

questions), the participants didn’t agree on which signals were most 

valuable. They did, however, agree that people need to genuinely feel 

that the person listening is fully present. 

2. Culture and context matter. Some cultures, for example, don’t value eye 

contact. And some contexts (i.e. when the speaker has a lot of shame 

or trauma) require a more nuanced form of listening that may mean no 

eye contact and/or no questions. 

3. When we, as listeners, interject too much of ourselves in the act of 

listening (questions, interruptions, too much body language, etc.) we 

can pull the person away from the depth and openheartedness of their 

own story.

If we look at the world around 

us, we see that we are 

conditioned to not listen 

deeply. Because isn't that  

what silence is? It's a deep 

wordless listening.  

- ADYASHANTI 



 

4. Genuine listening involves stilling your 

body and mind so that you can be fully 

present. Fidgeting, checking devices, not 

making eye contact, looking past the 

speaker, nodding too much, etc., indicate 

that someone was not listening.  

5. The behavior of the person speaking 

impacts our ability to listen.  

to them. People find it most challenging to 

listen to another person when they are self-

righteous, condescending, not willing to be 

open-minded, basing their opinions on 

propaganda, performing rather than 

speaking from the heart, etc. Fewer people 

identified their own blocks (when I am 

angry, weary, in disagreement, wrapped up 

in my own stuff, unwell, traumatized, etc.) 

 

Both speaker and listener have to be 

engaged and willing to be openhearted for 

it to work. Genuine listening is a two-way 

street and it can’t happen when one or the 

other is checked out, distracted or not 

being honest. If the speaker is closed off or 

defensive, it shuts down the ability to listen. 

If the listener is closed off, triggered, etc., it 

shuts down the speaker’s willingness to be 

vulnerable. 

 



 

In Stephen Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, he describes a listening 

continuum that runs from ignoring, to pretending to listen (patronizing), to selective 

listening, and then attentive listening. And, finally, empathic listening. Covey taught that 

the first 4 types of listening are from our own frame of reference - the point of view 

from which we listen most of the time. Empathic listening, which uses our full listening 



 

faculties, is the only listening that helps you resolve conflict better, be more persuasive, 

and strengthen personal and business relationships. 

Ignoring is when we expend zero effort to listen. This passive form of listening is when 

you are distracted while being spoken to, and you’ve given up all non-verbal signals that 

tell someone that, in that moment, you are registering anything he or she is saying. We 

all know when we’re being ignored. The other person continues to type while we’re 

speaking or checks their phone multiple times during dinner. 

Pretending or “pseudo-listening” is a very patronizing form of listening. At least we 

appear to be paying attention, giving the speaker verbal or nonverbal indicators like the 

occasional nod or smile or “uh-huh.” We are registering very little of what the other 

person is saying, and we don’t really care what’s on their mind. Most of the time, we’re 

just waiting to speak. The difference between ignoring and pretending to listen is the 

acknowledgment that someone is saying something.  

Selective listening or “skimming” involves consciously or unconsciously choosing to 

listen to what is relevant to you and ignoring what isn't. It’s a type of mental filtering in 

which you tune out someone’s opinions or ideas when they don’t line up with yours or 

you focus on high-priority information - like when your boss speaks.  

In selective listening, we are often engaged in 

confirmation bias. Confirmation bias, in this case, 

is the “I knew you were going to say that” attitude 

of listening for what we are expecting to hear. We 

think we know what the person is about to say 

and are just waiting our turn to respond. This is 

where conversations really go off the rails.  



 

You may also be scanning for what you agree or don’t agree with. Often alliances form 

within a larger group, where there is positive confirmation bias among perceived 

“friends” and negative confirmation bias when listening to “foes” while missing all of 

the common ground that is shared. You may hear what you want to hear and tune out 

everything in between, causing you to have your own – usually inaccurate - version of 

the entire conversation. 

Not only is this a bad habit, but it’s also rude when you refuse to hear what someone is 

saying because you’ve already decided they’re wrong and, of course, you’re right. And, 

you don’t want to submit yourself to a potential confrontation. 

As the name indicates, with attentive listening, we are actually paying attention to the 

other person and internalizing the message. Attentive listening is the type we should 

most frequently seek to achieve in our day-to-day interactions, especially at work. It 

usually involves eye contact, reflecting, rephrasing, and other tools to keep us fully 

engaged. However, even at its best, this level of listening is still based on our individual 

experience or frame of reference.  

Empathic listening requires us to focus on and seek the other person’s frame of reference 

using our full listening faculties, plus our heart and mind. Empathic listeners try to get a 

sense of speaker’s feelings while staying mindful of the emotional content being 

delivered. By listening empathically and keeping your emotions in check, you create better 

outcomes for the speaker, yourself and your team. We will discuss empathic listening in 

detail coming up. 

Now, take a look at the chart below for a summary of each level of listening and read 

through some examples of when you might be inclined to listen in that form. 



 

EXAMPLES OF THE 5 TYPES OF LISTENING 

Level 1 – Ignoring the Speaker 

 Not really listening to the speaker  

 Just waiting for your turn to speak  

 Already decided what you will say 

Examples 

 In a hurry, thinking about the next thing  

 Collecting specific information  

 You think you already know the answer 

Level 2 – Pretending to Listen 

 Nodding but not really paying attention  

 Doing other things at the same time  

 Can’t play back what the person said 

Examples 

 Making coffee or cooking while talking to 

your partner/kids/parents  

 Reading your email or texting while talking 

or “listening” to a friend 

Level 3 – Selective Listening 

 Picking out the parts you are  

interested in  

 Or the parts that impact you  

 Not getting the whole message  

Examples 

 You lose interest once the topic isn’t  

of interest and slip back to L1 or L2  

 Watching the news or talking  

with friends 

Level 4 – Attentive Listening 

 Focused only on the speaker  

 Concentrating on what others  

have to say  

 Allowing them to finish  

 Asking follow up questions 

Examples 

 1-2-1 with a staff member  

 Planning a party/ event with  

a friend or family member 

 Successful selling  

 Talking with a close friend 

Level 5 – Empathic Listening 

 Focused only on the speaker  

 Listening carefully to the words  

being used  

 Understanding the feelings behind  

the words  

 Recognizing the emotions expressed  

 Talking less and listening more 

Examples 

 Helping someone solve a problem 

 Seeing things through the eyes of  

the customer  

 Treating every issue as if it’s the first time 

you’ve heard it  

 Reflecting back the emotion in your 

answer 

 (Table from Stephen Covey: 7 Habits of Highly Effective People) 



 

Ask Yourself 

Level 1 – Ignoring the Speaker 

 Not really listening to the speaker  

 Really just waiting for your turn to speak  

 Already decided what you will say 

 

Level 2 – Pretending to Listen 

 Nodding but not really paying attention  

 Doing other things at the same time  

 Can’t play back what the person said 

 

Level 3 – Selective Listening 

 Picking out the parts you are  

interested in  

 Or the parts that impact you  

 Not getting the whole message  

 

Level 4 – Attentive Listening 

 Focused only on the speaker  

 Concentrating on what others  

have to say  

 Allowing them to finish  

 Asking follow up questions 

 

Level 5 – Empathic Listening 

 Focused only on the speaker  

 Listening carefully to the words  

being used  

 Understanding the feelings behind  

the words  

 Recognizing the emotions expressed  

 Talking less and listening more 

 

(Table from Stephen Covey: 7 Habits of Highly Effective People) 



 

EXPAND YOUR EMPATHY AND PERSPECTIVE-TAKING  
SKILLS TO DEEPLY LISTEN 

Empathy helps us understand how others are feeling, their thoughts 

and their perspectives. It’s especially important to empathize with 

our adversaries and people whose beliefs we don’t share. We can 

then use that understanding to guide our actions and respond 

appropriately to situations.  

When we lack empathy, we’re unable to develop and nurture 

interpersonal connections, leading to strained relationships, broken 

trust, loss of relationships, and isolation. 

3 COMPONENTS OF EMPATHY 

Experts have identified three components of empathy based on the ways we relate to a 

friend, employee or family member in crisis: 

COGNITIVE EMPATHY, sometimes called “perspective taking,” is the ability to step into 

someone else’s shoes and to perceive and understand that person’s emotions. It’s like 

having accurate knowledge about the contents of another person’s mind, how that 

person feels, and what they might be thinking. But to truly connect with someone, you 

not only need to understand their feelings, but you need to share their feelings. This is 

where emotional empathy comes in. 

EMOTIONAL EMPATHY, also known as “affective empathy,” is the ability to feel physically 

the same emotions as another person. It’s as though their emotions were contagious. For 

example, when we cringe when someone stubs their toe or gets a paper cut. 

COMPASSIONATE EMPATHY uses the insights gleaned from cognitive and emotional 

empathy. It allows us to not only understand a person’s predicament and feel with them 

but spontaneously move to help, if needed. 

“We came into this world 

with two ears, two eyes and 

one mouth. Always keep 

that ratio in mind.” 

TOM SHIMIZU 



 

WHY DOES EMPATHIC LISTENING MATTER? 

The speaker… 

…feels understood and truly listened to 

...is less likely to be frustrated because he hasn’t been able to express  

   his thoughts and ideas fully  

…can engage better with your response because she had her say and  

   it now feels natural to listen to your response  

…feels valued and that his thoughts, feelings and ideas are important to you  

…feels that you are genuinely interested in what she has to say  

The responder… 

…gets more understanding about what is motivating the speaker  

…can tune into the words to recognize emotions driving behavior  

…can respond in a way that shows an understanding of the speaker’s needs  

…builds a stronger relationship with the speaker  

…can demonstrate that he or she is interested in the thoughts, feelings  

   and ideas of the person speaking  

CULTIVATING EMPATHIC LISTENING 

Empathy – and empathic listening – are habits we can cultivate to improve the quality 

of our own lives as well as the lives of everyone around us. 

There are two traits required for being an empathic listener and an effective 

conversationalist. 

 

To listen radically, it’s essential to enter into 

a conversation with a desire to understand, 

not a desire to win or prove you are right. 

To understand what’s really going on within 

others and grasp the unique feelings, 

emotional state and needs that person is 

experiencing, you must be present, listen 

hard, ask questions, and be engaged. 

Whether it’s a student whose mother was 



 

diagnosed with cancer or a coworker who is upset about missing a child’s game 

because of working late, just listen. 

 

Listening is never enough. We must make ourselves vulnerable to create a strong 

empathic bond with others. Dr. Brene’ Brown, whose TED Talk “The Power of 

Vulnerability” has reached over 54 million views, says empathy is not possible without 

vulnerability. According to Dr. Brown, empathy is feeling with a person; it’s climbing 

down the hole to sit beside them, making yourself vulnerable to connect with them 

sincerely. The empathetic person will recognize the person’s struggle without 

minimizing it. 

Empathy is a two-way street built upon a mutual understanding and an exchange of our 

most important beliefs and experiences. Removing our masks and revealing our 

feelings to someone is vital for creating this strong empathic bond. 

EMPATHIC LISTENING CRITERIA 

Following are criteria required to engage in empathic listening: 

 

Engaging in deep listening comes with determination. We have to be motivated to 

expend the energy required for deep listening. Knowing the goals gained through 

deep listening can serve as the ‘why’ to motivate us. 

 

If we cannot understand a language or technical information being presented, or if 

loud noise drowns out the speaker, we may not be able to listen to a message 

irrespective of the level of our motivation. 

 

In addition to basic ability, we need some skills. We need to become good at 

constructing and asking good questions — one that reflects the content of the 

message. Typically, we do not communicate this way. It’s something we have to 

practice over time to become natural and autopilot at it.



 

 

Listening deeply does not come naturally. Listening deeply is an art — it takes 

committed effort to practice it consistently and become good at it. 

Developing the ability to listen deeply is a process that takes time. You probably will 

not be able to achieve it during the first few trials. However, you have to remain 

committed to the process, even within a single interaction. 

During a lengthy interaction, it might be tempting to start thinking about what you 

want to say instead of listening. You must recommit yourself to your listening task 

when you find yourself drifting from it. 

 

A good listening attitude is a core prerequisite for effective listening at any level. It’s 

even more important for deep listening because of the sincere and nonjudgmental 

attitude it requires. 

Empathic listening is a structured listening and questioning technique that allows 

you to develop and enhance relationships with a stronger understanding of what is 

being conveyed, both intellectually and emotionally. As such, it takes active listening 

techniques to a new level. 

 



 

Ask Yourself 
What techniques do you use or could you use to improve your recall of certain 

information such as people’s names, key concepts from your classes, or instructions or 

directions given verbally? 

Identify how critical listening might be useful for you in each of the following contexts: 

academic, professional, personal, and civic.  

Academic 
 

Professional 
 

Personal 
 

Civic 
 

When do you find it most challenging to listen to another person? 

Listening scholars have noted that empathetic listening is the most difficult type of 

listening. Do you agree? Why or why not?  

Which listening style best describes you and why? Which style do you have the most difficulty 

with or like the least and why? (Ignoring, pretending, selective, attentive or empathic) 

 

 

 

 



 

Read & Watch 
The Power of Really Listening: A tribute to Stephen Covey (Read) 

Stephen Covey described empathic listening as, “Reflecting what a person feels and 

says in your own words to their satisfaction so they feel listened to and understood.”  It 

means listening with your whole being—ears, eyes and heart. 

5 Levels of Listening (How to Be a Better Listener) (Watch) 

Author/speaker Don R. Crawley explains the five levels of listening, including tips for 

achieving the highest level of listening. Understanding these five levels of listening will 

make the difference between delivering poor service or outstanding customer service 

and end-user support. 

Listening is More Important than Talking (Read) 

If you want your talking to be more powerful, listening is the absolute best place to start 

is. Deep listening. 

https://leaderchat.org/2012/07/19/the-power-of-really-listening-a-tribute-to-stephen-covey/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2grajx8iYvw
https://worksmarterstressless.com/listening-is-more-important-than-talking/
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“The most important thing in communication is hearing what isn’t said.”  

~Peter Drucker 

Oscar Trimboli’s designed his “Five Levels of Listening” framework to move us from an 

unconscious listener to a deep and productive listener. It’s foundational, sequential and 

progressive. You need to be proficient at the previous level to progress to the next level.  

After observing a panel of 1410 people over a 3-year period, Oscar found that 86% 

struggle with level one listening – listening to themselves. The most common barrier to 

people listening is the noise and distraction in their heads. Oscar also determined that 

we spend 55% of our day listening, yet only 2% of us have had any listening training.  

OSCAR TRIMBOLI’S “FIVE LEVELS OF LISTENING” FRAMEWORK



 

 

LEVEL #1: LISTENING TO YOURSELF 

It starts with you, not the speaker. Self-awareness as the ground for listening 

and communicating well with others may seem paradoxical—paying more 

attention to ourselves to better communicate with others—but without some 

clarity in our relationship with ourselves, we will have a hard time improving our 

relationships with others. A clouded mirror cannot reflect accurately. We cannot 

perceive, receive, or interact authentically with others unless our self-

relationship is authentic. Likewise, until we are true friends with ourselves, it will 

be hard to be genuine friends with others. 

So no matter how you’re listening, no matter where you’re listening, no matter 

what relationship you’re in with the person you’re listening to, you want to make 

sure you’re prepared to listen, and you don’t have a bunch of noise in your head 

before you’re ready to listen to somebody else. But the reality is most people 

treat conversations in a way that they turn up late. And that means you can 

never listen to the other person fully because you’re listening to the story that 

you’re telling yourself in your own head. You’re telling yourself a story about the 

past, the present, the future.  

LEVEL #2: LISTENING TO THE CONTENT 

Listening to the content of a conversation means understanding the alignment 

between what someone is saying and how they’re saying it. It is the connection you 

notice between their head, their heart, and their gut. Try listening to their body 

language. Where in their body are they speaking from? 

LEVEL #3: LISTENING TO THE CONTEXT 

Listening to the context requires a depth of understanding about the other 

person that clarifies situational understanding. You’re exploring the patterns in 

their words and their backstory as well as the backstory to the conversation. 

 



 

LEVEL #4: LISTENING TO THE UNSAID 

“The opposite of talking isn't listening. The opposite of talking is waiting.” 

Fran Lebowitz 

A powerful method that’s often overlooked is to treat silence like another word 

in a conversation. In our rush to fill the silence, we can miss out on quite a lot. 

Therefore, it’s critical to pay attention to the pauses, the silence and the 

thoughtful moments in a discussion. It’s simple math. Because we listen at 

around 400 words per minute and speak at between 125-175 words per minute, 

it’s unlikely that someone can express an idea in their head completely and 

effectively the first time they speak about a concept. 

Therefore, it’s critical to understand that the moment the speaker revisits what 

they haven’t fully expressed isn’t the time for you to jump in and ask a question, 

provide your perspective or start a new direction. A fully and completely 

explored pause moves the speaker from a place of thinking you are listening, to 

a place where they feel heard. We will discuss this in depth later. 

LEVEL #5: LISTENING FOR MEANING 

This level is the deepest layer of the conversation. The focus is on what 

meaning the other person is making of the discussion. Meaning can be created 

for the person speaking and the person listening. Together, meaning is created 

by the exchange helping each party understand the difference in their thinking 

now compared to at the beginning of the conversation. 



 

According to body language expert Jan Hargrave, all basic communication is made up 

of three parts: the words we say, our voice inflection and nonverbal elements. A full 55% 

of our communication is nonverbal, 38% is conveyed through voice inflection and only 

7% is based on the actual words we use.  

Hargrave has determined that there are four core tenants of deep listening – eye 

contact, presence, connection and nonverbal cues. By practicing and implementing 

these tenants, you can fully absorb the conversation, make the speaker feel heard, and, 

in turn, speak more openly. 

 

EYE CONTACT PRESENCE

CONNECTION NONVERBAL CUES



 

#1: EYE CONTACT 

By maintaining appropriate eye contact, without staring, you 

demonstrate that you are fully engaged and interested in 

what your conversation partner is saying.  

Jan suggests following the 80/20 rule, in which 80% of the 

time you are looking into your speaking partner’s eyes, and 

20% of the time your eyes are roaming as you consider what 

you will say in response. 

From a joint study between the University of 

Wolverhampton and the University of Stirling, 

researchers found that making eye contact even 30% of 

the time increases your ability to remember what is said 

and to display interest and confidence.  

A summary of the study’s eye contact rules of thumb is below: 

 Make enough eye contact but not too much – Think of how you might look at a 

painting or a beautiful view -- you are not focusing intently on their eye but 

instead looking at them gently. Hold your eyes in this position and resist darting 

them around. Relax your gaze by breathing slowly as you make eye contact and 

nodding occasionally while you listen. 

 Make eye contact for 3-5 seconds to look confident – less can appear timid.  

 Hold eye contact to make people tell you the truth – this even works when 

buying a house or a car!  

 Movement + Eye Contact = Memorable – researchers from Radboud University 

and Rutgers University found that eye contact along with sudden movement 

(such as quickly moving your hand or head) make people both more memorable 

and more noticeable. 

 Know how much eye contact to make with authority – bosses (especially male 

bosses) will often make more eye contact with workers they see as high 



 

performers and avoid eye contact with those they view as low performers. 

(Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 2010). 

 Establish eye contact at the start to make a confident first impression – To 

stand out in a meeting or crowd, establish eye contact with everyone in the 

room, if possible. To be fair, hold your eye contact for the same amount of time 

with each person. As a newcomer, it’s YOUR job to break the ice by greeting 

people with eye contact and a handshake. 

 Know how to make eye contact in different cultures – In many Asian countries, 

eye contact is a sign of respect. In Japan, it’s polite to look at the neck. And, in 

some religions, there are “rules” about eye contact between men and women. 

 When you make contact with a person you don’t know, smile - Eye contact AND 

smiling together are more attractive than eye contact OR smiling alone. 

 Know where to look – It may be easier to look at just one of someone’s eyes 

instead of both or at the area below the eyes. For a coworker, you might try 

imagining a line forming a triangle from their forehead to below their eyes. Keep 

your eyes in the middle of that triangle. If you know the person personally, invert 

the triangle, so the middle is in the bridge of their nose.  

 Don’t blink too much during eye contact - We blink more when we are under 

stress. So, when you’re sending a serious message, less blinking = more 

credibility. Anything over about 30 times a minute is too much. 

 Show you’re listening when you’re not looking – Taking notes in a meeting is 

one example. If you take notes on your phone, let the speaker know. Otherwise, 

it can look as if you’re texting or responding to emails. 

 For short requests, make more eye contact; for long speeches, make less. 

 Children may find eye contact hard or uncomfortable - Don’t force too much on 

them. If you know the child, explain the importance of eye contact. 

 Smile with your eyes or “smize” – There’s a difference between smiling that 

doesn’t reach your eyes and one that does - practice in a mirror. 



 

#2: PRESENCE 

Presence extends beyond just a physical presence. It refers to being cognitively 

present. According to Tony Robbins, “The average person speaks between 125 and 160 

words per minute, but the average person’s brain works between 400 and 600 words 

per minute.”  

This means your mind is processing 3 to 4 times faster than the conversation, which 

makes it easy for your mind to drift. It’s up to you to focus on the moment and be truly 

present while disregarding any anxieties you’ve experienced that day.  

This takes discipline, intention and practice. Listening is of the moment, and, unlike 

reading a book or document, we often only get to hear the speaker’s words once.  

One trick to remind yourself to listen actively, is to write “Listen” at the top of a page in 

front of you while in a meeting – especially an online meeting! 

 #3: NONVERBAL CUES 

Nonverbal cues may seem trivial but can have a 

tremendous impact by showing you are interested, 

understand, and are involved in a conversation. We often 

register what another person is feeling by experiencing it 

in our own bodies. When someone smiles, we smile. 

When someone frowns, we frown. 

Here’s a startling fact: some 65% of what we 

communicate is conveyed through our body language, 

posture, facial expressions, pitch, volume, and tone of 

voice. The words we speak only comprise around 35% of 

the message. We reveal our unspoken intentions, attitude 

and state of mind through our physical behavior. 

Noticing a speaker’s nonverbal cues often gives us the 

deepest insight into what’s going on with a friend or 

colleague. If you’re stuck and not sure what to do or say 



 

next, it’s probably because you haven’t been paying close attention to the nonverbal 

clues of the person who is speaking. This is a skill that you can strengthen and develop 

if it doesn’t come instinctively to you.  

Besides making good eye contact, pay attention to: 

 Body posture. Posture can indicate a person’s level of attention or involvement 

during a conversation. Slouching may indicate the listener is bored or 

uninterested while standing or sitting still, upright and leaning forward, usually 

signals that the person is focused, attentive and engaged in the conversation. 

Body posture can also give hints about personality characteristics, such as 

whether a person is confident, happy, friendly or submissive.  

 Physical placement. Sitting side-by-side indicates collaboration. Sitting across 

from someone sends a message about rank. Standing or walking together 

implies collegiality. 

 Facial expressions. Furrowed brows, a set jaw, pinched lips, and lack of eye 

contact reveal a great deal about how someone feels. For example, if you ask a 

teacher to try a different instructional approach in his next lesson, and he’s 

nodding his head and saying “Yes, I can do that,” but his lips are tight, his brow is 

curling inward and he’s looking away from you, his words might not be aligned 

to his true feelings. 

 Arm placement. Crossed arms can mean a person is cold but can also indicate 

he is nervous, defensive, or protective. If that same person uncrosses his arms, 

that may mean he’s opening up or feeling less nervous. 

 Vocal tone - Changes in speaking style, pitch, rate and volume during a 

conversation may give you hints about the attitude of the person speaking. Let’s 

say you ask for a few days off, and your boss replies, “Sure. Take all the time off 

you need,” but her tone of voice went from warm and fuzzy before your question 

to cold and sharp when she replied, odds are she is not happy. 

 



 

 Fidgeting – If you find yourself shaking your knee, biting your nails or playing 

with your pen noticeably as someone else talks, the speaker may think you are 

bored, nervous or disinterested. Fidgeting is often an external release for 

whatever you are feeling inside.  

 Head movements – Certain head movements are rich conveyors of 

communication and one of the easiest nonverbal cues to understand. While 

giving a speech, if audience members are shaking their head “no,” they may be 

confused or in disagreement with what is being presented. Conversely, if 

participants are actively nodding their heads in a “yes” manner, it is a good 

indication they are engaged and understand what the speaker is trying  

to communicate. 

 Hand gestures. Trembling hands could mean the person is anxious or lying. 

Animated, grand hand gestures could indicate the person is excited or 

passionate about what she is discussing. Other times, hand gestures may be 

necessary to reinforce spoken words if the other person is giving detailed  

verbal instructions.  

#4: CONNECTION 

When speaking with someone one-on-one, try positioning your body to create a safe and 

welcoming space for the other person to speak openly. Start by leaning in. You can 

usually tell when someone is interested in something or someone because they orient 

their body forward; they lean in. Along with leaning in, you can open up your chest, pull 

your shoulders back, and fold your hands gently in your lap or on the table in front of you.  

Another technique you can use if you are sitting or standing is known as “the steeple.” 

Bring your hands together with your fingertips touching each other to form a point akin 

to a “church steeple.” The steeple gesture is usually made in a conversation when 

someone feels confident about the topic they’re hearing about or talking about. 



 

Ask Yourself 
Take a few minutes to write your thoughts before reading further. On the next page, 

you’ll find the most common responses from a survey by the UPLIFT Foundation. 

What are the best indicators that someone is genuinely listening to you? 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

What are the indicators that someone is NOT genuinely listening to you? 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

When do you find it most challenging to listen to another person? 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

What personal work, self-care, etc., helps you be a better listener? 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  



 

“If I had an hour to solve a problem and my life depended on the solution, I would 

spend the first 55 minutes determining the proper question to ask, for once I know 

the proper question, I could solve the problem in less than five minutes.” 

ALBERT EINSTEIN 

Responding well is part of the listening process. The best communicators are able to 

match the appropriate response to the situation signaling to the other person that they 

understand what they’re saying. They ask clarifying questions, periodically affirm they 

understand by repeating the information back to the other person and, unless they’re 

asked for their advice, hold their stories and feedback for a future conversation.  

RESPONDING TO OTHERS 

Four of the most common responses during a conversation are: 

1. Reflecting 

2. Probing 

3. Deflecting 

4. Advising 

REFLECTING 

When you are reflecting, you want to gather information by using conversation-

encouraging questions. Don’t interrogate. Reflection, in a nutshell, is basically 

paraphrasing or summarizing what the speaker has just told you. You’re simply 

confirming that you are hearing the situation correctly. Often, you’ll follow up by asking 

questions, or probing, for more information. 

Get clarification on who, how, what, where, when, which and why. Affirm your 

understanding as you go along by repeating the information back to them in your own 

words. In the feedback scenario above, you could say, “So you feel the procedures I’m 

using are slowing down the overall process? What would an ideal schedule look like for 

your team?” 



 

PROBING 

Probing means asking for additional information. Effective probing is nonjudgmental 

and flows from what was previously said. Good probing questions ask for elaboration, 

clarification, and repetition. Bad probing questions challenge what has been said, 

putting the speaker on the defensive (e.g., "Why would you even consider that?"). Also, 

questions that changes the subject before the current subject is resolved isn't effective 

communication. We will discuss probing in a future section. 

DEFLECTING 

Deflecting is when you shift the conversation to another topic or switch the focus to 

yourself or your own experiences. Many of us deflect unconsciously by sharing our 

personal experiences when we should be focusing on the other party. In our minds, 

we’re thinking, “You’re not alone in feeling this way because this happened to me.” But 

when we deflect from what we’ve been told, we appear to be preoccupied with another 

topic, unintentionally communicating that we’re not listening and that we don’t care. 

The best listeners keep deflection to a minimum. 



 

This is not to say that sharing your experiences is never helpful. On the contrary, 

mentors often help their protégés by relating their own experiences. It’s a way to 

reassure their protégés that their concerns are normal and that their problems are 

solvable. If you pair reflection with deflection, the speaker will know you heard them and 

will receive your advice with an open mind. 

ADVISING 

The rule of thumb when it comes to using the advising method: Make sure the other 

person is asking for your advice first! If you’re not sure, a straightforward “Are you 

asking for my advice?” works wonders. 

Research has shown that this problem is particularly common between men and 

women in the workplace. Women often discuss their problems and concerns with men 

just as a means of developing interpersonal bonds. It’s a way of making conversation 

that goes a little deeper than small talk because it’s personally revealing. Furthermore, 

in most cases, it helps foster a mutually supportive relationship. 

However, when men respond with unsolicited advice (a common response between the 

sexes), they believe they are helpful to their female counterparts. But, when no advice is 

solicited, providing it is actually presumptuous. When you tell someone how they should 

solve their problems, you assume a position of superiority, not mutuality. 

Of course, being supportive often involves giving advice. My point is that we should (a) 

recognize that sometimes people share their problems with us just because they want 

us to listen, and (b) advising people who tell us about their problems can sometimes be 

taken as condescending or belittling. Sometimes it’s better just to reflect.  



 

Skills to Practice 
Below are statements that might be made by peers. Using the space provided, write an 

empathic response for each situation. 

Statement by Peer: 

“I don’t know what to do. Every time I work with Maria on a project, she never does her 

fair share. I just don’t want to work with her anymore.” 

Response: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

Statement by Peer: 

 “I’ve just had it. The work is really getting to me. We’ve been pushing and pushing and 

pushing to meet all of our deadlines and, more work just keeps coming. I don’t know if I 

can keep up this pace. I’m really tired.” 

Response: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

Statement by Peer: 

“My supervisor doesn’t ask us our opinions or communicate with us…he sometimes 

doesn’t even say good morning. It is so depressing. I feel like I’m not able to give the 

best of me.” 

Response: 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________ 



 

WHAT IS MINDFULNESS? 

What is the mind “full of” when we are mindful? Our minds are really good at shuttling 

between past and future, driven by our fears and desires, memories and imagination. 

Our minds habitually go from reflecting on the past one moment to worrying about the 

future at the next moment, with very little time spent on being fully present. This 

disconnection with our present reality has become even more severe with the advent of 

smartphones, the high levels of stress in our modern-day lives, and endemic 

psychological trauma in our communities. 

Mindfulness is the practice of filling our minds with the present, moment by moment. 

When we are mindful, we are more present; when we are more fully present, we listen 

rather than just hear; we perceive rather than just see. It affects everything we do and 

impacts every interaction we have with others. 

  



 

“Listening is about being present, not just about being quiet.” 

KRISTA TIPPETT 

When we are mindful, we are more present. When we are more present, we listen rather 

than just hear. You can use the mindful ABCs to anchor your mind in the present: 

Mindful Action 

is mindfully reconnecting with our bodies through movement  

to release stored stress and trauma. 

Mindful Breath 

is regulating our breathing to shift the way we feel  

so we can better regulate our emotions. 

Mindful Centering  
is being aware of what you are thinking about as you think it and 

using the interaction of your five senses with your environment to 

keep your focus in the present moment. This allows you to center 

back in the present when the mind moves into the past or the future. 

 



 

BELOW ARE SOME IDEAS TO HELP YOU WORK MORE MINDFULLY: 

TUNE IN. Start by paying attention to your surroundings and your 

reactions to them throughout your day. Think about what stories you 

tell yourself, what situations set you off, what habits you do over and 

over and what assumptions you make about others. Don’t beat 

yourself up. We all do things we’re not proud of. The key is to tune in 

and be more aware. 

LET GO. Now that you’re aware of your stories, habits, and how you 

respond to situations, look for opportunities to let go. Tame your 

ego a bit and try responding in a way you’d advise a close friend. 

Instead of asking, “What’s best for me?” or “What’s easiest?” ask 

yourself, “What is needed from me?” Take a couple of deep breaths 

and check in with your own state of mind. 

ACT WITH INTENTION. To paraphrase Viktor Frankl, author of Man’s 

Search for Meaning and Holocaust survivor, you create a moment of 

choice and an opportunity for learning and growth. Whatever you 

decide to do, be clear and honest with yourself about why you are 

doing it. Whether it’s to make a point, help a friend, or remove 

something from your to-do list. Bring awareness to your intentions so 

you no longer respond impulsively to your environment.  

START AGAIN. After taking action, notice the results and what you 

can learn from that action. Good or bad, move on. Allow yourself 

the opportunity to make mistakes and learn from them and 

perhaps take a different course next time. Every situation, every 

moment, is an opportunity to start again. Take your learnings with 

you. Leave your celebrations and regrets behind.  



 

INTEGRATING THE ABCS 

When you integrate all 3 ABCs - connecting action, breath, and centering - you have a 

powerful tool for retraining the brain to stay in the present, gain greater emotional 

control, and dissolve stress within the body.  

This neural rewiring will lead to greater calm and focus on the present moment 

throughout your day and in your interactions with others. Just a few minutes a day of 

“dynamic mindfulness” practice results in measurable, powerful, and lasting changes. 

These pebbles of practice can then ripple out into your life, community, and world with 

dramatic and influential effect. 

 

 

   



 

“Show me an egotistical person, and I will show you a person who isn’t listening.”  

MARK HUNTER 

Big ego equals poor listener. It also equals a poor leader. Leadership is about 

connecting with people and putting them and their needs first. And this requires 

listening to people. Really listening.  

The only person an egocentric individual 

wants to listen to is themselves. If 

someone feels like they have all the 

answers, why should that person listen to 

anyone else? You might not think it’s 

egotistical to interrupt — but experts say 

this is another common habit among folks 

with a big ego. They tend to interrupt others 

because they feel that what they have to 

say is much more intelligent or essential.  

Egocentric people are often so caught up in 

snagging the spotlight that they rarely 

connect with others socially. They might 

even leave a social gathering and realize 

that they don't remember what anyone else 

said or don’t have strong feelings about 

what was said unless it was a negative response to their ideas. 

Can you have a conversation without inserting your opinion, getting into an argument, or 

loudly telling someone they’re wrong? If not, take it as a sign. Self-absorbed people with 

inflated egos are often very opinionated and tend to focus solely on their own point of 

view, image and preferences. 



 

The next time you’re socializing with a group of people or one on one, be open to 

seeking information and engaging with others in a more mutual dynamic. The easiest 

way to remedy an egotistical personality is by expressing curiosity in others. Ask more 

questions and challenge yourself to learn something new. 

People need to know that they matter. They want to feel heard and validated. If you’re 

willing to have some give and take, you’ll develop healthier connections. 

And while you’re out, take a look around. Are you all carbon copies of one another? In 

some cases, egotistical people choose to spend time with folks who are exactly like 

themselves as a way of reinforcing their self-esteem. If everyone shares the same taste, 

ideas, and opinions as you, it’s easy to feel “right.” 

SO, HOW DO YOU TAME YOUR EGO?  

It’s our instinct to constantly be correct, solve problems, and take control of any given 

situation. In our desire to be in control, we often miss out on new possibilities and take for 

granted opportunities that offer a new path or a different (sometimes better) way.  

Reining in your ego involves looking at a situation from all angles and then taking the 

action that's in everyone's best interest. It’s a lot easier said than done. But it is possible. 

In fact, getting your ego in check can quite possibly be the most beneficial action you can 

take to finding more balance in your life. Ego and emotion are closely related. Ego is your 

idea about yourself, and emotions arise when that identity is challenged. 



 

1. BE HUMBLE. Realize that you are a small part of the whole, vast universe. Humility 

will always serve to balance the ego. 

2. BE GENEROUS. When your ego flares, take time to give to a cause or to people. 

Whether it is just being present unconditionally and listening, or donating time to 

support others’ needs, honoring others and providing service to others brings 

everything into perspective. 

3. DO NOT JUDGE OTHERS. If you judge someone, you are projecting that you are 

better than them. Remember, everyone has something to offer in this human 

experience, and even if we don’t fully understand someone’s purpose, we must learn 

to love and accept others for who they are. 

4. HAVE AN ATTITUDE OF GRATITUDE. Always try to maintain a state of gratitude. 

Others have helped you get where you are, and whether their influence was “good” 

or “bad,” they helped you become who you are today.  

5. KEEP YOUR HEART AND YOUR MIND OPEN TO NEW PERSPECTIVES. If we are not 

rigid in our thinking, we can embrace new perspectives and use them to expand our 

minds and grow as spiritual beings with a human experience. 

6. THINK BEFORE YOU SPEAK. Your words can lift or lower someone; they can hurt or 

help—so always use your words with love and integrity. 

7. BE QUIETLY CONFIDENT. A confident person does not need to brag, gloat, or put 

others down. Cockiness, on the other hand, is a sign of weakness and a desire to 

seek attention and assurance from others. 

8. CULTIVATE COMPASSION. Look at others as friends and fellow travelers, not as 

strangers or rivals. Ask yourself not “What can others do for me?” but ask instead, 

“How can I help?” 

9. LIVE FROM YOUR HEART. In everything you do, ask yourself, “What is my intention 

right now? Is my heart driving me, or am I acting from my ego?” 

10. LAUGH AT YOURSELF. Humor is a wonderful way to break up with the out-of-balance 

ego! Why take life seriously? After all, not one of us is getting out of here alive! 

Adapted from Ten Ways to Tame Your Ego by Chantelle Renee 

https://www.chantellerenee.org/ten-ways-to-tame-your-ego


 

INCONVENIENT TRUTHS ABOUT YOU 

Want to get your ego in check? 

Below are some inconvenient 

truths about you that might 

help. So, put your ego aside for 

a moment, and read these as 

universal truths, not direct 

insults. If they hit a nerve, we 

may be onto something 

interesting! 

 

o You are not as important as you think you are at school, at the office, and at 

home. While people need you, rely on you and think you do great work, someone 

else would be doing your job if you were not there.  

o Other people are just as smart, if not smarter, than you. You do not need to solve 

every problem or have the best idea in the meeting. In fact, the more you allow 

others to share their knowledge and ideas, the more others can contribute to 

getting the work done.  

o Others don’t always need you to answer their question - they just need someone 

to answer it. The important thing is that the question gets answered or the 

problem gets solved, not who answers or solves it. 

o Asking others to complete work that you cannot do is not a sign of weakness. In 

fact, it's a sign of a well-developed leader who understands their limitations of 

time and brain capacity.  

o You will be remembered for the impact that you made in this world on your 

family, friends, and environment, not how much work you got done. 

o Being too busy does not make you important. In fact, being too busy makes you 

annoying and useless to those who really want or need your time. 

o Spending time telling other people how busy you are is a waste of time - yours 

and theirs. 



 

Ask Yourself 
What are some inconvenient truths you believe about yourself? Can you come up with 

10? Feel free to use some of the ones listed previously.  

1.  ______________________________________________  

2.  ______________________________________________  

3.  ______________________________________________  

4.  ______________________________________________  

5.  ______________________________________________  

6.  ______________________________________________  

7.  ______________________________________________  

8.  ______________________________________________  

9.  ______________________________________________  

10. _____________________________________  



 

'Empathy has no script. There is no right way or wrong way to do it. It's simply 

listening, holding space, withholding judgment, emotionally connecting, and 

communicating that incredibly healing message of 'you are not alone.”  

BRENÉ BROWN 

SKILLFUL LISTENING  

Empathy sits on the bedrock of skillful listening. The term "paraphrasing" has been 

around for decades so that one might wonder haven't we figured out how to listen yet? 

As early as 1985, Arthur Costa and Robert Garmston suggested listening strategies in 

their text Cognitive Coaching (344 edition, 2015), Bruce Wellman and Bob Garmston 

introduced practical paraphrasing skills in The Adaptive School: A Sourcebook for 

Developing Collaborative Groups (344 edition, 2016), and Laura Lipton and Bruce 

Wellman elaborated on their listening and coaching work in Data‐Driven Dialogue: A 

Facilitator's Guide to Collaborative Inquiry (2004).  

 



 

FOUR NEGATIVE TENDENCIES  

There are four tendencies that get in the way of skillful listening. We all have at least 

one of these tendencies. Some of us are especially gifted and embody two, three, or 

four egocentric approaches to listening (egocentric listening ‐ sounds like an oxymoron, 

doesn't it?). Left unbridled, these tendencies will shut down all active listening and, as a 

result, all empathic interchange.  

These negative tendencies are:  

1. Interrogating: When someone just wants to be heard, receiving a barrage of 

questions shuts down the conversation, makes the speaker feel like being on the 

witness stand, and invites defensive behavior. It leaves no room for skillful 

listening that would lead to empathy.  

2. Storytelling: When you actively listen to a colleague, their concern reminds you of 

the one that you had twelve years ago. You then proceed to dive into the context, 

details, characters in the story, and the person wanting to be heard is now shut 

down, ignored and disinterested in your personal story, which was not asked for.  

3. Advice giving: When a person just wants to be heard, being "fixed" like a human 

problem waiting to be solved is rarely appreciated. Receiving advice that was 

never asked for can be received as an insult, a condescending and patronizing 

interchange, and certainly does not foster empathy.  

4. Judging: So many of us enjoy passing judgments in as many situations as 

possible. When a person wants to be heard, being judged fosters a sense of 

inadequacy, self‐doubt, sorrow, and foolishness for starting the conversation, to 

begin with.  

If we are serious about building a culture of psychological safety, empathy, 

collaboration, and support, these four tendencies need to be explored, discussed, and 

grappled with daily. They never go away. We learn to know ourselves better and what it 

takes to manage our tendencies.  

  



 

SKILLFUL PARAPHRASING  

Paraphrasing is using your own words to express something that was written or said by 

another person. The Thinking Collaborative and their work in Cognitive Coaching 

provides three categories of paraphrasing skills to practice. They all support the overall 

goal of cultivating empathy.  

CATEGORY 1: Acknowledging and Clarifying 

In the “acknowledging and clarifying” form of paraphrasing, the listener acts as a mirror 

to the speaker, reflecting what he or she understood, not just a rote recitation back. If 

the listener misstates the speaker's meaning, the speaker often elaborates, clarifying 

and making necessary corrections. Hence, connection that was not there before is 

created and rapport is built Your responses for this context might include: 

o You’re thinking that...  

o So, you’re wondering if...  

o You’re frustrated because...  

o You’re hoping that...  

o You’re concerned about...  

o What you’re saying is…  

o Your feeling now is that…  

o You must have felt…  

o Your message seems to be, “I …  

o In other words, …   

o As you see it… 

o You’re wondering how you might… 

CATEGORY 2: Summarize and Organize 

This second category of paraphrasing is a match for people who might have many 

issues jumbled into one or who are circular in their thinking or lack clarity. In 

“summarize and organize” paraphrasing, the spoken parts are analyzed by the listener 

and then organized for the speaker. Often the speaker will have a cognitive shift just 

from hearing his or her thoughts put into an order that didn’t exist prior to the 

paraphrase. Examples of responses that would help someone organize their thinking:  

o So, there are three issues... 

o I think the main ideas here are... 

o So, you have closure on ___________ and you’re ready to move on to __________.  

o First you’re going to _____________ then you will _____________. 

o On the one hand... and on the other hand...  



 

CATEGORY 3: Shift Level of Abstraction  

This third category is the most sophisticated and requires the deepest listening and 

interpreting. It will likely cause a group or speaker to think in new, previously 

inaccessible ways of speaking. "Shift level of abstraction" paraphrasing requires 

listening for what is actually never said.  

Drawing on the work of Hayakawa’s Ladder of Inference, abstraction paraphrasing 

infers meaning below the surface of what is said. You need to listen for the subtext, for 

the submerged part of the iceberg. 

A variety of inferences include listening for values, beliefs, intentions, concepts, identity 

and assumptions.  

Examples of shifting up focus on listening for the underlying values, beliefs, goals, and 

concepts include: 

o So, it’s important to you that...  

o So, a belief you hold is... 

o So, you’re a person who... 

o A goal for you is...  

o So, you’re struggling with differentiating between ______ and ______ 

o You’re saying that this may influence your work… from a  

microlens perspective and a macro lens perspective. 

 

Shifting down means listening and paraphrasing through concrete examples. For 

instance:  

o So an example of what you’re talking about is...  

o So this is not about...  

o An example that you are pointing to is the attention your colleagues gave you. 

o This is not about blazing through the agenda to get to the end of the meeting. 

Any of these categories and any of these stems let the speaker know that you are 

listening, seeking to understand, and checking if you are interpreting correctly.



 

 “As a listener, it’s not your job to make sense of what they say, it’s your job to 

help them make sense of what they are trying to say.” ~Oscar Trimboli 

In addition to the 4 tendencies discussed previously, there are 4 habits, or villains, that 

derail deep listening. The 4 Villains were name by Oscar Trimboli, author of Deep 

Listening: Impact Beyond Words.  

Each of the villains below represents bad habits we fall into during conversations. 

Because listening is situational and relational, one or more of the villains can play out 

depending on the contexts and scenarios. For instance, your dominant listening villain 

at work might be “Shrewd Listening” —  you like to solve problems before they are fully 

explained. At home, the Lost Listener may describe you better. 

THE FOUR VILLAINS OF LISTENING 

Meet the Four Villains of Listening: Dramatic, Interrupting, Lost and Shrewd. Know your 

weak spots by pinpointing which listening villain describes you. Once you know, you 

won’t forget it. 

You may be a dramatic listener if you value human connection and often struggle 

between sympathy and empathy. If you are this type of listener, you tend to:  

 Get caught up in the problem so much so that you don’t hear the ideas  

or the solutions  

 “Hog the spotlight” and shift the focus to yourself 

 Get engrossed in the emotion and want to become an actor in it 

 Come away from a conversation feeling like you’ve connected when,  

in fact, you haven’t 

 Love creating drama and exploring every element of the discussion 

 Get stuck in the details and dissect the events and patterns that led  

you to the discussion 



 

To improve this habit: 

 Be empathetic (i.e., “I acknowledge that this is tough for you.) as opposed to just 

sympathetic (i.e., “I remember a time when it was tough for me, too.”) 

We notice these people the most. Interrupting listeners tend to be so focused on finding 

a solution to an issue that they finish the speaker’s sentence, often wrongly. While 

usually coming from a place of concern, this listener is listening to fix and solve the 

problem. How can you tell if you are this type of listener? During a conversation, you: 

 Feel the speaker is moving too slowly in describing the issue,  

so you listen with the intent of solving, rather than being curious 

 Interrupt and interject, often creating confusion 

 Are busy solving problems the speaker hasn’t yet verbalized 

 Are hyperfocused on productivity and time 

 Listen for places to jump in as much as you listening for the words 

To improve this habit: 

1. Count “1, 1000; 2, 1000, 3, 1000; etc.,” in your head 

2. You can even bite down on your tongue after each number 

If you tend to zone out and are not really present during conversations, you may be a 

Lost Listener. You might be a Lost listener if, while another person is speaking, you are: 

 In your own mind rather than in the conversation, often focused  

on something else 

 Easily distracted (especially by technology) 

 Vague and unsure of your contribution to the conversation 

 So absorbed with your self-talk, you don’t create enough space  

for the dialogue to land in your mind 

 Busy thinking about your last thought or your next thought  

that you can’t focus on the discussion.  



 

To improve this habit: 

 Try switching off your notifications 

 Drink a glass of water every 30 minutes 

 Take three deep breaths before entering a conversation 

 Ask the host, “What is your expectation of me during this meeting? 

Do you often think you know the question while it’s still being asked? Do you mainly 

ignore context, subtleties, and vocal inflections? If so, you may be a Shrewd listener. 

Shrewd listeners are often too busy solving the current problem - and anticipating the 

next issue – before listening to the explanation. They may be shrewd enough to wait 

patiently and not interrupt and can appear engaged but aren’t actually present and 

listening completely.  

To improve this habit: 

 Get out of your head and listen to the whole question before making 

assumptions. Your speaker can tell if your gears are turning. 

Find your own primary and secondary listening villains by taking Oscar’s 7 minute  

Deep Listening quiz. 

https://www.oscartrimboli.com/listeningquiz/


 

 

Ask Yourself 
Which of these negative tendencies get in the way of you listening deeply to someone 

else and why? 

Interrogating  
 

Storytelling 
 

Advice Giving 
 

Judging 
 

In what ways might you raise your consciousness of your tendency when it starts taking 

on a mind of its own? 

In what ways might you talk to your tendency silently in your mind and muzzle it? Think 

about the last conversation you had. Did one or more of the villains show up for you?  

Take Oscar’s Deep Listening quiz. What are your primary and secondary villains? Do you 

agree? Why or why not?  

Which of the listening villains do you think best describe you in different social settings 

with different types of people? 

 

 

 

 

https://www.oscartrimboli.com/listeningquiz/


 

Read & Watch 
Oscar Trimboli’s Deep Listening Quiz (Take the quiz) 

Identify your Listening Villains and receive a personalized 3-step action plan to improve 

your listening capability 

Are you listening? Maybe not as effectively as you could be. (Read) 

By Susan Steinbrecher, INC Magazine 

Susan presents evidence that we need to work on inclusiveness almost daily, including 

the ways in which we communicate with one another, as well as our own unique 

communication “signatures”.  

The 6-Step Process That All Leaders Should Use to Reach Alignment During Pivotal 

Conversations (Read) 

By Susan Steinbrecher, INC Magazine 

A six-step process or "map" you can follow prior to engaging with others or when 

conducting a pivotal, high-stakes meeting or interaction.  

4 Emotional Intelligence Skills to Call Upon When the Stakes are High (Read) 

By Susan Steinbrecher, INC Magazine 

Ideally, you want to settle into a state of equanimity before you enter into a difficult 

conversation. Equanimity refers to an internal state of calm and composure that is 

sustained even when the stakes are high, and emotions are heightened. 

5 Ways to Listen Better (Watch) 

Julian Treasure, Sound Expert, TEDGlobal 

In this short, fascinating talk, Julian Treasure shares five ways to re-tune your ears for 

conscious listening. 

Listen, Learn… then Lead (Watch) 

Stanley McChrystal, Four-star General, TED2011 

General McChrystal discusses “inversion of expertise.” Because of the many changes at 

the lower levels in technology and tactics and whatnot, suddenly, the things that we 

grew up doing weren’t what the force was doing anymore. 

https://www.oscartrimboli.com/listeningquiz/
https://www.inc.com/susan-steinbrecher/changing-way-you-listen-will-change-your-life.html
https://www.inc.com/susan-steinbrecher/the-6-step-process-that-all-leaders-should-use-to-reach-alignment-during-pivotal-conversations.html
https://www.inc.com/susan-steinbrecher/4-emotional-intelligent-skills-to-call-upon-when-stakes-are-high.html
https://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_5_ways_to_listen_better
https://www.ted.com/talks/stanley_mcchrystal_listen_learn_then_lead?language=en
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“The most important thing in communication  
is hearing what isn’t said.” 

Peter Drucker 



 

Picture this experience that happened to 

me. I was exiting the hospital elevator 

after my 6-month medical checkup 

(everything is great, thank you!), turned 

the corner, and stopped dead in my 

tracks. A lovely lady was sitting behind a 

small desk type on an old-fashioned 

typewriter. On the desk were two signs: 

“Tell us your story” and “Listener Poet”.  

You are invited to sit down and tell Jenny 

(the listener poet of the day) your story. 

Jenny listens deeply and then creates a 

poem from your story. Jenny represents The Good Listening Project, an organization 

that promotes good listening in hospitals to support patient safety, physician wellbeing, 

and nursing resilience. That’s all I needed to hear. My mind was racing thinking of the 

implications in schools where administrators, teachers and students are hurting in 

various ways in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Deep listening is the foundation for every relationship. It is the foundation for healing, 

for managing trauma and anxiety, and for softening the pain of grief and loss. It is the 

key way to let someone know that they are seen and heard for who they are without 

judgment. It is the best way for us to manifest our best self, being there for others as 

opposed to ourselves only.  

Deep listening is an exceptionally complex and sophisticated skill. It requires confronting 

unmanaged egos, lack of empathy, narcissism and egocentrism. Unless we can muzzle 

these unbridled human instincts, connection and relationship building becomes non-

existent. In fact, unadulterated listening without judgment, only kindness and inquiry, is 

one of the greatest gifts each of us can give to one another. Deep listening, without a 

https://www.goodlistening.org/https:/www.goodlistening.org/


 

hidden agenda, rebuttal or debate, and, instead, just being open and present to whatever 

the speaker chooses to share is incredibly healing and a great blessing. 



 

Think about the primary and secondary effects deep listening might have on 

administrators, teachers, students, and even yourself. 

Providing Deep Listening 

o What would happen if we promoted good listening to support administrator, 

teacher and student wellbeing? 

o In what ways could you provide the gift of deep listening to others? 

Managing our Ego and Withholding Judgment 

o What might the secondary effects be when we learn to manage our own egos? 

o What are the effects of withholding judgment of others? 

Understanding Deep Listening 

o What is it that deep listening provides which strengthens psychological safety 

and the willingness to trust? 

o What are the key attributes of deep listening that make us choose to be 

vulnerable and honest as we share? 

Receiving Deep Listening 

o When have you received the gift of deep listening, and what was its impact? 

o If you deeply listened to yourself, what would your inner knowing tell you that you 

have been trying hard not to hear? 



 

What someone is sharing with you aloud, it is only the tip of the iceberg. As you know, 

4/5 of the iceberg is hidden under water. Suppose the listener does not have skills in 

interpreting subtext (the 4/5 of the iceberg). In that case, it is that unseen subtext that 

can sink the Titanic of your relationship and the dialogue or lack thereof. 

This chart shows examples of what an educator says and how the listener – in this 

case a parent - might interpret it. 

Adapted from Learning Heroes: Developing Life Skills in Children



 

Skills to Practice 
Below are examples of what teachers actually said at parent/teacher conferences and 

what the parents took away after questioning them. When asked, the teachers were 

surprised as they had a different intended meaning. What would be a better way for the 

teacher to have given the feedback? 

Teacher: Kate is always so quiet and never a problem in class. I wish I had twenty more 

just like her! 

Parent: Because my child is quiet and somewhat shy, she fades into the woodwork of 

the classroom. Would the teacher know if Kate was having a problem? 

Better feedback:  

  

Teacher: I'm sure you sit here every year and hear how great your child is. 

Parent: I feel like I'm being put on the defensive about my child! You're right. He is a 

great kid! Now tell me how you're going to challenge him academically this year. 

Better feedback:  

  

Teacher: If I sit right there with Adam, he gets it right. If I don't, forget it! 

Parent: Wow! It feels like you're mad at him for needing the extra help. What are you 

really trying to tell me? 

Better feedback:  

  

 



 

 

“The marvelous thing about a good question is that it shapes our identity as 

much by the asking as it does by the answering.” – David Whyte 

INVITATIONAL QUESTIONS 

Invitational questions are open-ended and can’t be answered with a simple yes or no or 

with a one-word answer. They are non-dichotomous meaning there are many ways to 

answer the question and there are no right answers. The invitational structure of the 

question invites the responder to speak at length and with their choice of depth in 

response to the question posed. 



 

Invitational questions are often confused with other question formats. Communications 

author Jacob Ellenberg uses a doughnut to illustrate the difference between the types:  

o Open-Ended: “How’s the doughnut?” 

o Closed: “Do you like the doughnut?” 

o Recall: “What type of doughnut did you eat?” 

o Leading: “Was the doughnut good with the coffee?” 

o Loaded: “Have you stopped eating five doughnuts a day?” 

o Rhetorical: “Who doesn’t want a doughnut?” 

Invitational questions facilitate the best dialogue and deep listening opportunities by 

inviting deeper contact with the object of inquiry. 

o What’s it like to eat that doughnut? 

o How do you feel when you eat doughnuts? 

o What do you love about doughnuts? 

These types of questions help orient our attention toward an experience, memory, or 

imagination. That orientation can deepen our connection with that “thing.” And when it’s 

something we value, love, or have an interest in, that focusing on attention can enhance 

our experience. 

In truth, the invitational question is often a version of open-ended or leading questions. 

However, here the question is asked in service of the one answering, not of the one 

asking. As such, it’s a gift. 

Ellenberg suggests that often we’d find such questions asked by a therapist, coach, or 

spiritual guide. However, invitations to turn toward what we love are safe and can be 

used broadly. 

Questions that invite us into a deeper relationship with the things we value are true 

gifts. When we give them freely and sincerely, our friends, family members, and 

colleagues welcome them warmly. 



 

PROBING QUESTIONS 

Probing questions are also designed to encourage deep thought about a specific topic. 

The difference between invitational and probing questions is that probing questions are 

intended to promote critical thinking and to encourage the person asked the question to 

explore their personal thoughts and feelings about a particular subject. 

Some examples of clarifying questions are: 

o Is this what you said? 

o Did I summarize what you said correctly? 

o What criteria did you use? 

o What resources did you use? 

Probing questions can be put to use in a variety of different situations, including: 

o After a presentation 

o To promote critical thinking for students in a classroom setting 

o To ensure that you have an understanding of the entire story 

o When learning something new 

o If you feel that someone is avoiding divulging something 

o To gain insight into a person's thought process 

o When assessing the needs of a new client 

o To facilitate brainstorming possible solutions 

The following are examples of probing questions and an explanation for each: 

1. Why do you think that is? 

This type of probing question seeks the opinions and beliefs of the other party. What 

led them to this conclusion? Why do they believe it's true? 

2. What sort of impact do you think this will have? 

More than feelings, this question is seeking a prediction. How will this particular 

situation affect the environment or others? Will the results have positive or negative 

consequences? 



 

3. What would need to change for you to accomplish this? 

Generally, development and growth require change. Instead of just thinking about 

solutions, this question is aimed to get others to think about the process and the 

sacrifices that would need to be made to reach the proposed goal successfully. 

4. Do you feel that that is right? 

Whether intended as an ethical question or to determine something's veracity, this 

question probes the other party to examine the conclusions that they have drawn. 

5. When have you done something like this before? 

In other words, do you have experience with this situation? Were you successful 

previously? This line of questioning targets a person's capabilities and track record as 

well as their ability to provide evidence-based solutions. 

6. What does this remind you of? 

Comparison is a powerful critical thinking tool that encourages you to make 

connections. It is through comparison and contrast that creative solutions can be 

developed to solve complex problems. 

7. How did you come to this conclusion? 

Though a seemingly straightforward question, asking someone to reiterate their 

thought process can provide insight for both them and the questioner. This insight can 

be used to reverse engineer problems or to recognize patterns that were only picked up 

on subconsciously before. 

8. What is your prediction? 

Prediction can be a powerful tool. It combines knowledge with feeling, creating a 

hypothesis of sorts. Though you should avoid relying on them exclusively, they provide a 

deeper understanding of a current situation because they force you to look ahead. 

9. What was your intention? 

Intent can differ greatly from delivery, which is why this question can be so informative. 

What was the plan? Did you stray from it? Did you discover a new train of thought that 

led you somewhere else? 



 

10. What should you ask yourself to further your understanding? 

In other words, now that you have this information, what new questions arise?  

This question is designed to dig deeper into an issue and encourage exploring  

all of its facets. 

11. What is your biggest fear regarding this? 

Worst-case scenarios can provide a great deal of insight. Though they are powerful 

tools for vocalizing and naming fears, they are also powerful for realizing that perhaps 

the fear is less scary than it sounded in your head. Either way, this type of question 

demands the person asked to look ahead. 

12. What do you think is the best-case scenario? 

Asking someone about a best-case scenario can be just as powerful as its counterpart. 

If everything goes as planned, what are we hoping to accomplish here? Is it worth it? 

13. What do you think is at the root of the problem? 

Every challenge has something that lays the foundation for it. Though this question can 

be philosophical at times, it can also provide a great deal of insight into what the actual 

issue is and how to address it. 

14. What would we do if the opposite were true? 

This question is designed to seek and provide perspective. If the situation were 

reversed, how would you handle it? 

15. How do you know this to be true? 

Probing questions are intended to challenge assumptions and beliefs. More than just to 

verify the truthfulness of the other party's claims, this question asks how they reached 

those conclusions. 

16. What are this situation's pros and cons? 

When approaching situations, it can be easy to focus on either the positive or negative 

aspects. This inquiry asks the other person to examine and assess both sides. 

  



 

17. What is the connection between these two things? 

As we mentioned before, drawing connections is a great way to develop new and 

creative solutions. However, this question is designed to further determine what that 

connection is and why it exists. 

18. Is this problem unique to this organization? 

In other words, are your competitors facing this challenge? What are you doing 

differently than them? This question urges the other party to gain perspective and look 

outside their situation for insight and answers. 

19. What are the long-term effects? 

Though we commonly consider the effects of decisions and solutions, it's important to 

remember to look further than the immediate benefits. 

20. What are the intangible effects? 

Most effects become evident quickly. However, there are situations where the effects 

may not be as apparent. Are there any impacts that will escape immediate detection? 
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“If we would only listen with the same passion that  
we feel about needing to be heard.” 

Dr. Harriet Lerner 



 

As we cultivate awareness of how we listen and recognize that we often listen with 

judgment or to fix a problem, we need to practice alternate ways of listening. Our mind 

wants to be a good servant, so we need to tell it what to do. Read through the chart 

below and then try each form of listening one at a time. Imagine that they are radio 

stations and flip through the channels, listening for what’s available on each station. 

Listen . . . Suggestions 

For the  

big picture 

With love 

Listen with an open heart, with the knowledge that your heart will not break 

and that it can hold the pain and suffering of many; be present and 

understand the humanity of the person who speaks. 

For pain 
Listen for pain without trying to fix it; listen to hear the raw emotions under 

the story. 

With  

humility  

Listen with gratitude for the trust that’s bestowed on you. Be humble in the 

face of emotion and experience.  

With  

curiosity 

Listen without an attachment to how you think things should be right now, 

without conjuring up the past or clinging to notions of the future. Be willing to 

be surprised. Let go of assumptions. 

With  

compassion  

Suspend judgment of yourself and others, appreciating and accepting that 

everyone makes choices based on her knowledge and skills and what makes 

sense given her history and worldview. 



 

With  

confidence  

Listen with confidence in yourself, in your abilities to listen expansively and 

respond from that expansion; be confident in the other person’s abilities to 

solve his own problems. 

For  

relationships  

Listen to build healthy relationships with others who might be resources; 

listen for untapped sources of strength and nourishment. 

For  

possibility 

Listen with the conviction that there are other ways that things can be, with 

the belief that others can discover those ways; listen for unseen potentials. 

With hope 
Listen while remaining unattached to outcomes, but with deep conviction 

that transformational possibilities exist that you may not perceive. 

From The Onward Workbook: Daily Activities to Cultivate Your Emotional Resilience and Thrive 

by Elena Aguilar. Copyright © 2018 by Elena Aguilar. Reproduced with permission.  



 

Ask Yourself 
What thoughts and feelings does this tool raise for you? 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

Of these various ways of listening, which one resonates most with you? Why? 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

Which way of listening do you want to commit to using today? Tomorrow? 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

Which way of listening feels the easiest? The hardest? 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

How do you want to be listened to? 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________ 



 

 

“None of us can travel further by ourselves. 

Alone, our hearts become stony and guarded. 

Alone, we become frightened. 

But in gatherings of neighbors,  

sitting with a candle in the middle and 

an attitude of openness to the possibilities, 

we may become students of the circle.” 

Calling the Circle 

 

  



 

THE CIRCLE – CREATING POWERFUL DIALOGUES THAT MATTER 

“Circle” is a social structure that has helped people come together in a deep, 

constructive, and collaborative dialogue since the beginning of time. Our ancestors 

knew this as they came to the campfire to cook, stay warm and safe, tell stories, and 

establish rules of behavior that supported community development.  

When we study the patterns of indigenous people, the power of the circle is a consistent 

finding. Tribes meet in a circle. The village sits around the fire in a circle.  People share 

their struggles in a circle. They even create working agreements and ground rules for 

governance in a circle. The circle builds intimacy and structure for effective listening.  

These are the same reasons teams should use the circle today: to be social, to improve 

the quality of communication, to share stories, to build community, and to hold 

meetings in a collaborative manner. Circles enable us to discover our collective 

wisdom. They help us discover who we really are to each other, as well as the resources 

we can offer to our conversations and tasks. It is the opposite of straight rows in a 

classroom or conference tables with the leader at the head running the show. Circle is a 

shared, respectful and deep listening experience. 



 

CLOSE FIRE CONFIGURATION 

In my own training of adults, I use what is called a “close fire” configuration of four 

people sitting around an imaginary bonfire with no obstacles (i.e., a table). It strips 

down personal defenses making it impossible to check your cell phone or respond to 

emails. These makeshift circles also encourage total eye contact and participation. 

Everyone takes a turn to both speak and to be heard. The bedrock of this configuration 

is the power of the pause. Pausing gives participants a chance to think deeply about the 

statements being shared. Tribal elders knew that. It’s time that we, as great listeners in 

the making, know that as well.   

Circle practice contains these common elements: 

o People face each other, and every voice is considered contributory. 

o Agreements of participation and a definition of respect are articulated. 

o Conversation is viewed as a practice set apart from casual social interaction. 

o The event has a beginning/middle/end and a structure that holds it. 

o The archetype of circle is present in the space, often through making  

a visible center. 

THE COMPONENTS OF THE CIRCLE  

For a circle to work, all participants must be willing to shift from informal socializing or 

opinionated discussion into a receptive attitude of thoughtful speaking and deep 

listening. Circle meetings start with a welcome followed by a round of checking-in and 

greeting and then the articulation of agreements. The conversation is guided by topic 

and intention, and any decisions are made after hearing all points of view. Before 

people leave, there is a round of checking-out and a brief farewell. 

The practices and structures of a circle meeting include: 

 Statement of intent. The “circle host” sets an intention (content, mission, or direction) 

to start the circle. This intention shapes the circle, lays out the topic to be discussed, 

which can be anything from eLearning to family leave to social activism. The intention 

also determines who will come and lets those people know what they are being invited 

to, the scope of the commitment, and what the conversation will address.  



 

 The Welcome. The host begins the circle with a gesture of welcome that shifts 

everyone’s attention from social to council space and invites centering. The gesture 

might be the reading of a poem, the singing of a song, listening to music or a 

moment of silence. 

 Establishing the Center. All energies pass through the center of the circle. The 

center usually holds simple objects that represent the group intention, suits the 

environment, adds beauty or honors local culture. Examples of objects might be 

flowers, stones, a photo, a basket or a candle.  

 Check-in and Greeting. The check-in ensures that everyone is fully present. In a new 

circle, people briefly introduce themselves, while in an ongoing circle, members may 

tell their hopes for the meeting, offer social comment, or share anecdotal stories 

about their lives. Sometimes individuals place a representative object in the center.  

 The Role of the Guardian. The single most important tool for aiding self-governance 

and bringing the circle back to intention is the role of the guardian. The guardian is a 

volunteer who watches and safeguards the group’s energy and the circle’s process. 

Using a gentle noisemaker, such as a chime, bell, or rattle, he or she may signal for 

the group to stop the action, take a breath and join in a moment of silence.  

 Setting Circle Agreements. Agreements suit the purpose of the circle and  

allow for a free and profound exchange of views. Members share responsibility for 

the well-being and direction of the group. Agreements may include rules about 

confidentiality, listening with compassion and curiosity, pausing when others feel 

the need to take a break.  

 The Three Practices 

1. Speak with intention and with relevance to the current conversation. 

2. Listen with attention being respectful of members of the group  

3. Tend to the well-being of the circle and be aware of the impact of  

our contributions  

 The Three Principles 

1. The circle is not a leaderless group. Leadership rotates among  

all circle members.  

2. Responsibility is shared for the quality of experience.  

3. Reliance is on wholeness and inspiration or spirit, rather than  

on a personal agenda.  



 

 

 The Three Forms of Council 

1. Talking piece council allows the person holding the object to speak without 

interruption. Used as part of check-in or check-out or just to slow down the 

conversation or break the ice, a talking piece - a stone, a feather, a painted stick, 

or any small object - gets passed from person to person or placed in the center 

of the circle for people to pick up and hold it as they tell their story.  

2. Conversation council is often used when reaction, interaction, an interjection of 

new ideas, thoughts and opinions are needed. Attention should be paid to pacing 

so that all contributions are honored. 

3. Reflection, or silent council, gives each member time to reflect on what is 

occurring, or needs to occur, in the course of a meeting. Silence allows time to 

consider the role or impact they are having on the group, or to help the group 

realign with their intention or to think about a question until there is clarity. 

Members may ask for a period of group silence as way to wait for guidance, take 

time out from the conversation, or center themselves more deeply before making 

a decision or taking action. 

 Check-Out and Farewell. At the close of a circle meeting, each person is asked to 

take a minute or two to comment on what they learned or what stays in their heart 

and mind. Often after check-out, the host will offer a few inspirational words of 

farewell or signal a few seconds of silence before the circle is released. 

TO GO IN-DEPTH ON THE CIRCLE, I HIGHLY RECOMMEND: 

The Circle Way Pocket Guide by Christina Baldwin and Ann Linnea. 

The Circle Way: A Leader in Every Chair by Christina Baldwin 

The Circle Way Basic Guidelines – a 2-page, easy to understand guidelines  

The Circle Way website — Putting Equity and Justice in the Center 

How to Call a Circle by Tenneson Woolf

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55597e72e4b0f7284bff49e0/t/584b5a7d37c58174c5fddf14/1481333377770/The+Circle+Way+Pocket+Guide.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Circle-Way-Leader-Every-Chair/dp/1605092568/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1466794751&sr=8-1&keywords=the+circle+way&_encoding=UTF8&tag=thecircleway-20&linkCode=ur2&linkId=1ac1840b786e77c8f208b49c04f5c153&camp=1789&creative=9325
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55597e72e4b0f7284bff49e0/t/56e340a1f8baf38bbe1d00f6/1457733793606/TCW+Guidelines+English.pdf
http://www.thecircleway.net/
http://www.tennesonwoolf.com/how-to-call-a-circle/


 

Critical thinking occurs whenever people figure out what to believe or what to do and do 

so in a reasonable, reflective way. Reading, writing, speaking, and listening can all be 

done critically or uncritically insofar as core critical thinking skills can be applied to all 

of those activities. Critical thinking skills include observation, interpretation, analysis, 

inference, evaluation, explanation, and metacognition. 

Critical thinkers must engage in highly active listening to be understand, interpret, and 

assess what they hear to formulate appropriate reactions or responses. These critical 

thinking skills allow people to organize information they hear, understand its context or 

relevance, make logical connections between ideas, draw conclusions and, ultimately, 

communicate effectively and confidently.  

Critical thinkers: 

o Recognize problems and find workable solutions to those problems 

o Understand the importance of prioritization in the hierarchy of  

problem-solving tasks 

o Gather relevant information 

o Read between the lines by recognizing what is not said or stated 

o Use language clearly, efficiently, and with efficacy 

o Interpret data and form conclusions based on that data 

o Determine the presence or lack of logical relationships 

o Make sound conclusions and/or generalizations based on given data 

o Test conclusions and generalizations 

o Reconstruct one’s patterns of beliefs based on broader experience 

o Render accurate judgments about specific things and qualities in  

everyday life 

 



 

Recent research suggests that the standard listening techniques – not talking while 

others speak, using facial expressions and verbal sounds like “uh-huh” and “Hmmm,” 

head nods and repeating back what the other person said - fall far short of describing 

excellent listening skills. 

In a 360-degree assessment program designed to help managers become better coaches, 

researchers identified those perceived as the most effective listeners (the top 5%). The 

study of 3,492 participants compared the best listeners to the average of all other people 

in the data set and identified 20 behaviors that made them outstanding listeners.  

There were four main findings of the study: 

Good listening is much more than being silent while 

the other person talks.  

Good listening is a two-way dialog where the listener 

periodically asks invitational and reflective, open-ended 

questions which promote discovery and insight. Asking 

good questions tells the speaker that the listener has 

heard what was said and comprehended it opening the 

door for deeper understanding and dialogue. The best 

conversations are active. 

Good listening includes interactions that build a 

person’s self-esteem.  

The best listeners make conversations a positive 

experience for the other party. Good listening is 

characterized by the creation of a psychologically safe environment in which issues and 

differences can be discussed openly. The speaker doesn’t experience judgment or 

interrogation.  Rather, the speaker feels heard accurately regardless of what was said.  

Accurate listening is a validating gift, even if the listener does not personally agree. 



 

Good listening is a cooperative conversation with feedback flowing smoothly in  

both directions. 

Poor listeners are often competitive — listening only to identify errors in reasoning or 

logic, using their silence as a chance to prepare their next response. Poor listeners are 

waiting for the speaker to take a breath so they can jump in and sell their own position 

debating why the speaker is wrong or their logic inadequate.  

Good listeners may challenge assumptions and ask what led the speaker to their 

current thinking and conclusions, but the person being listened to feels the listener is 

trying to help, not win an argument. The listener comes from a sincere place of inquiry 

and seeking to accurately capture the lens of experience through which the speaker  

is looking. 

Good listeners tend to make suggestions only when they are asked more than once, 

giving feedback in a way that the other party accepts and opens up alternative paths to 

consider.  Good listeners facilitate the thinking of the speaker with great respect. 

Making suggestions during conversations is not likely to go well. Even if the speaker 

says, “What do you think”, if the listener withholds jumping in with a response and 

practices pausing instead, the speaker more often than not comes to their own 

conclusion.  That builds self-trust as a problem solver.  When a speaker does make 

suggestions, they often sound patronizing, condescending or judgmental.  That rarely is 

appreciated on the receiving end.  The study also found that we’re more likely to accept 

suggestions from people we trust, and we trust people who withhold judgment when 

they practice effective listening.  

Someone who is silent for the whole conversation and then jumps in with a suggestion 

may not be seen as credible. Someone who seems combative or critical and then tries 

to give advice may not be seen as trustworthy. 

To learn more about the 360-degree study by Jack Zenger and Joseph Folkman, read 

What Great Listeners Actually Do or download the pdf  

 

https://hbr.org/2016/07/what-great-listeners-actually-do
https://zengerfolkman.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/What-Great-Listeners-Actually-Do_WP-2019.pdf


 

“One of the biggest problems with life is that there is no undo button in life.” 

NADIA KHAN 

A good listener has the ability to understand and process information; a great listener 

has the ability to use this information to negotiate, influence, and avoid 

misunderstandings and conflicts. So, to be a truly influential communicator, the 

absolute best place to start is with effective listening.  

There is no “do-over.” 

Have you ever been talking and, at the same time, carrying on an inner dialog that you 

wish you could backtrack or get a “do-over.” Unfortunately, there is no “undo” in real life. 

The secret to minimizing those pains and maximizing your opportunities is to listen 

effectively. 

The 20th century focused on only half of the communications puzzle — speaking. 

Listening, the other half of communications, is the leadership hack of the 21st century. 

True influence comes when we listen, not when we speak. 

Most programs about effective communication focus on speaking with influence and 

leading change by setting a compelling vision, yet over 93% of change initiatives fail. 

There is a missing ingredient – leaders who listen.  

Managers are good at hearing, and leaders are great at listening. The difference 

between listening and hearing is exploring all the dimensions of the dialogue, not just 

the words. 

Executives, board members, and other leaders spend about 80% of their day listening. 

Yet, only 2% of leaders have ever received any training on how to listen. The more 

senior your role, the more critical listening is to your career progress.  



 

SHAPING SOMEONE’S OPINION 

When it comes to changing someone’s feelings about issues, listening is more powerful 

than just talking. Even if their ideas feel offensive, accepting the other person may open 

the door to constructive dialogue. 

It’s tough to change people’s minds. When we talk about persuasion and influence, we 

talk about making the most effective arguments and talking points. What we don’t talk 

about is how to be a good listener or about how to make people comfortable in talking 

to you and hearing from you. 

INFLUENCE DEFINED 

The word “influence” comes from the Latin “inflow,” which gives a poignant image of 

information streaming into our eyes, ears and pockets. We feel this. We feel the energy 

of inbound information – emails, ads, tweets, and texts. But when does this inflow 

become too much? And when the volume and force are so great, is anyone really truly 

being influenced? 



 

Once you’ve done a better job at understanding different people’s challenges and 

perspectives and once you get help from more people, you will wield much greater 

influence. 

People love to talk about themselves. They’ll tell you what you need to know to 

influence them. You just have to listen. They’ll share with you their hopes and dreams, 

their biggest challenges, and their unique perspective on things. It’s just that nobody 

ever asks. Or, if they do, they don’t pay careful attention to the answers. 

The connection that is formed by asking employees, customers, coworkers about their 

life and their needs establishes invaluable trust. Empathy and observation propel you 

towards connection, and that connection enables you to serve others more effectively. 

Go to them. Speak with them. Connect with them. 

TIME TO TALK 

When leaders hear the words “Time to talk,” they fear complaint and rebuke. When 

those lower in the organization hear these words, they imagine being escorted out of 

the building or being told they’re a disappointing failure. But what could be more 

important to a business or school than the trust created when a boss talks to her 

subordinates? Research shows that over 90% of highly engaged employees say their 

opinion is known and valued at work. The only way you can understand someone is if 

you make time to talk to them.  

LISTEN TO YOUR CRITICS. 

Being attuned to the spoken and unspoken concerns of others demonstrates an 

openness to their views, a willingness to engage ideas different from ours, and honors 

the courage of others to express divergent perspectives. Why not sign up for a 360 

assessment or simply take your office rival to lunch? Most importantly, come ready to 

learn and not to defend yourself.  

You know that colleague you irritate the most. Reject your well-built narrative that 

explains why “they’re the problem” and why your behavior is justifiably moral. Go to 

them and say, “Look, we both know I do things that piss you off, and the truth is, I don’t 

want to. I’m going to shut up and listen, and I want you to honestly coach me on how to 



 

be a better colleague to you. I can’t promise to do everything you ask, but I will promise 

to listen and genuinely try harder.” I double-dog dare you. 

You now see that the risk of listening is not that you will lose your influence but that you 

will be influenced. This act of listening has the chance to shape you, your leadership, 

and your organization’s future for years to come. It will shape how others experience 

and understand you. And ultimately, it will refine and season what comes out of your 

mouth when you speak, likely rendering a more lasting influence. 

You will know much better what to say, how to say it, when to say it, and where to say it.  

 



 

As discussed previously, the average person speaks at about 125 words a minute but 

can listen at 400 words or more. And, we think even faster – around 900 words per 

minute! So what happens? We tend to fill in the gaps because our mind gets bored.  

Great listeners notice this gap. They know they are going to be distracted and, when 

distracted, can come back into the conversation much faster. You must be an “empty 

vessel” to focus on someone else and actually listen to them. 

Most people struggle with distraction in today’s world. Distraction is “the process of 

interrupting attention” or “a stimulus or task that draws attention away from the task of 

primary interest.” Another definition might be “the curse of modern life.” Definitely when 

it comes to listening! 

Distractions like cell phones, television, taking out the trash, reading, coworkers, kids, 

and pets divert our attention and make it difficult to focus on any one task — or any one 

person — for very long. Loud or extraneous noises can also be distracting and inhibit 

effective listening. Try having a meaningful conversation with a friend while someone 

else is watching a movie or listening to a podcast in the same room. It’s almost 

impossible. Today, getting distracted is one of the biggest challenges we face. 



 

FROM DISTRACTION TO TRACTION 

“Distraction” doesn’t have an antonym or an exact opposite. Morey Stettner, a writer for 

Investors.com, proposes adopting the term “traction” as the opposite of distraction. 

According to Stettner, “traction is any action that moves us towards what we really 

want. It’s an action you do with intent. It’s doing what you say you will do.” 

As long as what you are doing is what you plan to do, it’s not a distraction. It’s traction. 

If you are doing something instead of what you planned to do, it’s a distraction. There’s 

no facet of our life that isn’t affected by the ability to control our attention – our health, 

our mental wellbeing, our relationships, and, of course, our ability to listen. 

Draw a table similar to the one below but larger. Next, write those things that DISTRACT 

you from expressing the best version of yourself (“draw away the mind”) and things you 

do that give you TRACTION towards your most important goals (“draw or pull you”). 

Then, pick one distraction. Cross it off. Commit to not doing it today. You can even 

score your day: -1 for each distraction and +1 for each traction. How’d you do? 

VALUE OF WHAT YOU DO THROUGHOUT YOUR DAY 

DISTRACTIONS TRACTION 

  



 

ELIMINATING DISTRACTIONS TO FOCUS ON THE MESSAGE 

Distraction is one of the most significant barriers to active listening. And it’s 

disrespectful. Tech companies use external triggers like pings and dings to pull us away 

from what we need to do. We may try to ignore those triggers, but research shows that 

ignoring a call or message can be just as distracting as responding to one. 

Although distractions aren’t necessarily your fault, managing them is your 

responsibility. But, keeping external distractions at bay can be a real challenge. It can be 

especially difficult for those of us who don’t have a private space to work. 

When it’s time to talk with someone, you need to stop everything else and really engage 

in the conversation at hand. It’s easier to concentrate and give the person you are 

speaking with your complete attention when you control your environment and can 

minimize potential distractions. Below are tactics to eliminate as many distractions as 

possible and center yourself in a conversation: 

 Move to a quiet space. Any external noise can be a barrier, like the sound of 

equipment running, phones ringing, or other people having conversations. 

 Close the door, if possible. 

 Turn off distracting music - especially music with lyrics. 

 Turn off your TV or meet in a room with no TV.  

 Be aware of your physical setting. An uncomfortable temperature, poor or 

nonexistent seating, or distance between the listener and speaker can be an issue. 

 Shove your paperwork aside. 

 Put your phone in airplane mode or do not disturb mode, or just turn it off and let it 

go to voicemail. Even if you don’t respond to a message, as long as you are aware 

that a message has appeared, you tend to get distracted.  

 Hide your phone in a drawer or in your purse or pocket. Out of sight, out of mind.  

 Set your computer to sleep mode or turn it off. Turn off email notifications. 

 If you are using your computer in your meeting, close any unnecessary windows. 

 Turn off your email notifications or close your email application. 



 

 Distraction Free Meeting 
Checklist 

 Move to a quiet space. Any external noise can be a barrier, like the sound of 

equipment running, phones ringing, or other people having conversations. 

 Close the door, if possible. 

 Turn off distracting music - especially music with lyrics. 

 Turn off your TV or meet in a room with no TV.  

 Be aware of your physical setting. An uncomfortable temperature, poor or 

nonexistent seating, bad odors, or distance between the listener and speaker 

can be an issue. 

 Shove your paperwork aside. 

 Put your phone on airplane mode or do not disturb mode, or just turn it off and let it 

go to voicemail. Even if you don’t respond to a message when it comes up, as long 

as you are aware that a message has appeared, you tend to get distracted.  

 Put your phone in a drawer or your purse or pocket. Out of sight, out of mind.  

 Set your computer to sleep mode or turn it off. 

 If you are using your computer in your meeting, close any unnecessary 

windows. 

 Turn off your email notifications or close your email application. 

 Drink water during a conversation. A hydrated brain is a listening brain. 

 Breathe deeply. The deeper you breathe, the deeper you listen.  



 

In the isolation of the virtual world, we often feel like we have to fight to be heard. Once 

again, listening comes to the rescue. Ironically, one of the best ways to be heard is to be 

an active, thoughtful listener.  

Zoom - and Google Meet - have become crucial to running a business and teaching a 

class of students. Video conferencing works well for faculty members or teachers who 

lecture or for formal meetings where there tends to be an authority figure and order can 

be kept, and information and views can be exchanged. 

ZONING OUT IN ZOOM 

But, video calls really deplete our energy. If 

you find yourself more exhausted and bleary-

eyed at the end of the day than you used to 

be, you’re not alone.  

Why do we find video calls so draining?  

Videos can be draining because they force us 

to focus more intently on conversations in 

order to absorb information. Compare that to 

an in-person meeting. For example, in a 

conference room, you might whisper to your 

neighbor to catch you up if you get 

distracted. It’s impossible to do this on a 

Zoom call unless you use the private chat 

feature or unmute yourself and awkwardly 

ask the speaker to repeat what he or she  

just said. 



 

 

MULTITASKING DOESN’T WORK 

The secret to effective participation in virtual meetings involves active, participatory and 

targeted listening. Not multitasking. Most of us think we check our email, text a friend, 

and respond to a message on Slack all while listening intently. But we can’t. Also, 

realize that if you are multitasking on a Zoom call, others can probably tell. That’s 

because most of us do not multitask well. Or hide it well. It’s tough enough to focus on 

just a single thing, much less more than one task at a time. 

3 telltale signs that you are not focused in an online meeting:  

1. You are typing the entire time. Unless you are well-known for taking copious 

notes during meetings, typing the entire time is an easy way for others on the 

call to tell you are not paying attention. You might be responding to emails, 

chatting with your coworkers, or working on the task that you were engaged with 

prior to the Zoom call. But whatever you’re doing, typing the whole time is a 

clear giveaway. 

2. You change facial expressions randomly. If you are reading something on your 

computer during the call and randomly smile, frown, or even laugh out loud, 

others will notice because those expressions probably won’t make sense based 

on what is being said. 

3. You ask stupid questions. If you are asking questions during or at the end of a 

meeting that were clearly discussed during the meeting, that’s a dead giveaway  



 

that you weren’t paying attention. If the response to your question is something 

like, “We already discussed that in the meeting”, then you know for sure that 

your boss or colleagues are annoyed that you were doing something else and 

not listening to the call. 

MINIMIZING THE “RINGELMANN EFFECT” 

The Ringelmann effect is “the diminishing 

performance of an individual due to the increase in 

the size of the team.” This phenomenon is also known 

as “social loafing” in startup companies. 

 Max Ringelmann, a French architect, discovered this 

phenomenon when he asked a team of people to pull 

a rope they put in less effort than they did when they 

individually pulled the same rope. Basically, the bigger 

the group, the less responsibility each individual felt. 

(That’s a very short summary of his body of work.) 

The “Ringelmann Effect” is magnified in virtual 

meetings. When you’re not in the same physical space 

as your colleagues, you tend to be less motivated to 

listen and participate. And, in turn, become more 

distracted and less fulfilled by the experience. If you 

don’t feel critical to a mission’s success, it’s easy to 

tune out or put in less effort. No one will notice 

anyway, right? 

Below are several ways you can minimize the Ringelmann effect and give more to (and 

get more from) virtual meetings: 

 Define your value before the meeting starts. Ask yourself, “what is the purpose 

of the meeting and what do I want to contribute?” If you don’t have a critical role, 

identify what you want to get out of the meeting. Figuring this out beforehand 

will help you listen more carefully to what’s being said and strengthen your 

listening muscle for future meetings. 



 

 Make a personal commitment to be fully present and stay fully present during 

the meeting. Your presence is the sum of all your experiences and the 

“invisibles” that collectively create character and charisma: patience, deep 

listening, integrity, honesty, loyalty, transparency, compassion, empathy, 

courage, humility, intelligence, optimism.  

 Before you raise a new topic or jump in to make your point, reiterate what you 

just heard or the previous point you plan to riff on. When a speaker has to 

repeat earlier points, they don’t feel heard or understood. This dynamic is 

magnified in a virtual meeting, where people often talk over each other. Not only 

does active listening help the conversation, but people are more likely to listen 

to what you have to say if they first feel heard. 

 Running a virtual meeting? Listen first, then connect the dots. Listening 

carefully to participants’ contributions and then reflecting on what you’ve heard 

will help keep conversations running smoothly. For example, in a meeting with 

educational leaders, several mention that a teacher is frustrated. You might say, 

“I’ve heard several of you say that the teacher seems frustrated. Does anyone 

have any thoughts on why this is happening?” In this case, you are guiding the 

conversation in a productive direction.  

 When your mind wanders, bring your attention back. As with meditation, gently 

note the distracting thought, and return your attention to the virtual meeting. Try 

writing down your thoughts before the meeting or while the meeting is going on 

so that you can be more present and ready to listen. 

 Don’t be afraid to ask questions. If the conversation has moved in a new 

direction and you are lost, don’t be afraid to ask a clarifying question. You might 

say, “I apologize. I lost track of the conversation for a moment. Would someone 

please help me understand…” By speaking up, you may help others on the call, 

as it is likely you are not the only one who is confused. 



 

 

ZOOM IN THE VIRTUAL CLASSROOM  

While often necessary, there are definite downsides to using Zoom in the classroom. In an 

interactive, active classroom where democratic, non-authoritarian conversation is 

encouraged, Zoom is far from ideal. First, it’s almost impossible to read a room. Second, 

there are very few concrete cues that the learner is listening: eye contact with the teacher 

or speaker, spontaneous responses to peer insights, harmonized postures, breaths, and 

laughter. In a traditional classroom setting, the teacher would notice heads nodding off 

and distracted children gazing around the room. 

Developing listening skills in the digital learning environment has become a vital skill for 

the learner to master (and for the instructor to facilitate). Without it, learners only gain 

access to the surface level of information. Here are several ideas to enhance learner 

listening in your online classes: 

1. Keep videos on, if possible 

All students should keep their video screens on and focused on their faces, if possible. 

If a student needs to turn off their screen, they need to let you know why. You don’t 

need to demand that they all be looking at their screens all the time (some students 

might need to look away to focus), but you should be able to see them. 



 

Note that some students have a problem with how they look and feel on Zoom. They 

may feel like Zooming with the camera on is like having to stare at yourself in a mirror 

while also seeing everyone else stare at you. It’s like a mirror squared. 

2. Try wearing headphones. 

Headphones can reduce household distractions and allow your students to  

hear you better. 

3. Ask your students questions. 

Let your students know that you’ll be calling on them to answer questions to see if 

they’re absorbing the material. Don’t let them know who you will call on in advance. 

Keep students on their toes. 

Try this with younger children: Write each student’s name on an index card. When you 

ask a question, hold up the index card to indicate which student you are calling on to 

answer the question. See if the student recognizes that they’re being called on. 

4. Keep lessons active. 

When possible, let your students do the majority of the talking. Ask students to share 

their thoughts and opinions. Have them give demonstrations. Have them re-state 

essential points in their own words. Encourage them to provide feedback to their peers. 

Have them verbally summarize exercise instructions. It’s helpful to establish a signal, 

gesture, or notification for who talks when, otherwise students might just talk over  

each other.  

5. Use a written response sheet. 

At the end of each class, have students fill out and submit a response sheet about that 

day’s lesson topic. Similar to a reflection, this will give you an idea of what students 

absorbed from that lesson, and what interested them. Give them a time limit  

(e.g., within 30 minutes of the end of the virtual class). See below for a free sample 

response sheet.  

 

 



 

6. Adjust class sizes. 

If scheduling permits, you might try holding one large class for the full group of 

students, and then smaller group tutorial-style meetings to discuss topics and 

concerns. It can be challenging to monitor large groups on online platforms. Smaller 

groups lend themselves better to direct feedback and teacher-student interaction. 

7. Include a participation mark. 

This depends on whether your administrators have you grade your students, but giving 

a participation mark can often affect a student’s decision to actively listen. 

8. Be gentle with yourself and your students. 

Distance learning is still new for most of us, and it can be a challenge to get students to 

even show up to online classes, let alone actively listen and participate. Praise and 

thank your students who attend your lessons, and pat yourself on the back for the work 

you are doing. It isn’t easy, and you are working hard to give your students a great 

educational experience. 



 

LISTENING TO OUR OWN LISTENING 

MENTAL JOURNEY 
TALLY OF 

WANDERINGS 
NOTES 

CONNECTION 

I want to interject with a connection 

to what the speaker is saying. 
  

FIX IT  

I want to offer a solution or some 

advice. I want to fix it! 
  

DISAGREE 

I want to interject with a 

disagreement—to discuss or debate 

something the speaker is saying. 

  

QUESTION 

I want to ask a clarifying question so 

that I can have more information. 

Or:  I want to ask a probing question 

so that the speaker can explore his 

or her thinking more deeply. 

  

UNCOMFORTABLE FEELING 

I’m experiencing an uncomfortable 

emotion because of what the 

speaker is saying (annoyed, 

impatient, angry, judgmental, bored) 

  

COMFORTABLE FEELING 

I’m experiencing a comfortable 

emotion because of what the 

speaker is saying (caring, excited, 

enthusiastic, appreciative). 

  

SPACING OUT 

My mind is wandering to an 

unrelated topic—I’m spacing out or 

distracted by unrelated thoughts. 

  

OTHER: (DESCRIBE)   

Adapted from “The Art of Coaching: Effective Strategies for School Transformation” by Elena Aguilar



 

Raising Your Listening 
Consciousness  

WHAT TRENDS HAVE YOU NOTICED IN YOUR LISTENING? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

WHAT INSIGHTS DID YOU GET INTO THE JOURNEYS YOUR MIND TAKES? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

WHAT STRATEGIES DO YOU HAVE FOR KEEPING YOUR MIND FROM WANDERING? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

WHAT THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS DOES THIS TOOL RAISE FOR YOU? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

  



 

WHICH OF THE WAYS OF LISTENING RESONATES MOST WITH YOU? WHY? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

WHICH WAY OF LISTENING DO YOU WANT TO COMMIT TO USING TODAY? TOMORROW? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

WHICH WAY OF LISTENING FEELS THE EASIEST? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

WHICH WAY OF LISTENING FEELS THE HARDEST? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

HOW DO YOU WANT TO BE LISTENED TO? 

 __________________________________________________________________________________  

 __________________________________________________________________________________  



 

Listening by the Numbers 
Listening isn't something that requires substantial physical effort, but it doesn't mean it's 

not any less exhausting. Between websites, social media, conversations at work and 

home, you're taking in a huge amount of information. Processing all this information can 

be a mental workout. 

How much time do people spend listening? 

People spend between 70 and 80% of their day engaged in some form of 

communication, and about 55% of their time is devoted to listening. 

What's the average speaking rate? 

Some people are chattier than others, but on average, the typical person utters 

anywhere from 125 to 175 words per minute. 

How many words do we listen to per minute? 

Your ears work a little faster than your mouth. The average number of words you're able 

to listen to per minute is around 450. 

How much of what we hear is absorbed? 

Even though your ears are capable of picking up on so many words, your brain doesn't 

necessarily process all of them. Most people usually only remember about 17 to 25% of 

the things they listen to. 

Are men or women better listeners? 

Research shows that men only use half their brain to listen while women engage both lobes. 

If you constantly feel like your spouse or significant other is tuning you out, that may be why. 

How important are the words we say? 

You might be surprised to learn that your words only convey about 7% of what you're trying to 

say. The other 93% is communicated through facial expressions and the tone of your voice. 

 



 

Listening and Your Health 
An extensive body of research exists concerning how what we listen to can affect our 

mental, physical and emotional state. That research found that listening correlates to 

better (or worse) health in several different ways. 

Is listening to complaining bad for you? 

Listening to nagging or complaining for 30 minutes or more can cause damage to the 

part of your brain that handles problem-solving skills. That's something to keep in mind 

the next time you're stuck talking to a Negative Nancy. 

Can listening to music make you smarter? 

Putting on some tunes while you study can potentially improve your grades. Studies 

show that listening to classical music while hitting the books has been linked to a 12% 

increase in math test scores. 

Will listening to music reduce stress? 

A number of studies have attempted to link listening to music to a more stress-free 

environment. For some patients going into surgery, listening to music has been shown 

to lower cortisol levels and anxiety compared to patients who were given drugs. 

Can listening to music help you lose weight? 

Researchers have shown that listening to relaxing music while eating out at a 

restaurant resulted in diners consuming 175 fewer calories. If you're having trouble 

sticking to your diet, a side of smooth jazz with your dinner may be the answer. 

Does listening to music increase accident risk? 

When teens are behind the wheel, 98% of them are likely to commit a driving error while 

listening to their favorite music. That figure drops to 78% when they listen to something 

relaxing, like soft rock. 



 

Listening Patterns 
One of the ways that people do a lot of their listening each day is through radio. Young 

and old alike continue to cruise the dial, but there are some major differences in terms 

of how they do it. 

How many people listen to the radio? 

Even though the face of radio has changed, its popularity hasn't. Approximately 92% of 

Americans aged 12 and older listen to the radio at least once a week. 

How long do adults listen for? 

Throughout the day, adults listen to just over four hours of audio communications. Of 

that, over 50% is spent listening to broadcast radio, and the rest is divvied up between 

Internet radio, audiobooks and satellite radio. 

What do adults listen to most? 

Country music is the most popular choice among adults, taking up a 14% share  

of the market. In second place are news and talk radio, with a 12% slice of the  

audience pie. 

How often do teens tune in? 

Kids consume about 8 to 10 hours on media a day, and 2.5 of those hours are spent 

listening to music. 

What's the most listened to song of all time? 

If you're curious about the most listened to song in history is, forget the Top 40. It's 

actually Disney's "It's a Small World," which has been played roughly 50 million times 

since its 1964 release. 



 

Listening and Hearing Loss 
For some people, their ability to listen is hindered by things beyond their control. When 

hearing loss is a factor, it can have lasting effects on how well people are able to listen 

and communicate in general. 

How many people have listening difficulties? 

An estimated 38 million Americans have some degree of hearing loss. That's about 12% 

of the total population. 

What's the number one cause of hearing trouble? 

While aging plays a part, exposure to loud noises is behind 15% of hearing loss in adults 

aged 20 to 69. Even 15 minutes of listening to loud noise each day can cause 

permanent hearing damage. 

Who is most likely to lose their hearing? 

Men are more likely than women to experience hearing loss. There's a 25% chance of 

having a severe hearing deficiency by the time a man reaches age 65. That number 

jumps to 50% among those over 75. 

How many children have hearing loss? 

Approximately 3 million children in the U.S. have some type of hearing loss and just 

over a third of them are under age 3. About 5 in every 1,000 newborns will be affected. 

How does it impact their education? 

Even a mild hearing loss can cause kids to fall behind in school. Studies show they may 

miss out on as much as 50% of classroom dialogue.  

Source: creditdonkey.com/listening-statistics.html  

https://www.creditdonkey.com/listening-statistics.html
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Annoyed Contemptuous (of self) Bored Blissful 

Antagonized Contrite Crushed Bubbly 

Bitter Culpable Defeated Cheerful 

Contemptuous (other 
than for self) 

Debased Dejected Content 

Contentious Degraded Depressed Delighted 

Contrary Disapproving Despairing Eager 

Cranky Disdainful Despondent Ease 

Cruel Disgraced Disappointed Elated 

Destructive Disgusted (at self) Discouraged Engaged 

Displeased Dishonored Disheartened Enjoyment 

Enraged Disreputable Dismayed Enthusiastic 

Exasperated Embarrassed Dispirited Euphoric 

Explosive Guilty Displeased Excited 

Frustrated Hateful Distraught Exhilarated 

Furious Humbled Down Flow 

Hateful Humiliated Dreary Glad 

Hostile Improper Forlorn Gleeful 
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Insulated Mortified Hopeless Hopeful 
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Irritable Remorseful Insecure Jolly 

Irritated Repentant Isolated Joyful 
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Mean Rueful Melancholic Lighthearted 

Outraged Scandalized Miserable Meaningful 
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Spiteful Stigmatized Neglected Peaceful 
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  Rejected Relieved 
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JEALOUSY DISGUST FEAR LOVE 

Competitive Appalled Agitated Acceptance 

Covetous Dislike Alarmed Admiration 

Deprived Grossed out Anxious Adoring 

Distrustful Insulted Apprehensive Affectionate 

Envious Intolerant Concerned Allegiance 

Greedy Nauseated Desperate Attached 

Grudging Offended Dismayed Attraction 

Jealous Put off Dread Belonging 

Overprotective Repelled Fearful Caring 

Petty Repulsed Frightened Compassionate 

Possessive Revolted Horrified Connected 

Resentful Revulsion Hysterical Dependent 

Rivalrous Shocked Impatient Desire 

 Sickened Jumpy Devoted 

 Turned off Nervous Empathetic 

  Panicked Faithful 
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  Shocked Interested 

  Shy Kind 

  Tense Liking 

  Terrified Passionate 

  Timid Protective 

  Uncertain Respectful 

  Uneasy Sympathetic 

  Worried Tender 

   Trust 

   Vulnerable 

   Warm 
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