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istening is one of the most utilized skills in our
interpersonal communication, but the skill that
The following theory/model is discussed
is attended to the least. Interestingly, most people
in this chapter:
believe that they are good listeners, and many people think all that is needed is to stay quiet and let
Working Memory Theory
the other person speak. But, listening is much more
than that! Listening is a cooperative connection with
another person, demonstrating that a receiver is
equally responsible for the cocreation of meaning in a conversation. Listening can
improve self-esteem,1 is an essential part of mental health,2 and one of the most
critical of all business skills.3 Clearly, listening is a dialogue imperative, and without quality listening, our interpersonal communication suffers.
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Despite its value, so many of us experience listening deficiencies. Think about it. In
the course of an average day, we don’t (and can’t) listen to the barrage of messages
from the media, our friends, family, and coworkers. At times, our smartphones and
laptops get in the way. Further, some of these messages are not altogether useful
for us (“And let me tell you about my niece’s new boyfriend”); others we’ve heard
over and over again (“When I was a teenager, . . .”); others don’t make sense to us
(“When I cook, I usually think of Gayle’s wedding dress”); and still other messages
we tune out (“Wait, I do know about the blueprints of the new school”). Let’s be
clear: Failing to listen can have serious consequences. Consider Abby, a 21-year-old
college junior who decided to go to campus counseling services because she was
feeling depressed. Or, think about Dana, a 31-year-old single father who brought
his toddler into the doctor’s office because of an ongoing cough. Now think about
Jaime, a 55-year-old construction site supervisor who meets the building inspector to talk about cutting building code money on a project that has already run
over budget. Each of these scenarios requires a listener-receiver (a counselor, a
physician, and a building inspector), and without effective listening, the costs can
be personal, economic, physical, and emotional.

IPC Voice: Vince
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To be honest, growing up, I took listening for granted. I just followed what was told to me. I
never bothered to think for myself. Now that I’m about to graduate, it’s so different. I intern
at a state senator’s office and, literally, people come and go all day. I have to make sure I
“clear the decks” (so to speak) so that I can give everyone my attention. It’s tough to listen
when you have a supervisor yelling, a constituent complaining, a coworker whining, and lots
of phone rings and outside traffic. Talk about focusing and listening!

This chapter discusses the importance of listening, explores reasons why we
don’t always listen, and suggests ways we can overcome our bad listening habits.
Unlike other chapters, it’s more difficult to unpack the challenges of listening on
our online relationships. First, no communication research exists that helps us
understand this dynamic. Second, the listening process and its relationship to
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the online world is rather tough to disentangle. Still, we frequently address how
listening affects and is affected by such technologies as Skype, Facetime, and
other technologies and platforms.

e

IPC Praxis
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It’s been said that our listening skills vary depending upon the receiver of our message
(parent, sibling, roommate, boss, etc.). What do you think of this claim? Do you agree or
disagree? Provide examples to justify your views.
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Listening is a communication behavior that we may think we all understand, but we
need to explain it further to have a common foundation. We begin our discussion by
first differentiating listening from hearing. Although people often interchange the
two terms, hearing and listening are different processes and mean different things.

6–1 LEND ME YOUR EAR: DIFFERENCES
BETWEEN HEARING AND LISTENING
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Let’s start by interrogating a commonly held, but erroneous myth: Listening and
hearing are the same thing. They are not. Hearing occurs when you’re in the range
of when a sound wave hits an eardrum. The resulting vibrations, or stimuli, are
sent to the brain. For our purposes, we define hearing as the physical process of
letting in auditory stimuli without trying to understand that stimuli. We can pay
attention to several stimuli and simultaneously store stimuli for future reference.
When we try to organize the stimuli, we have to retrieve previous experiences and
information to match it to the current stimuli. Again, all of this “processing and
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Fine-tuning our listening
abilities is a hallmark of
effective interpersonal
communication.
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Theory-Into-Practice (TIP)
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To help understand the complex intersection between stimuli and our cognitive
processes, a theory related to working memory4 was conceptualized. Working
Memory Theory explains why we direct our attention to relevant information
and suppress irrelevant information while allowing our thinking processes to
coordinate multiple tasks. The mind is usually required to perform different tasks
simultaneously, and this can be quite overwhelming. Working memory temporarily holds information over a short period of time and allows you to “delegate”
the things you experience to the parts of the brain that can take action. A central
executive takes over, directing information, identifying receivers and targets, and
preventing distractions. Think of the central executive as a police officer directing traffic around a car accident. What happens is that people begin to construct
“mental maps” as they’re introduced to various stimuli such as color, taste, shapes,
space, among others. And remember this: All of this processing of stimuli happens
in a split second! Now review our TIP on Working Memory Theory.

e

storage” is done at the same time, and all of it is conducted at the point in the communication process that we call hearing. For the most part, hearing is a passive
process, rarely requiring us to be engaged with the stimuli.
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An individual’s working memory allows for completing tasks and blocking out distractions
so you can stay focused. College life is replete with an abundance of irrelevant and ancillary
distractions, making it more difficult for you to home in on the learning process. Think
about a number of these interruptions and academic noises and identify a few. How is your
memory able to organize these various extraneous stimuli and provide relevance to those
people and events that assist you to focus? In other words, how can you participate in
activities and sustain your attention on matters related to your education?
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We introduced you to the issue of stimuli in Chapter 3. With respect to its relationship to Working Memory Theory, consider the following. When Kirsten sits at The
Beanpot Cafe drinking coffee and reading the morning paper online, she hears all
types of noises, including people ordering coffee, couples laughing, and even the
folk music coming from the ceiling speakers. However, she is not paying attention
to these background noises. Instead, she is hearing the stimuli without thinking
about them. Kirsten must be able to tune out these stimuli because otherwise she
wouldn’t be able to concentrate on reading the paper.
Like Kirsten, we find ourselves hearing a lot of stimuli throughout our day, whether
it’s the hum of an air conditioner, dishes breaking in a restaurant, or the sounds of
fire trucks passing on the street. Most of us are able to continue our conversations
without attending to these noises.
Being a good listener is much more than letting in audible stimuli. Listening is a
communication activity that requires us to be thoughtful. The choices we make
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when we listen affect our interpersonal encounters. As we alluded to earlier,
people often take listening for granted as a communication skill in interpersonal relationships. Clearly, “listening is the hardest of the ‘easy’ tasks; if you
want to be heard, you must know how to listen.”5 Unlike hearing, listening is a
learned communication skill. People often have a difficult time describing what
being an effective listener is, but they seem to know when another person is
not listening. And, listening is often viewed as a passive process. As one scholar
put it, “The word ‘just’ is all too often frequently used to describe listening in
the admonition ‘Just listen.’”6 This reduces listening to a simple behavior that
requires little engagement.
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Describe those people in your life who you find are excellent listeners. What criteria did you
use to determine excellence? Is there a common denominator between and/or among these
people? All family members? Friends? Coworkers? Other?

6–2 THE COMPONENTS
OF THE LISTENING PROCESS

po
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With the preceding framework in mind, we define listening as the dynamic,
transactional process of receiving, responding to, recalling, and rating stimuli
and/or messages from another. When we listen, we are making sense of the message of another communicator. Let’s briefly break down this definition.
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Listening is dynamic because it is an active and ongoing way of demonstrating that
you are involved in an interpersonal encounter. Furthermore, listening is transactional because both the sender and the receiver are active agents in the process,
as we discussed in Chapter 1. In other words, listening is a two-way street that
requires both “motorists to navigate.” We can’t just show that we listen; we need
others to show us they know we are listening.

D
o

no
t

The remaining four concepts of the definition require a more detailed discussion.
We already know that hearing is a starting point in the listening process. Stimuli
have to be present, but much more is required. The four Rs of listening—receiving,
responding, recalling, and rating—make up the listening process (see Figure 6.1).
Each of the following sections reviews a component of the listening process and the
specific skill it requires. Also, because we wish to encourage you to practice your
listening continuously, we include a few remarks for improving that skill. We will
have broader skill recommendations later in the chapter.

Receiving
When we receive a message, we hear and attend to it. Receiving involves the verbal and nonverbal acknowledgment of communication. We are selective in our
reception and usually screen out those messages that are least relevant to us. We
also have a problem receiving all of the messages since our attention spans are
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Figure 6.1 /// The Listening Process
Receiving

Acknowledge the message

Stage 2

Responding

Provide feedback

Stage 3

Recalling

Remember the essence of the message

Stage 4

Rating

Evaluate the message
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Stage 1
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rather short, lasting from around 2 to 20 seconds.7 And, then there is a loss of
listening abilities. Do you find yourself putting in your earbuds or headset on to
listen to your music? This can cause hearing loss and, consequently, can lead to
problems in receiving a message.
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When we are receiving a message, we are trying to be mindful—a concept we
discussed in Chapter 3. Mindfulness, you may recall, means we are paying close
attention to the stimuli around us. Mindful listening requires us to be engaged
with another person—the words, the behaviors, and the environment. Mindful
listening has been employed in professional contexts, including in the treatment of
adults with autism or Down syndrome and those with multiple sclerosis.8
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The following two suggestions should improve your ability to receive messages
effectively. First, eliminate unnecessary noises and physical barriers to listening. If
possible, try to create surroundings that allow you to receive a message fully and
accurately. That means if someone is talking to you, you have to not answer your
cell phone, stop watching ESPN, or cease texting your roommate. Second, try not
to interrupt the reception of a message. Although you may be tempted to cut off a
speaker when they communicate a message about which you have a strong opinion, yield the conversational floor so you can receive the entire message and not
simply a part of it.

Responding

no
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Responding means giving feedback to another communicator in an interpersonal exchange. Responding suggests the transactional nature of the interpersonal communication process. That is, although we are not speaking to another
person, we are communicating by listening. This suggests that responding is critical to achieve interpersonal meaning.

D
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Responding, which lets a speaker know that the message was received, happens
during and after a conversation. So, when Kenny uses both head nods and words
(e.g., “I get it,” “Yep, you make sense”) during his conversation with his girlfriend,
Keri, he’s providing both nonverbal and verbal feedback. And if, after the two
have stopped talking, Kenny hugs and holds her, he is still responding to his girlfriend’s message.
You can enhance the way you respond in several ways. Adopting the other’s point of
view is important. This skill (which we talk about later in this chapter) is particularly
significant when communicating with people with cultural backgrounds different
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from your own. Also, take ownership of your words and ideas. Don’t confuse what
you say with what the other person says. Finally, don’t assume that your thoughts
are universally accepted; not everyone will agree with your position on a topic.

Recalling

rib
ut

e

Recalling involves understanding a message, storing it for future encounters, and
remembering it later. We have sloppy recall if we understand a message when it is
first communicated but forget it later. When we do recall a conversation, we don’t
recall it word for word; rather, we remember a personal version (or essence) of
what occurred.9 Further, recall can be immediate, short term, or long term.10
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People’s recall abilities vary. For instance, in a study of rural (and urban) poverty,
low-income rural children recalled tasks differently than their high-income rural
counterparts. These recall differences may be attributed to poor economic and environmental conditions, an area that has often been overlooked in listening research.11
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Let’s consider another situation: Suppose another person criticizes you for recalling a conversation incorrectly. You might simply tell the other person that they
are wrong. This is what happens in the following conversation between Matt and
Dale. The two have been good friends for years. Matt is a homeowner who needed
some painting done, and Dale verbally agreed to do it. Now that Dale has given
Matt the bill, the two remember differently their conversation about how the bill
was to be paid:

po
s

Dale:	“Matt, you said you’d pay the bill in two installments. We didn’t write it
down, but I remember your words: ‘I can pay half the bill immediately and
then the other half 2 weeks later.’ Now you’re trying to tell me you didn’t
say that?”
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Matt:	“That’s totally not it at all. I told you that I’d pay the bill in two installments
only after I was happy that the work was finished. Look, I know this isn’t
what you want to hear, but the hallway wall is scratched and needs to be
repainted. I see gouges on the hardwood floors by the living room, and look
at the paint drips on the molding in the dining room.”
Dale:	“I told you that I’d come in later to do those small repairs, and you said
you’d pay me.”
“Sorry, bud, I don’t remember it that way.”
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Matt:

D
o

Matt and Dale clearly have different recollections of their conversation. Their situation is even more challenging because both money and friendship are involved.
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A number of strategies can help you improve your ability to later recall a message.
First, repeating information helps clarify terms and provide you an immediate confirmation of whether the intended message was received accurately. Second, using
mnemonic devices as memory-aiding guides will likely help you recall things more
easily. Abbreviations such as MADD (for Mothers Against Drunk Driving) and
PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) use acronyms as mnemonic
devices. Finally, chunking can assist you in recalling. Chunking means placing
pieces of information into manageable and retrievable sets. For example, if Matt
and Dale discussed several issues and subissues—such as a payment schedule,
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materials, furniture protection, paint color, timetables, worker load, and so on—
chunking those issues into fewer, more manageable topics (e.g., finances, paint, and
labor) may have helped reduce their conflict.
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Rating means evaluating or assessing a message. When we listen critically, we rate
messages on three levels: (1) we decide whether or not we agree with the message,
(2) we place the message in context, and (3) we evaluate whether the message has
value to us.
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Rating
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You don’t always agree with messages you receive from others. However, when
you disagree with another person, you should try to do so from the other’s viewpoint. Rating a message from another’s field of experience allows us to distinguish
among facts, inferences, and opinions,12 and these three are critical in evaluating
a message. Although we briefly explored facts and inferences in Chapter 2, let’s
refresh you on the subject. Facts are verifiable and can be made only after direct
observation. Inferences fill in a conversation’s “missing pieces” and require listeners to go beyond what was observed. Opinions can undergo changes over time and
are based on a communicator’s beliefs or values.
When we evaluate a message, we need to understand the differences among facts,
inferences, and opinions. Let’s say, for example, that Claire knows the following:

po
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• Her best friend, Oliver, hasn’t spoken to her in 3 weeks.
• Oliver is calling other people.

• Claire has called Oliver several times and has left messages on voice mail.
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These are the facts. If Claire states that Oliver is angry at her, or that he doesn’t care
about her well-being, she is not acting on facts. Rather, she is using inferences and
expressing opinions. And, her views may not be accurate at all.
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Here are two suggestions that will help you improve your ability to rate messages.
First, if possible, detect speaker bias. At times, messages are difficult to listen
to. One reason for this may be the speaker’s bias; information in a message may
be distorted because a speaker may be prejudiced in some way (“Anyone with
that accent sounds pretty dumb to me”). Second, listeners should be prepared to
change their position. After you have rated a message, you may want to modify
your opinions or beliefs on a subject because of new information or because you
were quick to evaluate. Learn to become more flexible in your thinking.

IPC Praxis

Imagine listening to someone who is spewing hateful and offensive language. You believe in
the First Amendment of the Constitution, but you’ve found yourself in a conversation alone
with this person. How is your listening affected by this person’s words? What do/should you
do, if anything, to work toward meaning?
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6–3 THE VALUE AND IMPORTANCE OF LISTENING
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It’s probably hard to find people who will admit the following: “I’m a really bad
listener.” Although we like to think we are good listeners, we all need help in this
area. Listening is an ongoing interpersonal activity that requires lifelong training. Active listening, a behavior we discuss in more detail later in the chapter,
is particularly crucial. Because we listen for a variety of important reasons (see
Figure 6.2), listening needs to be a high priority in our lives. Let’s offer a few more
reasons why studying this topic has lasting value.
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Listening is a goal-directed behavior13 and is essential to our relationships with
others, whether they are coworkers, family members, friends, or other important
people in our lives. Several conclusions merit some consideration. Listening is
used at least three times as much as speaking and at least four times as much as
reading and writing.14
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Employers rank listening as the most important skill on the job.15 Hourly employees spend 30% of their time listening; managers, 60%; and executives, 75% or
more.16 Liz Simpson, a writer for the Harvard Management Communication Letter,
offers the following advice to those in the workplace: “To see things from another’s
point of view and to build trust with her [him], you have to listen closely to what
she [he] says” (p. 4).17
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Researchers and writers have called listening a 21st century skill because it’s now
more important than ever. Further, new technology and changes in current business practices have changed all of our listening patterns.18 Listening errors can
debilitate worker productivity.19 And because of our preoccupation with apps,
some people today have focused more on their smartphones and have failed to
practice effective listening with others.
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Good listening skills are valuable in other types of interpersonal relationships
as well. For example, successful medical students must develop effective listening skills because, on average, a medical practitioner may conduct over 250,000
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Figure 6.2 /// Why We Listen

Listening for
information
Listening for
advice
Listening for
enjoyment
Listening to
help others
Listening for
cultural understanding
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Other contexts require skill in listening. In the educational context, researchers
have found that effective listening is associated with more positive teacher–parent
relationships and more positive student learning.22 On the home front, many family conflicts can be resolved by listening more effectively.23 And, in our friendships,
some research has shown that the intimacy level between two friends is directly
related to the listening skills brought into the relationship.24

e

interviews during a 40-year career.20 Additional research21 shows that doctor–
patient communication, of which listening is identified as paramount, is especially
pivotal in health care. Many hospitals, responding to national surveys on patient
satisfaction, are now requiring assessments of a physician’s listening skills for fear
of malpractice suits. Answers to questions such as “During this hospital stay, how
often did doctors listen carefully to you?” will now be collated and provided to
patients to use to make health care choices.
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Although the topic of listening dates to the 1940s,25 it’s clearly relevant today. You
would have trouble thinking of any interpersonal relationship in your life that
doesn’t require you to listen. Improving your listening skills will help improve
your relational standing with others.
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Before we discuss the listening process further, we should point out that not everyone has the physical ability to hear or listen. Although our discussion in this chapter focuses on those who are able to hear physiologically, we are aware that many
individuals rely on another communication system to create and share symbols:
American Sign Language (ASL). ASL is among the fastest growing languages in
the United States,26 with an increase of nearly 20% since 2009. A visual rather
than auditory form of communication, ASL is composed of precise hand shapes
and movements. According to the World Federation of the Deaf, there are about
70 million people who use ASL. In fact, ASL is also seen as an instinctive communication method for visual learners who aren’t hearing impaired. The hard-ofhearing and deaf communities have embraced ASL, and it is used to create and
sustain communication within the community.
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With this important recognition, we now turn our attention to various challenges people have with listening. You already know that listening is important
in our personal and professional lives. Yet, for a number of reasons, people don’t
listen well.

6–4 THE BARRIERS: WHY WE DON’T LISTEN

D
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As we noted earlier in the chapter, people don’t want to acknowledge that they are
often poor listeners. As we present the following context and personal barriers to
listening, try to recall times when you have faced these problems during interpersonal encounters. We hope that making you aware of these issues will enable you
to avoid them or deal with them effectively. Table 6.1 presents examples of these
obstacles in action.

Noise
As we mentioned in Chapter 1, the physical environment and all of its distractions can prevent quality listening. Noise, you will remember, is anything that
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Table 6.1 /// Barriers to Listening
In Action

Noise (physical,
semantic, physiological,
psychological)

Marcy tries to listen to Nick’s comments, but his racist words
cause her to stop listening.

Message overload

As a receptionist for a church, Carmen’s daily tasks include
reading about 20 e-mails, listening to approximately 10 voice
mails, opening nearly 50 pieces of mail, and answering about
40 phone calls. When the minister approaches her with advice
on how to organize the church picnic, Carmen’s message
overload interferes with receiving the minister’s words
accurately.

Message complexity

Dr. Jackson tells her patient, Mark, that his “systemic diagnosis
has prevented any follow-up”; Mark tunes out because he
doesn’t understand what she means.

Lack of training

Jamie is asked to supervise a task force at work. He has never
taken a course on communication, and he does not have any
formal training in listening. He struggles with wanting to listen
to the group and wishes he better understood how to listen.

Preoccupation

As Sara talks with Kevin, a coworker, she tries to listen to him
talk about his job, but she is thinking about what time she will
need to leave work to get to her little brother’s graduation that
evening. Sara also continues to search the Web to find her lastminute graduation gift.

Listening gap

As Loretta tells her grandkids how she and her husband met,
the 6- and 7-year-olds grow impatient and tell their grandma to
hurry up.
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Barrier Type
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interferes with the message. Suppose, for instance, that a deaf student is trying
to understand challenging subject matter in a classroom. Attempting to communicate the professor’s words, the signer begins to sign words that are incorrect
because she doesn’t understand the content. Or, the signs are slurred or incoherent because the signing is too fast. These distractions would certainly influence
the reception of the message by the deaf student.
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Distractions can include physical, semantic, physiological, and psychological
noise that prevent a listener from receiving the sender’s message. You may recall
each from Chapter 1, but they bear repeating as we talk about this critical area.
Physical noise is any external distraction that prevents meaning between communicators. We may have difficulty listening to our boss at work because a printer
is running. Maybe a friend is not able to listen to you at a bar because the music
is too loud. Perhaps the noisy dishwasher at home interferes with a parent–child
conversation. We run into physical distractions on a daily basis.
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Semantic noise results from a sender using language that is not readily understood by a receiver. Semantic noise may take the form of antiquated words or
phrases, or language that is confusing or filled with jargon. If you are listening
to your grandfather talk about reverse home mortgages, you may “check out” of
the conversation because his language may be too technical or irrelevant to you.
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Eliminating distractions
and noise will enhance our
interpersonal meaning with
others.

The third type of noise, physiological noise, is any physical, chemical, or biological
disturbance that interferes with communication. For instance, it’s difficult to listen
when you have a migraine headache or have stomach cramps.
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Finally, psychological noise occurs when the sender and/or receiver has biases and
prejudices that distort the message meaning. Think of this as mental interference
in message meaning. We may enter a conversation with preconceptions or stereotypes that affect our understanding of what the other person is going to say, and
our assumptions may get in the way of effective listening. For example, you may be
a volunteer at Planned Parenthood, and therefore it may be difficult for you to be
open-minded when a colleague talks to you about the right to protest at medical
facilities that provide reproductive services.

Message Overload
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Senders frequently receive more messages than they can process, which is called
message overload. With the advent of more and more (social) media and advanced
media technology, multitasking is now commonplace both at work and home. The
average worker in the United States spends about 28% of a workday on e-mail.27
We used to visit a coworker’s desk just a few feet away, but now we e-mail her.
Years ago, we’d visit a neighbor to borrow something; now we call him instead.
We tweet out opinions on sports and steroids. We can’t get pictures up fast enough
on Facebook. We now find ourselves talking on the phone while downloading a
document, sending an e-mail while chatting with a roommate, and text messaging while driving (please don’t do this!). With all of this technological maneuvering, who wouldn’t be tired of listening at some point during the day?

Message Complexity
Messages we receive that are filled with details, unfamiliar language, and challenging arguments are often difficult to understand. For example, at the closing of
a property sale, many homebuyers are overwhelmed by the number of documents
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they have to sign; the complex federal, state, and local laws they are told about;
and the stress of signing financial papers that will put them in debt for 30 years or
more. This is a great deal to manage and listen to, and it’s likely that the unfamiliar
and cumbersome language will negatively affect their listening skills. This can be
a serious problem, because important information is communicated at the closing. Many people in technical professions are changing their behaviors. For example, experts in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) are spending
considerable time and resources making their messages less complex and more
amenable to laypeople’s understanding.28

IPC Praxis

Lack of Training
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Some think that it’s impossible to rid ourselves of noises in a communication channel. Yet,
we know that noise can distort the reception of a message, negatively affecting meaning
transmission. What suggestions do you have to get rid of various types of noises?
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Both the academic and corporate environments include opportunities to learn
about listening, but more could be done. Because listening is a learned activity,
we are seeing more and more schools—including Capital Community College,
the University of Northern Iowa, Nassau Community College (New York), Penn
State University, and the University of Maryland—offer courses on the topic.
Still, most students’ preparation in listening is limited to a chapter such as the
one you’re reading now. And yet, consider the tens of millions of people who have
never enrolled in an interpersonal communication class! Finally, more and more
employers are realizing that increased productivity, positive employee morale,
and a healthy organizational climate can be attributed to listening. Training
makes both economic and professional sense.

Preoccupation
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Even the most effective listeners become preoccupied at times. When we are preoccupied, we are thinking about our own life experiences and everyday troubles.
Those who are preoccupied may be prone to conversational narcissism, or engaging in an extreme amount of self-focusing to the exclusion of another person.29
Those who are narcissistic are caught up in their own thoughts and are inclined to
interrupt others. Most of us have been narcissistic at one time or another; think of
the many times you’ve had a conversation with someone while you were thinking
about your rent, your upcoming test, or your vacation plans. Or, think about trying to hijack a conversation to make it personally relevant (“Oh, you think your
surgery was bad! Let me tell you what I went through!”). Although such personal
thoughts may be important, they can obstruct our listening. Narcissism, however,
has some rather profound implications in our perception process. In one study,
for instance, auditors from an accounting firm found that a client’s narcissistic
communication influenced auditor perceptions of a client’s fraudulence.30
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Preoccupation can also result from focusing on the technology in front of us. How
many times have you been on the phone and typing at your computer at the same
time? How often have you been told to “listen up” by a friend, only to simultaneously text-message another friend. This preoccupation with technology while
others are communicating with us can undercut effective and engaged listening.
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We generally think faster than we speak. In fact, research shows that we speak
an average rate of 150 to 200 words per minute, yet we can understand up to 800
words per minute.31 That is, we can think about three or four times faster than we
can talk. The listening gap is the time difference between your mental ability to
interpret words and the speed at which they arrive to your brain. When we have
a large listening gap, we may daydream, doodle on paper, or allow our minds to
wander. This drifting off may cause us to miss the essence of a message from a
sender. It takes a lot of effort to listen to someone. Closing the listening gap can be
challenging for even the most attentive listeners.

e

Listening Gap

6–5 POOR LISTENING HABITS
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Selective Listening
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Poor listening is something that usually occurs over our lifespan. For one reason
or another, we have picked up behaviors that do little to develop and maintain
quality interpersonal relationships. Although some of these occur more frequently than others in conversations, each is serious enough to affect the reception and meaning of a message. Table 6.2 offers some tips to help you overcome the
poor listening habits we discuss next.
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You engage in selective listening if you attend to some parts of a message and
ignore others. Typically, you selectively listen to those parts of the message that
interest you. For an example of how spot listening can be problematic, consider
what happens when jurors listen to a witness’s testimony. One juror may listen to
only the information pertaining to where a witness was during a crime to assess
the witness’s credibility. Another juror may selectively listen to why a witness was
Table 6.2 /// How to Overcome Poor Listening Habits
Strategy for Overcoming Habit

Selective listening

Embrace entire message.

Talkaholism

Become other-oriented.

Pseudolistening

Center attention on speaker.

Gap filling

Fill gap by mentally summarizing message.

Defensive listening

Keep self-concept in check.

Ambushing

Play fair in conversations.

D
o

Poor Listening Habit
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near the crime scene. Their selective listening prevents them from receiving all
relevant information about the crime. Controlling for such selective listening first
requires us to glean the entire message. Attending to only those message parts
that interest you or tuning out because you believe that you know the rest of a message may prompt others to question your listening skills.

Talkaholism
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Some people become consumed with their own communication. These individuals are talkaholics, defined as compulsive talkers who hog the conversational
stage and monopolize encounters. When talkaholics take hold of a conversation,
they interrupt, directing the conversational flow. And, of course, if you’re talking all the time, you don’t take the time to listen. For instance, consider Uncle
Jimmy, the talkaholic in the Norella family. The nearly 15 members of the Norella
clan who gather each Thanksgiving dread engaging Uncle Jimmy in conversation because all he does is talk. And talk. Some family members privately wonder
whether Jimmy understands that many of his more than a dozen relatives would
like to speak. But without fail, he comes to dinner with story after story to tell, all
the while interrupting those who’d like to share their stories, too.

po
s

Not all families have an Uncle Jimmy, but you may know someone who is a talkaholic—
that is, someone who won’t let you get a word in edgewise. If you are a talkaholic and
have the urge to interrupt others, take a deep breath and refrain from talking until your
conversational partner has finished speaking. If you find yourself talking in a stream
of consciousness without much concern for the other person, you are susceptible to
becoming a talkaholic. Remember that other people like to talk, too.

Pseudolistening

Talkaholics fail to
consider that their
communication is being
perceived as selfcentered.
174
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We are all pretty good at faking attention. Many of us have been indirectly trained
to pseudolisten, or to pretend to listen by nodding our heads, by looking at the
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speaker, by smiling at the appropriate times, or by practicing other kinds of attention feigning. The classroom is a classic location for faking attention. Professors
have become adept at spotting students who pseudolisten; many of their nonverbal behaviors give away pseudolistening. Or, consider a less strategic fake listening experience: Imagine that you just received word that you failed an exam and
you’re out to dinner with your roommate and her parents. You may pseudolisten
because of what’s on your mind. You can correct this poor listening habit by making every effort to center your attention on the speaker.

Gap Filling
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Listeners who think that they can correctly guess the rest of the story a speaker is
telling and who don’t need the speaker to continue are called gap fillers. Gap fillers often assume that they know how a narrative or interpersonal encounter will
unfold. They also frequently interrupt; when this happens, the listener alters the
message and its meaning may be lost. Although an issue may be familiar to listeners, they should give speakers the chance to finish their thoughts.

Defensive Listening

Video 6.1
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Defensive listening occurs when people view innocent comments as personal
attacks or hostile criticisms. Consider Jeannie’s experiences. As the owner of a
small jewelry shop in the mall, she is accustomed to giving directions to her small
staff. Recently, one of her employees commented, “Look, Jeannie, I think you
could get more young girls in here if you brought in some rainbow beads. The
young ones love them.” Jeannie’s response was immediate: “Well, . . . here’s what I
recommend: Why don’t you find a lot of money, get your own store, and then you
can have all of the rainbow beads you want! I’ve been in this business for almost 10
years, and I think I know what to buy! Why is it that everybody thinks they know
how to run a business?”
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Jeannie’s response fits the definition of defensive listening. Those who are defensive listeners often perceive threats in messages and may be defensive because of
personal issues. In this example, Jeannie may not have any animosity toward her
employee; she simply may have misinterpreted the comment. To ensure that you
are not a defensive listener, keep your self-concept in check. Don’t be afraid to ask
yourself the following question: “Am I too quick to defend my thoughts?”

Ambushing

D
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People who listen carefully to a message and then use the information later to attack
the individual are ambushing. Ambushers want to retrieve information to discredit or manipulate another person. Gathering information and using it to undercut an opponent is now considered routine in politics. Divorce attorneys frequently
uncover information to discredit their clients’ spouses. Ambushing in this manner
should be avoided; words should never be viewed as ammunition for a verbal battle.
Listening to others can be tough, and yet by now, we’re sure you agree that if we
aren’t practicing quality listening, we are less likely to have quality relationships.
We now focus on the styles of listening that you and others are likely to manifest
in your conversations with others.
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6–6 STYLES OF PREFERRED LISTENING

People-Centered Listening Style
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Typically, we adopt a style of listening in our interpersonal interactions. A listening style is a predominant listening approach to the messages we receive. We
adopt a listening style to understand the sender’s message. In general, listening
requires us to think about the relationships we have with others and the tasks that
are assigned to us. Providing a template for these listening styles, here we identify
four: people-centered, action-centered, content-centered, and time-centered.32
We call this establishing a “P-A-C-T” between communicators (see Figure 6.3).
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The style associated with being concerned with other people’s feelings or emotions
is called the people-centered listening style. People-oriented listeners try to compromise and find common areas of interest. Research shows that people-centered
listeners are less apprehensive in groups, meetings, and interpersonal situations
than other types of listeners.33 People-centered listeners quickly notice others’
moods and provide clear verbal and nonverbal feedback, feedback that can make
a tremendous difference in a person’s life. For instance, in one study,34 those who
practiced person-centered listening with terminally ill patients included them in
diagnostic decision-making and in their overall care.

Action-Centered Listening Style
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The action-centered listening style pertains to listeners who want messages to
be highly organized, concise, and error free. These people help speakers focus on
what is important in the message. Action-centered listeners want speakers to get
to the point and are often frustrated when people tell stories in a disorganized
or random fashion. They also second-guess speakers—that is, they question the
assumptions underlying a message. If second-guessers believe a message is false,
they develop an alternative explanation which is viewed as more realistic.
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Action-centered listeners also clearly tell others that they want unambiguous feedback. For instance, as an action-centered listener, a professor may tell her students
that if they wish to challenge a grade, they should simply delineate specific reasons
why they deserve a grade change and what grade they feel is appropriate.

D
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Figure 6.3 /// Styles of Listening

People-centered
Action-centered
Content-centered
Time-centered
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Individuals who engage in the content-centered listening style focus on the facts
and details of a message. They consider all sides of an issue and welcome complex
and challenging information from a sender. However, they may intimidate others
by asking pointed questions or by discounting information from those the listener
deems to be nonexperts. Content-centered listeners are likely to play devil’s advocate in conversations. Therefore, attorneys and others in the legal profession are
likely to favor this style of listening in their jobs.

e

Content-Centered Listening Style

Time-Centered Listening Style
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When listeners adopt a time-centered listening style, they let others know that
messages should be presented with a consideration of time constraints. That is,
time-oriented listeners discourage wordy explanations from speakers and set
time guidelines for conversations, such as prefacing a conversation with “I have
only 5 minutes to talk.” Some time-centered listeners constantly check the time or
abruptly end encounters with others. One of your authors has a friend who lives on
an island. Her time-centered listening is an inside joke to her friends because she
keeps looking at her watch so that she doesn’t miss the island ferry to her home.
Whether being invited to dinner or to a movie, she is intent on letting others know
that she can’t go too far from the ferry terminal.
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Which of the four listening styles is the best? It’s not a trick question because it all
depends on the situation and the purpose of the interpersonal encounter. In fact,
because one conversation may require all types of listening, it’s both inappropriate
and impossible to answer that question.
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You may need to change and adapt your listening style to meet the other person’s needs. For example, you might need to be a time-centered listener for the
coworker who needs information quickly, but you might need to be person centered while speaking to your best friend about his divorce. However, remember
that just because you have adjusted your style of listening does not mean that the
other person has adjusted their style. You will both have to be aware of each other’s
style. Know your preferred style of listening but be flexible in your style depending
on the communication situation.
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Our listening style is often based on our cultural background. So, let’s now turn
our attention to the role of culture in listening. When speakers and listeners come
from various cultural backgrounds, message meaning can be affected.

D
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6–7 CULTURE AND THE LISTENING PROCESS
As we learned in Chapter 2, we are all members of a culture and various cocultures. We understand that cultural differences influence our communication
with others. Because all our interactions are culturally based, culture affects the
listening process. Further, it’s important to know that one’s culture’s listening
practices are not universally applied across all cultures. Much of the research in
this area pertains to race, ethnicity, and ancestry.
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National Culture and Listening
Recall from Chapter 2 our discussion of individualistic and collectivistic cultures. We
noted that the United States is an individualistic country, meaning that it focuses on
an “I” orientation rather than a “we” orientation. Individualistic cultures value direct
communication, or speaking one’s mind. Some collectivistic cultures, such as China,
respect others’ words, desire harmony, and believe in conversational politeness.
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In fact, listening (tinghua) is one of the key principles in Chinese communication.
While listening to others, communicators need to remember that differences in
feedback (direct or indirect) exist. Let’s explore a few examples of the interface of
culture and listening.
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Listening variations across cultures affect the ability to be an effective salesperson.35
For example, for the French, listening for information is the main concern. For citizens of several Arab countries, however, listening is done for know-how or for gain.
And people in some cultures, such as Germany, do not ask for clarification; asking a
presenter to repeat something is seen as a sign of impoliteness and disrespect. As a
practical application of this information, consider how a salesperson’s recognition of
these cultural differences might positively affect their company’s bottom line.
Here we offer an additional example of how culture and listening work together.
Looking at listening as a personal opportunity to interrelate with the environment,
the Blackfeet Indians are important to consider:36
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Blackfeet listening is a highly reflective and revelatory mode of communication that can open one to the mysteries of unity between the physical
and spiritual, to the relationships between natural and human forms, and
to the intimate links between places and persons.

Culture plays a significant
role in the listening process.
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In fact, Native American communities have come together to form an Intertribal
Monitoring Association on Indian Trust Funds with the sole purpose of having “listening conferences.” Representatives from various tribal nations gather to listen to
how the federal government is adhering to Trust Fund Standards, to provide tribal
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In addition to the preceding, a study that examined both Iranian and U.S. students
looked at the perceptions of listening competency.37 While Iran continues to transition
into the digital age, the primary forms of listening that occur are related to appreciative
or aesthetic listening (e.g., listening to poetry or music). Looking at both high school
and college students, the results showed that while both cultures were generally similar
in their perceptions of listening competency, the U.S. students perceived themselves to
be better listeners than their Iranian counterparts. One interpretation relates to the fact
that U.S. students are generally comfortable with self-praise, and in Iran, modesty is an
important cultural value. Furthermore, several similarities were observed between both
cultures in their perceptions of recalling, responding, and rating listening behaviors.

e

forums, and to keep up to date on policies and regulations on federal initiatives,
among others. These listening conferences have been taking place for over 15 years.
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The common thread in these different types of examples is the notion that while
cultures vary in their value systems, listening remains a critical part of the various
cultural communities. Staying culturally aware of these variations as you consider
the message of another person is important.
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IPC Careers
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What strategies can you use to become a better listener with individuals from various
(co-)cultures? First, don’t expect everyone else to adapt to your way of communicating (recall our discussion of ethnocentrism in Chapter 2). Second, accept new ways
of receiving messages and practice patience with senders who may not have a similar
cultural background. Third, wait as long as possible before merging another’s words
into your words—don’t define the world on your terms. Finally, seek clarification
when possible. Asking questions in intercultural conversations reduces our processing load, and we are better equipped to translate difficult concepts as they emerge.

Listening Skills and a Mental Health Counselor
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It has been referred to as a “grunt job” and “an endless
experience of sadness.” Yet, those who pursue a career
as a mental health professional also identify it as richly
rewarding. These counselors are dedicated, thoughtful,
and always other-centered listeners. In fact, whether
through diagnosis, support, or education, a mental health
expert must adapt to and adopt various communication
styles, most prominently the ability to listen actively. Poor
listening habits, such as talkaholism and pseudolistening,
will only weaken the communication taking place.
Clients must feel welcomed and heard, and the four Rs
must function prominently in a profession that guides
others to self-fulfillment and self-sufficiency.
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Reflection: Suppose you were visiting a mental health expert to offer some suggestions for being more “other-centered”
in their therapy. What ideas would you identify to make sure clients feel at ease?
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Gender and Listening

Video 6.2

One final note regarding culture and listening remains important. Recall from
Chapter 2 that our interpretation of culture involves many components, including
gender. Let’s briefly explore this dynamic to give you a glimpse into the research.
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To begin, some research points to actual brain hemispheric differences between men
and women, although research is inconclusive regarding which sex is the better listener. In addition, recall our conversation about the P-A-C-T that communicators have
with each other. With respect to differences between men and women, research shows
that men are more prone to action-oriented listening while women typically prefer
people-centered listening. Women tend to understand the emotional elements of a
message than do men, and yet, men listen less to women than women listen to men.38
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Finally, in her bestseller You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men in Conversations,
author Deborah Tannen39 also identifies a framework to understand the differences
between women and men and how they cultivate intimacy through listening. Women
typically engage in building a relationship with another through their listening, a communication approach called rapport talk. Women establish connections through this
communication. Men, on the hand, use report talk, which is communication related
to asserting independence and to negotiate and maintain status. Men are inclined to
dominate conversations.
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The rapport–report challenge can be understood this way. Suppose that Brianna
decides she wants to adopt a child and tells her best friend, Neil. As she tells her
best friend, she may become frustrated and even angry. While she seeks empathy (establishing connection), Neil instead tells her that he thinks it will be too
expensive (establishing status via knowledge). Researchers interested in this conversation would say that misunderstandings between women and men could be
reduced if they each understood that the other might have a different listening
style with different communication patterns.

IPC Praxis
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What have your experiences been when listening to and speaking with various genders? Do you
see any similarities? Differences? What sorts of criteria did you use to make your decisions?

In the rest of the chapter, we review effective listening skills you should practice.
We know that improving your listening habits is a challenging and lifelong process.
So, you shouldn’t expect changes to your listening behaviors to happen overnight.

6–8 SKILL SET FOR EFFECTIVE LISTENING
This section outlines five primary skills for improving listening. Whether we communicate with a partner, boss, close friend, family member, coworker, or another,
we all must choose whether we will develop good or bad listening habits. And yes,
this is a choice for you. Let’s explore the following guidelines in Table 6.3 for effective listening.
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Table 6.3 /// Skill Set for Listening and Responding
a. Evaluate your current skills.
b. Prepare to listen.
c.

Provide empathic responses when necessary.

d. Use nonjudgmental feedback.

Your skill suggestion
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f.

e

e. Practice active listening.

Evaluate Your Current Skills
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A first step toward becoming a better listener is assessing and understanding your
personal listening strengths and weaknesses. To begin, think about the poor listening habits you have seen others practice. Do you use any of them while communicating? Which listening behaviors do you exhibit consistently, and which do
you use sporadically? Also, which of your biases, prejudices, beliefs, and opinions
may interfere with receipt of a message?
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Prepare to Listen
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In addition, we have stressors and personal problems that may affect our listening
skills. For example, if you were told that your company was laying off workers, how
would this affect your communication with people on a daily basis? Could you be an
effective listener even though you would find yourself preoccupied with the financial
and emotional toll you would experience if you were downsized? In such a situation,
it would be nearly impossible to dismiss your feelings, so you should just try to accept
them and be aware that they will probably affect your communication with others.
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After you assess your listening abilities, the next step is to prepare yourself to listen.
Such preparation requires both physical and mental activities. If you are hearing
impaired, you may have to ask for some assistance to ensure that the message is delivered to you accurately. You may have to locate yourself closer to the source of the message (of course, depending on who the speaker is, your physical proximity will vary). If
you have problems concentrating on a message, try to reduce or remove as many distractions as possible, such as your laptop or TV. Have you ever had a friend or parent
say, “Will you please stop texting and listen to me?” Before being confronted with this
question, set your phone aside and prepare for the conversation you’re about to have.

IPC Around Us: Empathy

A teen’s empathy skills continue to be important to cultivate.40 In adolescence, empathy skills continue rising
steadily in girls at age 13. Boys, however, do not begin until age 15 to show gains in what is called “perspective
taking.” Between ages 13 and 16, adolescent males show a decline in their ability to recognize and respond
to others’ feelings. When teens have empathy skills, they are less likely to argue or be confrontational both at
(Continued)
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(Continued)

home and at school. While all adults are critical in making sure they affirm a teen’s empathy skills, fathers,
in particular, can talk to their sons about the malice related to teasing others and taking part in jokes that
undercut empathy.
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Reflection: Do you believe that parents and other adults are important figures in cultivating empathy at home and at
school? Or, regardless of whether or not an adult is present, will an adolescent act out as many normally do: highly
independent, emotionally immature, and/or preoccupied with “fitting in”?
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To prepare yourself mentally, do your homework beforehand if you are going to
need information to listen effectively. For example, if you want to ask your boss for
a raise, you would want to have ready a mental list of the reasons why you deserve
a raise and possible responses to reasons why you do not. If you are a student,
reading the material before class will make the lecture or discussion much more
meaningful because you will have the background knowledge to be able to offer
your thoughts on issues as they arise. In your personal relationships, you should
be prepared to consider other points of view as well as your own.
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Provide Empathic Responses When Necessary

Video 6.3
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When we use empathy, we tell other people that we value their thoughts. Empathy
is the process of identifying with or attempting to experience the thoughts, beliefs,
and actions of another. Empathy tells people that although we can’t feel their exact
feelings or precisely identify with a current situation, we are trying to cocreate
experiences with them. You are said to be empathic (not “empathetic”) when you
work toward understanding another person. You’re not actually reproducing a
person’s experiences, but trying to cocreate the meaning (think back to our definition of communication in Chapter 1). We show we’re responsive and empathic by
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Learning to listen with empathy is sometimes difficult. We have to show support
for another while making sure that we are not unnecessarily exacerbating negative feelings. For instance, examine the following dialogue between two friends,
Camilla and Tony. Camilla is angry that her boss did not positively review her
work plan:

e

giving well-timed verbal feedback throughout a conversation, not simply when it
is our turn to speak. Doing so suggests a genuine interest in the sender’s message
and has the side benefit of keeping us attentive to the message. To show empathy,
we must also demonstrate that we’re engaged nonverbally in the message. This can
be accomplished through sustained facial involvement (avoiding a blank look that
communicates boredom), frequent eye contact (maintaining some focus on the
speaker’s face), and body positioning that communicates interest.
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Camilla:	“He’s self-righteous—that’s all there is to it. He didn’t even say that my
idea made sense. I think he’s just jealous because he didn’t come up
with it first.”
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Tony:	“Yeah, I bet you’re right. He really didn’t show you any respect. And
because he’s the boss, I’m sure he wanted to take the credit.”

po
s

Although Tony meant to show empathy, he may have unintentionally perpetuated
the idea that Camilla’s boss was a “bad” man. Because Tony seems to be supporting her thoughts, Camilla will have a difficult time changing her perception of her
boss. This negative view won’t help Camilla in future conversations with her boss.
Now, consider an alternative response from Tony that doesn’t reinforce Camilla’s
negative perception:
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Camilla:	“He’s self-righteous—that’s all there is to it. He didn’t even say that my
idea made sense. I think he’s just jealous because he didn’t come up
with it first.”
Tony:	“Wow, you’re obviously frustrated with him. You sound like you
want to quit. I know that it’s rough for you right now, but hang
in there.”
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In this example, Tony not only demonstrated some empathic listening skills, but
helped Camilla redirect her thinking about her boss. When Tony changed the
direction of the conversation in this way, Camilla could consider less resentful
impressions of the situation. Helping others alleviate their anxiety is a necessary
emotional support skill for many interactions.
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Use Nonjudgmental Feedback
Many of us provide feedback with little concern for how the receiver will interpret
it. Particularly with those whom we have close relationships such as family members, we may not think twice about providing feedback—regardless of its content.
When we give nonjudgmental feedback, we describe another’s behavior and then
explain how that behavior made us feel. As we will discuss in Chapter 7, centering
a message on your own emotions without engaging in accusatory finger wagging
can help reduce interpersonal conflict.
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Consider the difference between the following statements:
• “You are so rude to come in late. You made me a nervous wreck! You’re
pretty inconsiderate to make me feel this way!”
• “When you come home so late, I really worry. I thought something had
gone wrong.”

Practice Active Listening
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In heated moments especially, taking ownership of your feelings and perceptions,
as in the second statement, is difficult. Owning your feelings rather than blaming
others for your own feelings results in more effective interpersonal communication.

Paraphrasing
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We define active listening as a transactional process in which a listener communicates reinforcing messages to a speaker. Research shows that people who receive
active listening responses or advice were more satisfied with their conversations
than those who were simply acknowledged.41 When we actively listen, we show
support for another person and their message. In our interpersonal relationships,
active listeners want to listen rather than feel obligated to listen. Particularly in
close relationships with others, demonstrating that you are actively involved in
the conversation will help both your credibility as a communicator and your relationship standing with others. Additional elements of active listening are paraphrasing, dialogue enhancers, questions, and silence. We briefly discuss each of
these in the following subsections.
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Active listening requires paraphrasing, or restating the essence of another’s message in our own words. Paraphrasing is a perception check in an interpersonal
encounter; it allows us to clarify our interpretation of a message. When paraphrasing, try to be concise and simple in your response. For instance, you can
use language such as “In other words, what you’re saying is . . .” or “I think what I
heard is that you . . .” or “Let me see if I get this right.” Such phrases show others
that you care about understanding the intended meaning of a message.
Dialogue Enhancers
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Active listening requires us to show the speaker that even though we may disagree with their thoughts, we accept and are open to them. As we noted earlier,
speakers need support in their conversations. Dialogue enhancers take the form
of supporting expressions such as “I see” or “I get it” or “I’m listening.” Dialogue
enhancers should not interrupt a message. They should be used as indications that
you are involved in the message. In other words, these statements enhance the
discussion taking place.
Questions

Asking well-timed and appropriate questions in an interpersonal interaction
can be a hallmark of an engaged active listener. Asking questions is not a sign of
ignorance or stupidity, unless your questions are trying to trap the speaker or are
meant to deceive or manipulate the sender. What question asking demonstrates is
184
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Silence
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Not interrupting. Sitting still. Attending to the words. Watching, when possible,
the facial reactions and focusing on the vocal tones. As we noted elsewhere, keeping quiet is usually not viewed as a virtue in many Western societies. In fact, in
the self-help book sections in U.S. bookstores, you will likely find no books on the
importance of keeping quiet because the culture rewards talkativeness.
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a willingness to make sure that you receive the intended meaning of the speaker’s
message. If you ask questions, you may receive information that is contrary to
your instincts or assumptions, thereby avoiding gap filling, a problem we identified earlier. Don’t be afraid to respectfully ask questions in your relationships with
others. Your input will likely be met with gratitude as the other communicator
realizes your desire to seek information.
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Silence is a complicated concept in conversations and in the listening process.
Indeed, at times, we should honor silent listening, which requires us to stay attentive and respond nonverbally when another person is struggling with what to say.
Despite the challenge, particularly with a subject area of which we know a great
deal, we need to allow the entire message to be revealed before jumping in. We also
need to be silent because sometimes words are not needed. For example, after a conflict has been resolved and two people are looking at each other and holding each
other’s hands, they don’t need to speak to communicate. In this context, silence may
be more effective than words in making the people in the relationship feel closer.

iStock.com/Jacob Wackerhausen
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However, as noted in our discussion of nonverbal communication (Chapter 5),
silence is not always positive. It can also be used to manipulate or coerce another
person in an interpersonal exchange. This is an example of the debilitative side of
communication that we discussed in Chapter 1. For instance, giving someone “the
silent treatment”—that is, refusing to talk to someone—may provoke unnecessary
tension. Also, imposing your own code of silence in an encounter may damage a
relationship. For example, if you choose to remain silent in an interpersonal conflict, you may exacerbate the problem and cause your conversational partner to be
even more conflicted.

We should practice more
silent listening if we are
to become more adept
in our interpersonal
communication.
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/// CHAPTER WRAP-UP

We cannot overstate the fact that listening is not an
easy communication behavior, and yet, it’s rarely formally taught in schools. Some people believe we need
to teach young children about several of the issues we
presented in this chapter, if, for any other reason, the
material might help everyone to understand that listening is critical for success. As we now know, so many of
us can get into poor rituals and routines as they relate
to listening. Our hope is that many of these annoying
and ineffective behaviors will soon dissipate as you
begin to work on becoming a more active and empathic
listener.
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We introduced one of the most important of all the interpersonal communication skills: listening. We began by providing
you a glimpse into the importance of listening in our personal
and professional lives and identified several reasons why we
listen. We then defined listening and explained several challenges and obstacles to effective listening. Next, we introduced Working Memory Theory, explaining how it functions
when we are bombarded with stimuli. We then examined
several poor listening habits and introduced four preferred
listening styles of individuals. Finally, we discussed several
research conclusions of how culture—specifically national
culture and gender—and listening are interrelated.
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I think we all need to work on listening but I find that my listening abilities have been
pretty bad lately. I want to say that because my dad lost his job and my nana has been
sick, my mind is elsewhere. And, to be honest, I also think my grades have slipped, too.
But, those shouldn’t be excuses. I felt horrible when my roommate was telling me about
her troubles with her mom. I just didn’t focus on her at all! And, she was being so honest
with her feelings. I need to just put everything aside when someone trusts me enough
to share some personal things with me. Otherwise, I’m the kind of listener I complain
about to others.
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/// C
 OMMUNICATION ASSESSMENT TEST (CAT):
LISTENING TO YOUR “SELF”

D
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For the following statements, indicate the extent to which
you practice the behavior. Choose among the responses
Most of the time

Often

Most of the time, Often, Rarely, and Never.

Rarely

Never

1. During face-to-face conversations with others, I find myself texting and reading e-mails.
2. When someone uses language that I find offensive, I tend to lose concentration on the message.
3. In a conversation with another person, when I encounter a word or phrase that I don’t understand, I will ask the
person to clarify what they meant.
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Most of the time

Often

Rarely

Never

4. I repeat words back to another person to clarify my understanding of their message.
5. I value silence in conversations.
6. I interrupt people when I feel the need to express an opinion.

e

7. I allow others to interrupt me when they feel the need to express an opinion.
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8. I focus on the other person’s nonverbal communication while speaking to them.
9. I give others my full attention when they are speaking to me.
10. At times, I daydream while another person is speaking to me.
11. When listening to another person, I use eye contact.
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12. During conversations with others, I acknowledge that cultural background may influence how they listen to me.
13. To clarify my understanding of their message, I will ask another person appropriate questions.
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14. If a person hesitates in a conversation, I encourage them to continue.

15. People tend to come to me to communicate their feelings because I am viewed as an effective listener.

How to Score

Some questions to consider:
1. Did time affect the rating of a particular statement?
2. How might a critical incident (e.g., a major conflict, saying
“I love you,” etc.) influence a response?
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This is a self-assessment, and no comparison between
or among classmates is necessary. Still, in order to further understand your listening abilities, return to your
impressions. Provide an example or two to illustrate why
you rated the statement in a particular way. Then, be
prepared to return to this CAT from time to time as you
continue to learn about the interpersonal communication
process.

3. Is it possible to be an effective listener while paying
attention to other things, including a cell phone text, a
television program, or an email?
Source: Madelyn Burley-Allen, in Coaching Conversations: Transforming
Your School One Conversation at a Time; Cheliotes and Reilly, 2010.
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hearing

Working Memory
Theory 163
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central executive
listening

164

four Rs of listening

receiving
responding

165
166

rating

166

164

173

selective listening
pseudolisten

174
174

ambushing

172

176

people-centered listening style

176

action-centered listening style

176

second-guess
173

175

175

listening style

171

conversational narcissism

talkaholics

175

defensive listening

American Sign Language
(ASL) 169

listening gap
165

gap fillers

167

message overload

164

mindful listening
recalling

163

chunking

176

content-centered listening
style 177
time-centered listening style
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rapport talk
report talk
empathy

nonjudgmental feedback

180

active listening

180

paraphrasing

182

183

184

dialogue enhancers
silent listening
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/// KEY QUESTIONS FOR APPLICATION

3. Identify your desired career path. How will or does listening function in that career? Use examples to demonstrate
listening’s importance.
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5. Some writers believe that we could never eliminate
noise from the communication channel to improve our
listening. Do you agree or disagree? Explain.

6. It’s often easier to tell people to be better listeners. Yet,
there are times when the advice simply doesn’t work.
What are some situations where listening has been the
toughest for you?
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2. TQ/TechQuest: Explore the following claim: “Reading a
blog and sitting with the blog’s author require two different approaches to listening.” Do you agree or disagree?
Defend your view with examples.

4. What is your preferred style of listening? Do you have
more than one? Explain with examples.
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1. CQ/CultureQuest: Explore the following claim: “Listening
is much more challenging with people you love.” Do you
agree or disagree? Defend your view with examples.
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Access practice quizzes, eFlashcards, video, and multimedia at edge.sagepub.com/west.
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Visit edge.sagepub.com/west to help you accomplish your coursework goals in an easy-to-use
learning environment.
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PRACTICE AND
APPLY WHAT
YOU’VE LEARNED
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WANT A BETTER GRADE ON YOUR NEXT TEST?
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Head to the study site where you’ll find:
• eFlashcards to strengthen your understanding of
key terms.
• Practice quizzes to test your comprehension of key
concepts.

• Videos and multimedia content to enhance your
exploration of key topics.
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