TtT

• Issue 20 october 2004

19/10/04

11:03 am

Page 11

Delivery

Perceptual errors

It’s good to listen

Perceptions of people and events are often
distorted, owing to incomplete information or a
failure to consider important information. All of us
over-emphasise certain things and downplay others.
This process is affected by a number of factors: age,
health, sex, culture, social/sex roles, previous
experiences, even self-concept. We tend to judge
others on the basis of how we view common
stereotypes and ourselves.

Barry Johnson and Mandy Geal

Understanding some of the most common perceptual
errors can reduce the number of (mistaken)
assumptions we may make:

Key learning points
● Listening is fundamental to
training.
● The levels of listening.
● The listening process.
● Listening is ‘other’ centred.

Introduction
Have you had the experience of
really needing to talk with
someone – needing them to
listen, support, understand;
really seeing the world as you
are seeing it – and coming away
feeling confused, angry, sad and
disillusioned? In short, you were
feeling worse than you did
before talking with that person,
because they didn’t listen. Might
it be that, just occasionally,
someone you are training feels
like that?
In our experience of training
team leaders and managers,
listening emerges as a crucial skill.
The difficulty of getting the
concept of listening across has
heightened our awareness that
most people, most of the time,
don’t listen. What is frustrating, is
that many people actually believe
they are listening when they are
not. Even more frustrating is
finding that I’m not listening,
when I know I should be.
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Levels of listening
In attempting to be analytical
about this subject, we ran into
work by Erik Van Slyke.1 He has
the concept of ‘levels’ of
listening. Our interpretation of
this is as follows.
Level 1 – passive
At this level, somebody is talking
to us but our mind is on
something else. We think we
follow the trend by picking up
one or two words, and then
come to some conclusion based
on the flimsiest information.
Level 2 – responsive
The main difference between
passive listening and responsive
listening is that the supposed
listener uses verbal and nonverbal behaviours (for example,
‘a-ha’, ‘mm’, ‘yes’, a smile or a
nod) meant to indicate listening.
The skill comes in not getting
the response wrong. I’m sure we
have all had the embarrassment
of saying ‘Yes’ when we should,
in fact, have said ‘No’.
Level 3 – selective
This is the first level of real
listening, but only for those
things the listener wants to hear.
The subconscious is active, so
that the mind becomes engaged
for the selected periods,
triggered by self-interest – for
example, registering support for

our point of view, or finding an
opportunity to interrupt and
express our own view.
Level 4 – attentive
This is one step on from selective
listening. It is still self-centred,
and the listener is still focused
on finding a solution or a
resolution that is in accord with
their predilections. The listener is
therefore seeking weaknesses or
opportunities, and responses
tend to be negative, demeaning
or manipulative of the
statements made. This is typical
of the politician’s style.
Level 5 – active
This is true listening. The listener
is ‘other’ centred, attempting
to understand and seek the
meaning in what the other
person is saying. The listener
attends to more than just the
words: phrasing, timing,
selection, emphasis, body
language and facial expression.
Level 6 – empathetic
This level involves more than
trying to understand the other
person’s point of view. Empathy
entails entering into the other
person’s emotions – ‘walking in
the other person’s shoes’. It is a
positive and non-judgemental
engagement, and builds mutual
understanding between the
speaker and the listener.

●

We are influenced by what is most obvious, even
though the most obvious factor isn’t necessarily the
only cause of something.

●

We cling to first impressions, even if they are
wrong.

●

We tend to assume others are like us – think like
us, act like us and feel the same as we do about
people and events.

●

We tend to favour negative impressions over
positive ones.

●

We blame innocent victims for their misfortunes.
When others have problems, we tend to assume
that is the result of negative personal qualities.
When we ourselves have problems, we externalise
the blame: we tend to find outside people or
things to be the cause.

Successful trainers are good listeners
What we have noted is that listening is fundamental
to training. The most important element is listening
to ourselves. Since attempting this, I find myself
asking, ‘Did I really say that? Was it what I meant?’.
Then I take an emotional stance to defend the
indefensible, one that would have been avoided if I
had listened to myself in the first place.

Listening is clearly essential for trainers; it is also very
hard work. Listening is more than just using a skill; it’s
also a matter of emotion and attitude. To be a
listener, we must accept people for who they are,
not what we want them to be. Listening, at its
core, is about respecting the other person’s model
of the world.
For trainers, listening is a key skill. We need to listen,
to understand fully the learning needs of a person or
group and to produce the appropriate training. We
need to listen to people we are training, so we
understand their learning needs fully. In any situation
the key question is ‘What is the purpose of my
listening?’. Be very clear about your purpose in
listening. Without purpose, we have no direction.

“

Listening is fundamental

Summary

to training

”

The effective listener is observationally and mentally
active; has an open mind; seeks meaning in what is
heard; accepts the other person’s mental models,
values and beliefs as correct for that person; and
understands what the needs of the person are and,
where possible, meets them.

Afterthought
Listening has a purpose. The application of the skills
of listening will have no value if we do not make use
of the information gained.
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1 Eric J. Van Slyke, Listening to Conflict, Amacom, 1999.
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It’s good to listen

How to be a good listener: H–U–R
Listening has three basic elements:

Hear, Understand and Respond.

Don’t catch the other person’s
emotions. Acknowledge the other
person’s emotions. Tell them what
we observe. Make it OK for them to
feel the way they do. This helps us
stay in control of ourselves.

Hear the message
Learn to want to listen
We must be willing to focus on the
speaker and the message, learn to
develop an interest in the person
and/or topic, and practise
concentrating on the speaker’s words
and feelings.
Be present
Daydreaming is a nice way to take a
mental vacation. It provides a
comfortable private escape and it is
one of the biggest barriers to active
listening. Choose to ‘be present’.
Focus.
Become a ‘whole-body’ listener
To be active listeners, we must
involve our body. Our ears are tuned
in and so are our eyes, our intellect,
our emotions – our whole body, in
fact. Good listeners give non-verbal
and verbal signs that they are
listening. Sit in an attentive posture,
nod in acknowledgement, make
good eye contact, convey a positive,
encouraging attitude, mirror and
match.
Control distraction
We must control our responses to
distractions or they will control us.
Distractions (for example, telephone,
background noise, unfamiliar
accent/vocabulary, lighting,
headaches, hunger, fatigue) affect
our ability to listen well because of
their variety, novelty and intensity.
Control emotional ‘hot buttons’
Words, issues, situations and
personalities can be emotional
triggers for us. When these issues
trigger our ‘hot buttons’, they tend
to distort – positively or negatively –
the message we are hearing. We
may tune out or prejudge the
message and/or the speaker.
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Recognise feelings. Identify the
emotion we are undergoing from
the way we feel. Now control it.
We are in control of ourselves;
nobody else is.

Levels of listening

Understand the message
Passive listening – all bound up with ourselves

Select the information that is
important. Speakers do not always
say exactly what they mean or
mean exactly what they say. We
need to test understanding and
seek clarification to ensure that
our understanding of the speaker’s
message is accurate.

Be patient. Problems you are having
don’t always have immediate
solutions. Be patient with the other
person – and yourself.
Control emotional reactions. Take
several deep breaths. Emotional
cotton wool can result in
misinterpreting what someone
is saying.
Example from a team-leader
learning event
Janet, a team leader, describes a
situation:
I spoke to Peter, explaining that
he needed to hand in his monthly
report. His performance was fine; I
knew he was new and perhaps
just needed a reminder of the
company procedures. Peter
previously had a critical and
demanding boss who always
found fault with his work. As I
began speaking, Peter became
angry and defensive; I felt his ears
were plugged with emotional
cotton wool. He didn’t hear my
comments as supportive and
reassuring. He exploded: ‘Is there
any boss in this world that’s not
always on your back?’ and
stormed away. I was confused, and
wondered if my boss and I had
made a poor recruitment decision.

Make a conscious choice about
responses. Getting the person to
explain gives us time. That will
prevent a negative or positive
outburst.

Responsive listening – we give the
impression of listening

Be neutral
Our tendency to judge people
distorts our ability to hear their
message. We often spend more time
applying labels to people than
listening to their message.
Example: He’s a typical salesman!
Accept the message
Try to see the other person’s point of
view. Agree where we can, and
reflect and paraphrase what we are
hearing. They may be right. Then
summarise, so that they can correct
us or build on what they have said.
Twisting a message, to make it say
what we want someone to say,
results in our hearing the message
we want to hear, not what is really
being said.

Selective listening – we listen to some
bits but we are planning our response

“

Be very clear

about your purpose
in listening

”

Example: ‘When I listen to
you, time stands still’. Look for
non-verbal signals that might
contradict/clarify what the speaker
is saying verbally. (Does this mean
they think I am boring or
wonderful?) If verbal and
non-verbal signals don’t match,
check that out with the speaker.
Make sure that you have all the
important information before
forming an opinion.

Attentive listening – to find a
solution that suits us

Listen first
Thinking you know what somebody
is going to say can lead to mentally
‘tuning out’ before the speaker has
finished speaking, or to interrupting
the person and finishing their
sentence. In either case, it leads to
misunderstanding, frustration and
possibly even anger and conflict.
Example: I phoned somebody the
other day. ‘It’s about ...’ – I got no
further. She had not responded to
something I had asked about a few
days earlier, so she promptly set off
on an explanation. This was not
what I was calling about. It seemed

to take ages to get her to listen
because she had prejudged what I
was going to say. Frustrating – yes.
Understandable – yes. My fault –
undoubtedly. I must help people
to listen.

Recognise emotional messages
Example: ‘I just failed my NVQ 3,
but it’s no big deal’. (Said smiling,
but with eyes moist, voice shaky,
and eyes downcast.) Do they really
mean what they are saying?
Where was the emphasis in what
was said?
Evaluate, don’t jump to
conclusions.

Active listening – this is engagement
and we want to understand

Empathetic listening – we engage with
the other person’s emotions

Respond to the message
Immediate response
Paraphrase, reflect and summarise
as appropriate, to let the speaker
know what you heard and how
you heard it. Responding allows
you and the speaker to reach a
common understanding.
Example: ‘So it’s the activity
costing that is the problem. You

want me to work through a
practical example. Is that right?’
Summaries that pull the strands
of the information together are
particularly useful in ensuring
understanding and reassuring the
speaker.
Listen now, report later
Report what you heard to
someone else, later. The act of
speaking out loud what you
heard and processed inside
your head helps you to remember
the information. It also
provides clarification of what
you heard.
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