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"Effective listeners remember that 

"words have no meaning - people have 

meaning." The assignment of meaning to 

a term is an internal process; meaning 

comes from inside us. And although our 

experiences, knowledge and attitudes 

differ, we often misinterpret each other’s 

messages while under the illusion that a 

common understanding has been 

achieved."    

 — Larry Barker 

 



 

  

 
       

Are we making good eye contact with the person? By 

looking at and observing the speaker, not only will 

the speaker feel "attended" to, we will learn more 

about what is really important to him or her. 

 

Finally, we cannot pretend to pay attention by 

employing these physical techniques without also 

being psychologically present. We can’t fake interest. 

The speaker will know if our hearts and minds are 

not really there. 

 

Verbal ways of showing that we are paying attention 

include 1) an open invitation to talk, 2) using one or 

two words to encourage talking to continue, 3) 

asking open-ended questions and 4) knowing when to 

be silent. For example, "You look like something is 

bothering you. Do you want to talk about it?" 

describes a person’s body language followed by an 

open invitation to talk. It is important to silently allow 

the person time to decide whether to talk and what to 

talk about. If someone chooses not to accept the 

invitation we shouldn’t try to force them.  

 

 

      

 
Good Communication Starts with 

Listening 
 

 

   

    To be a good listener, we must, first, pay attention. 

 When we are speaking and someone is not paying attention, 

how do we feel? Annoyed, frustrated, discounted, rejected, 

anxious or angry? Such feelings usually make 

communication more difficult. So how can we show someone 

who is speaking that we really are paying attention to them? 

We can do this both nonverbally and verbally.  

 

Research shows that about 85% of what we communicate is 

nonverbal. This includes our posture, physical movements, 

eye contact and our psychological presence. So, when 

someone is speaking to us, is our posture inclined toward 

the speaker, so as to invite and encourage expression? Or 

is our back turned or our arms or legs tightly crossed, 

which discourages and cuts off involvement? Are we 

fidgeting or otherwise distracting the speaker or 

ourselves?  
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Finally, knowing when to be silent can be a powerful 

communication tool. Silence allows the speaker to 

become aware of his or her own feelings, to explore 

more deeply and to proceed at his or her own pace. 

Because many listeners become self-conscious with 

silence, they feel the need to "break" it by talking or 

asking questions. Unfortunately, this usually disrupts 

and derails the speaker. How can silence be handled? 

Paying attention to the body posture of the speaker 

and "listening" to what it says to us helps. We should 

try to imagine what the speaker might be feeling, 

consider various ways that one might respond, and 

then choose the most helpful response. 

 

 

Brief responses to encourage continued talking include "mm-

hmmm," "I see," "Oh?" "Right," "And?" "Go on," "Tell me more," 

etc. These don’t imply either agreement or disagreement. They 

simply mean "Yes, I hear you - please go on."  

 

A good listener uses questions sparingly because questions 

tend to focus the conversation on the questioner’s perspective 

and concerns and can derail the focus of the speaker.  

 

Work on asking fewer questions, and when we do, ask "open-

ended" questions. Compare "Did you call the police?" to "What 

did you do?" Or, "Do you feel anxious about the meeting 

tomorrow?" to "How do you feel about the meeting tomorrow?" 

An open-ended question is like an essay question which allows 

the speaker, rather than the questioner, to lead the 

conversation and clarify his or her own concerns. A closed 

question is like a true/false question and often suggests or 

narrows the agenda.  

 



 

 

  

  

3. Provide Feedback 

 Our personal filters, assumptions, 

judgments, and beliefs can distort what we 

hear. As a listener, our role is to understand 

what is being said. This may require us to 

reflect what is being said and ask questions 

 Reflecting on what has been said by 

paraphrasing. "What I'm hearing is," and 

"Sounds like you are saying," are great 

ways to reflect back 

 Asking questions to clarify certain points 

like "What do you mean when you say?" "Is 

this what you mean?" 

 Summarizing the speaker's comments 

periodically 

4. Deferring Judgment 

Interrupting is a waste of time. It frustrates the 

speaker and limits full understanding of the message. 

 We should allow the speaker to finish each 

point before asking questions 

 We shouldn't interrupt with counter 

arguments 

5. Responding Appropriately 

Active listening is a model for respect and 

understanding. We are gaining information and 

perspective. We add nothing by attacking the speaker 

or otherwise putting him or her down. 

 We should be candid, open, and honest in our 

response 

 Asserting our opinions respectfully 

 Treating the other person in a way that we 

think he or she would want to be treated 

 

 

FIVE KEY ELEMENTS OF ACTIVE LISTENING 

 

 

 

 

1. Paying Attention 

We should give the speaker our undivided attention, and 

acknowledge the message. We should recognize that non-verbal 

communication also "speaks" loudly. 

 Looking at the speaker directly 

 Putting aside distracting thoughts 

 Not mentally preparing a rebuttal! 

 Avoiding distraction by environmental factors.  

For example, side conversations 

 "Listening" to the speaker's body language 

 

2. Show That We're Listening 

 We should use our own body language and gestures 

 to convey our attention. 

 Nodding occasionally 

 Smiling and using other facial expressions. 

 Noting our posture and making sure it is open 

 and inviting 

 Encouraging the speaker to continue with small  

verbal comments like yes, and uh huh 
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