LISTENING FOR EFFECTIVENESS

"We were given two ears but only one mouth, because listening is twice as hard as talking."  
Expressing our wants, feelings, thoughts and opinions clearly and effectively is only half of the communication process needed for interpersonal effectiveness. The other half is listening and understanding what others communicate to us. When a person decides to communicate with another person, he/she does so to fulfill a need. The person wants something, feels discomfort, and/or has feelings or thoughts about something. In deciding to communicate, the person selects the method or code which he/she believes will effectively deliver the message to the other person. The code used to send the message can be either verbal or nonverbal. When the other person receives the coded message, they go through the process of decoding or interpreting it into understanding and meaning. Effective communication exists between two people when the receiver interprets and understands the sender’s message in the same way the sender intended it.  

Sources of Difficulty by the Speaker 
Voice volume too low to be heard.

Making the message too complex, either by including too many unnecessary details or too many issues.

Getting lost, forgetting your point or the purpose of the interaction.

Body language or nonverbal elements contradicting or interfering with the verbal message, such as smiling when anger or hurt is being expressed.

Paying too much attention to how the other person is taking the message, or how the person might react.

Using a very unique code or unconventional method for delivering the message.

Sources of Difficulty by the Listener 

· Being preoccupied and not listening.

· Being so interested in what you have to say that you listen mainly to find an opening to get the floor.

· Formulating and listening to your own rebuttal to what the speaker is saying.

· Listening to your own personal beliefs about what is being said.

· Evaluating and making judgments about the speaker or the message.

· Not asking for clarification when you know that you do not understand.
The Three Basic Listening Modes 
Competitive or Combative Listening happens when we are more interested in promoting our own point of view than in understanding or exploring someone else’s view. We either listen for openings to take the floor, or for flaws or weak points we can attack. As we pretend to pay attention we are impatiently waiting for an opening, or internally formulating our rebuttal and planning our devastating comeback that will destroy their argument and make us the victor. 

In Passive or Attentive Listening we are genuinely interested in hearing and understanding the other person’s point of view. We are attentive and passively listen. We assume that we heard and understand correctly. but stay passive and do not verify it. 

Active or Reflective Listening is the single most useful and important listening skill. In active listening we are also genuinely interested in understanding what the other person is thinking, feeling, wanting or what the message means, and we are active in checking out our understanding before we respond with our own new message. We restate or paraphrase our understanding of their message and reflect it back to the sender for verification. This verification or feedback process is what distinguishes active listening and makes it effective. 

Listening Tips 
· Usually it is important to paraphrase and use your own words in verbalizing your understanding of the message. Parroting back the words verbatim is annoying and does not ensure accurate understanding of the message.

· Depending on the purpose of the interaction and your understanding of what is relevant, you could reflect back the other persons: 

Account of the facts. 

Thoughts and beliefs. 

Feelings and emotions. 

Wants, needs or motivation. 

Hopes and expectations. 

· Don’t respond to just the meaning of the words, look for the feelings or intent beyond the words. The dictionary or surface meaning of the words or code used by the sender is not the message. 

· Inhibit your impulse to immediately answer questions. The code may be in the form of a question. Sometimes people ask questions when they really want to express themselves and are not open to hearing an answer. 

· Know when to quit using active listening. Once you accurately understand the sender’s message, it may be appropriate to respond with your own message. Don’t use active listening to hide and avoid revealing your own position.

· If you are confused and know you do not understand, either tell the person you don’t understand and ask him/her to say it another way, or use your best guess. If you are incorrect, the person will realize it and will likely attempt to correct your misunderstanding.

· Active listening is a very effective first response when the other person is angry, hurt or expressing difficult feelings toward you, especially in relationships that are important to you.

· Use eye contact and listening body language. Avoid looking at your watch or at other people or activities around the room. Face and lean toward the speaker and nod your head, as it is appropriate. Be careful about crossing your arms and appearing closed or critical.

· Be empathic and nonjudgmental. You can be accepting and respectful of the person and their feelings and beliefs without invalidating or giving up your own position, or without agreeing with the accuracy and validity of their view.

Almost everyone sincerely believes that he or she listens effectively.  Consequently, very few people think they need to develop their listening skills.  But, in fact, listening effectively is something that very few of us do.  It's not because listening effectively is so difficult.  Most of us have just never developed the habits that would make us effective listeners. 


Research has found that by listening effectively, you will get more information from the people you manage, you will increase others' trust in you, you will reduce conflict, you will better understand how to motivate others, and you will inspire a higher level of commitment in the people you manage.

A good listener is not only popular everywhere, but after a while he knows something." – Wilson Mizner 

Most people simply listen to the words that are being said to them, but words contain only 10% of the message. The remaining 90% is hidden in the body language and the tone of voice. Understanding BODY LANGUAGE can help you look beyond what people say to what they really mean. 

To remember better what's being communicated to you, try to engage all your senses whilst listening  as human brain stores pictures, feelings, smells and tastes more effectively than words. Understand you preferred mode of thinking, your mental map: whether you are a visual ('see' the world), auditory ('hear' the world), or a kinesthetic ('feel' the world). If you are a visual, when you're listening to someone, first of all make what they're are telling you into a movie. As brains remember better things that are out of the ordinary, you can try distorting pictures or making them funny. To enhance the effect, add sounds, link feelings to your movies, put the taste and smells in and exaggerate everything.
EMPATHETIC/ EMPATHIC LISTENING

Empathy is the ability to project oneself into the personality of another person in order to better understand that person's emotions or feelings. Through empathic listening the listener lets the speaker know, "I understand your problem and how you feel about it, I am interested in what you are saying and I am not judging you." The listener unmistakably conveys this message through words and non-verbal behaviors, including body language. In so doing, the listener encourages the speaker to fully express herself or himself free of interruption, criticism or being told what to do. It is neither advisable nor necessary for a mediator to agree with the speaker, even when asked to do so. It is usually sufficient to let the speaker know, "I understand you and I am interested in being a resource to help you resolve this problem."

Empathic listening is a core skill that will strengthen the interpersonal effectiveness of individuals in many aspects of their professional and personal lives. 

Empathic listening (also called active listening or reflective listening) is a way of listening and responding to another person that improves mutual understanding and trust. It is an essential skill for third parties and disputants alike, as it enables the listener to receive and accurately interpret the speaker's message, and then provide an appropriate response. The response is an integral part of the listening process and can be critical to the success of a negotiation or mediation. Among its benefits:

1. It builds trust and respect.

2. It enables the disputants to release their emotions.

3. It reduces tensions.

4. It encourages the surfacing of information and 

5. It creates a safe environment that is conducive to collaborative problem-solving. 

Though useful for everyone involved in a conflict, the ability and willingness to listen with empathy is often what sets the mediator apart from others involved in the conflict. 

Even when the conflict is not resolved during mediation, the listening process can have a profound impact on the parties.

Before a mediator can expect to obtain clear and accurate information about the conflict from a party who is emotionally distraught, it is necessary to enable that party to engage in a cathartic process, "the process of releasing emotion, the ventilation of feelings, the sharing of problems or frustrations with an empathic listener. Catharsis," he continues, "basically requires an understanding listener who is observant to the cathartic need cues and clues. People who need catharsis will often give verbal and non-verbal cues, and good listeners will be sensitive enough to recognize them. Cathartic fulfillment is necessary for maximized success" at all other levels of communication.

Guidelines for Empathic Listening:

1. Be attentive. Be interested. Be alert and not distracted. Create a positive atmosphere through nonverbal behavior. 

2. Be a sounding board -- allow the speaker to bounce ideas and feelings off you while assuming a nonjudgmental, non-critical manner. 

3. Don't ask a lot of questions. They can give the impression you are "grilling" the   speaker. 

4. Act like a mirror -- reflect back what you think the speaker is saying and feeling. 

5. Don't discount the speaker's feelings by using stock phrases like "It's not that bad," or      "You'll feel better tomorrow." 

6. Don't let the speaker "hook" you. This can happen if you get angry or upset, allow yourself to get involved in an argument, or pass judgment on the other person. 

7. Don't interrupt. 

8. Don't change the subject or move in a new direction. 

9. Don't rehearse in your own head. 

10. Don't interrogate. 

11.Don't teach. 

12.Don't give advice. 

Why Use This Skill?

empathic listening is a win-win skill: each person is more apt to get their current communication needs met. It benefits everyone! 

Listening empathically signals your respectful, non-critical interest in the speaker. They feel valued by you.

The speaker is more apt to keep talking, vs. defending, blaming, shutting                                                  down, or withdrawing. This can build trust, intimacy, and relationships.

The speaker may be more willing to listen well to you.

Unlike saying "I hear you" and "I understand," empathic listening demonstrates whether you comprehend what the speaker thinks, feels, and needs. 

Minimizes misunderstandings. At the same time, listening empathically... 

May help the speaker clarify their ideas, emotions, and needs, as they hear your periodic nonjudgmental summaries. 

Best of all, by patiently helping your partner lower their emotional level"below their ears, "you make effective problem solving possible.” If you try to vent or problem-solve when your partner's Emotion-level is "above their ears," s/he probably can't hear you well or at all. Does this match your experience?

When to Listen Empathically

Until it becomes a habit, consciously choose to use this skill when … 

You genuinely feel you and your partner are equals in human worth and dignity - i.e. when you have a stable attitude.

You're genuinely (vs. dutifully, "sort of," or strategically) interested in your partner, and… 

You're not too distracted to focus on them now; and specially when … 

Your partner's E(motion)-level is "above their ears" - i.e. when s/he's very emotional about something and can't really hear you for the moment. Noticing if your and/or a partner's E-level is "above or below their ears" is one focus of communication awareness.

Thus Empathy is one of the competencies of Social Awareness.  Empathy includes:

  The ability to read the spoken and unspoken thoughts and feelings of others 

  The appreciation of those thoughts and feelings and why others have them 

  The capacity to respect & value people from diverse backgrounds and cultures 

One of the key applications of empathy is empathetic listening.  What is empathetic listening?  Empathetic listening is a way of listening without judgment.  Empathic listening is when we 1) focus on the words and behavior of another, 2) without judgment and 3) periodically summarizing what they think, feel, and need in the moment.  That seems like a pretty tall order and one that requires a little more explanation.

Empathetic listening is considerably different than just plain old listening.  Many of us listen half-heartedly, attempt to multi-task, or view listening as a pause which allows us to gather our thoughts before we can continue with our own monologue.  We might consider that pathetic listening.

Empathetic listening is when we give ourselves over to the other person and listen with their best interest in mind.  Project managers that master empathetic listening benefit by:

Making the speaker feel valued and important. 

Improving the depth of the communication. 

Understanding the underlying emotions, which adds richness to the conversation. 

Building trust and the relationship with the other.

So what do we do as project managers to get better at empathetic listening?  Consider applying the following techniques to enhance your empathetic listening skills:

Let them speak - When we listen empathetically, we simply let the other person speak.  We avoid "helping" the speaker by providing verbal, or nonverbal clues, or by finishing sentences.  When we jump in and help others with what they are trying to say, we unintentionally inject our own agenda.  We may unknowingly "steer" the speaker toward what we want or expect them to say instead of simply letting them take the conversation where it needs to go.  



Maintain eye contact - When we are listening empathetically, we should maintain eye contact with the speaker.  This provides the speaker the space to say what they need to say.  Note that this doesn't mean we should be staring them down or boring in with our best "Dirty Harry" scowl.  It does mean looking at the speaker with a neutral expression, providing minimal feedback, and breaking eye contact periodically if it becomes uncomfortable.



Give the speaker your full attention - As PMs, we often are trying to accomplish several things at once.  In our efforts to be productive, we might be trying to multi-task while we are listening.  Empathetic listening is a single thread activity.  It doesn't work to try and multi-task. 

You probably know how it feels to have someone multi-task while listening.  Have you ever been talking to someone at their office and find that as they are listening to you they are reading their PC screen?  Or looking over your shoulder to see someone else?  Have you ever been speaking to someone when their cell phone rang and they immediately turned away from you to see who was calling?  This kind of behavior shows that the speaker is not valued.  It feels dismissive.



Playback and Summarize - When we listen empathetically, we should periodically repeat back what we heard to make sure that we understand what was being said.  This provides the speaker an opportunity to restate or clarify anything that was misunderstood.

As an example, consider a team member who comes to you with a concern.  They tell you that they are hurt by the actions of Bob, their co-worker.  You might say "let me see if I have this straight, you feel dismissed by Bob when he doesn't say positive things about your contribution to the deliverable".  In this way, they have the opportunity to either agree or clarify the concern. 



Orient to Emotions - Empathetic listening involves interpreting the thoughts and feelings of another.  In addition to playing back what we hear and summarizing it, we should also add feeling words to what we say.  "That sounds frustrating", or "you seem angry" might be appropriate to the team member in the previous example.  



Try on Their Shoes - Trying on someone shoes requires us to imagine ourselves in their situation as we listen.  We need to do this in a compassionate way and not come at it from a superior, "boy are you screwed" point of view.  We need to be thinking, what would it be like to be that person right now?  What would I be feeling in that situation?  This sounds more difficult then it really is, we just need to use our imagination.  



Suspend our Agenda - Empathetic listening requires us to suspend our own judgments, needs, and priorities and focus on the other person.  This is a skill that requires some practice.  Listening without regard for our own agenda is very generous and self-less. 







