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Listening is essential to communicating, negotiating, resolving conflicts and avoiding crises. Listening is hard work. For some people, it is very difficult, but it can be learned. Listening is truly an admirable and enviable art for those who listen so well. 

From our earliest development years, we all are taught how to speak, read and write. No one is there to teach us how to listen.

Several years ago, a student took a $10,000 bet that he could go through a year at college without speaking a word. He was well prepared with tape-recorded answers and flash cards so he could communicate. He said he wanted to be a good listener. It was not reported whether or not he won the bet.

Stephen R. Covey ranks listening as one of his 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. “Seek first to understand, then to be understood,” he says. “Most people don’t listen with the intent to understand; they listen with the intent to reply. They’re either speaking or preparing to speak.”

“The ability to listen to others is essential,” says Harvard University’s Dr. Lawrence Susskind, conflict resolution guru and author of Dealing With an Angry Public. “When high-ranking spokespersons or executives are being assaulted by those who are fearful, anxious, and angry, they must put aside their own feelings and defensiveness so they can listen carefully to what people have to say.

“Good leaders, effective in times of crisis, must be as keyed into their audience’s interests as their own,” Susskind adds. “You will not be able to acknowledge the concerns of others if you cannot hear them. Listening must be active. This means reiterating what has been heard to be sure the message has been received.”

In any conflict or negotiation you must be an active listener. Focus on the speaker and your adversaries, take notes, ask questions and make eye contact so they know you are listening. According to Covey, words represent only 10 percent of communication. The sounds we make and our inflection represents 30 percent and our body language another 60 percent. 

Remember that the less you say, the more someone else will be able to remember what you say. It is just as important for someone listening to you to fully understand your message as it is for you to understand what they are saying. Saul Alinsky, who wrote the bible on nonviolent disruption, Rules for Radicals, says it best: “If you try to get your ideas across to others without paying attention to what they have to say, you can forget about the whole thing.”

You have to be an active listener to anticipate the actions of others. When you listen, you want to put yourself in their shoes and think like them. Understand their point of view. And, realize that acknowledging a point of view is not the same as agreeing with it. Covey points out several ways to acknowledge that you understand:

“As I get it, you believe ...

“So, as you see it ...

“You place a high value on ...

“What I guess I’m hearing is ...

“As I hear it, you ...

“You must have felt ...”

In his 7 Habits training, Covey points out there are five levels of listening, which he describes as follows:

“Ignoring: making no effort to listen.

“Pretend listening: make believe or give the appearance you are listening.

“Selective listening: hearing only what interests you.

“Attentive listening: paying more attention; being focused.

“Empathic listening: listening with eyes, heart and mind.”

He says empathic listening, the highest level of listening, gets inside another person’s frame of reference so you understand that person emotionally as well as intellectually. You give them emotional air to breathe.

So, start practicing and building your listening skills.

