ACTIVE LISTENING

You can avoid misunderstandings by listening properly. Colleagues and clients will feel more appreciated and better motivated if it's clear you're interested in what they have to say. Listening should be an active process, and never more so than when you're meeting someone for the first time, when your objective should be to say as little as possible and learn as much as you can in the shortest possible time. Some people dismiss listening as automatic; others regard it as a skill that's easily acquired. In reality it's neither. There are a number of important principles you need to follow to be a really effective listener: 

Calm yourself. Find an uninterrupted area if possible and keep away from distractions, as they will spoil the flow of the conversation and disrupt concentration.

Demonstrate your interest. You need to care about what people are saying if you are to improve your listening skills. Maintain good eye contact and a positive body posture, but avoid staring or invading your client’s personal space. Sitting and leaning forward will indicate that you are keen to hear what is being said. Be careful not to be sitting on the edge of your seat as this may indicate that you wish to leave! Nodding at the appropriate point can indicate that you understand and agree with what is being said.

Do not interrupt. Keep what you actually say to a minimum. Let the other person finish - often the core meaning is contained in the last few words. Avoid the tendency to finish someone's sentence for him or her, instead of listening to what they are actually saying. This is particularly important when you are working with someone with whom you are familiar. 

Pay attention, and show that you are doing so by your body language for instance by nodding and maintaining eye contact. This will put speakers at their ease. Remember that we rely on other people's facial expressions to tell us how we are performing during a conversation. The good listener doesn't look over someone's shoulder, or write while they are talking. If you have to take notes, explain what you are doing. Blame your poor memory, and make it clear that your note taking. This technique can also be used to demonstrate your interest and the importance of what you are hearing.

Focus on the message.  Facts, information, details, and the story line. People think at about 500 words per minute and speak at around 125 words per minute leaving a lot of time for our minds to wander to such things as a counter argument, similar experiences, what you will be doing later in the day. Listening to content is helped by being as objective as possible i.e. holding back your own feelings about what you are hearing, resisting thoughts about your own experiences and trying to capture the speaker's words.

Demonstrate support - express your interest and encourage others to continue.

Check understanding.  Try to reiterate what the other person has just said, using their words as far as possible. This reassures them that what you heard is what they meant. Summarize and agree the main points before moving on. 

Empathise. Listen with feeling as well as reason. Your main objective is to get inside the other person's head. Listening between the lines of a rational story to hear feelings of excitement, hope, resentment, frustration, etc. It is important to hear these feelings as they can linger far longer than the events to which they are related and therefore could have a great impact on future interactions. Holding back your own feelings likes and dislikes helps listening to feelings. Listen to the words people use, their tone of voice, facial expression and changes in body language. Listen to where emphasis is given, the amount of detail given, the first and the last thing said and the energy used to describe different aspects. 

Prejudice. Do not allow your personal prejudices to influence what you hear.

Relax. Put your colleague at their ease. Remove any tension from the situation wherever possible.

Barriers to listening include:

· Content conflicts with the listener's views, values, beliefs

· The speaker's accent, dialect, manner of delivery 

· The appearance of the speaker 

· Listener preoccupied with own thoughts, concerns etc 

· Listener waiting Impatiently for their turn to talk 

· The speaker is “going on” for too long

· The listener is not interested in the content 

· The listener doesn't want to listen 

· The environment - e.g. too hot, too cold, or other physical distraction

· Tiredness

· External distraction or noise 
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