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Active Listening Skills- Handout

“In true listening, we reach behind the words, see through them, to find the person who is being revealed. Listening is a search to find the treasure of the true person as revealed verbally and non-verbally. There is a semantic problem, of course. The words bear a different connotation for you than they do for me.

Consequently, I can never tell you what you have said, but only what I have heard.

I will have to rephrase what you have said, and check it out with you to make sure that what left your mind and heart arrived in my mind and heart intact and without distortion”…                   

                                                                       John Powell

Non Verbal Communication

Non-verbal communication is the first communication we receive from and give to another person. Studies have found that the total impact of a message is about 7% verbal, 38% tone of voice and 55% non-verbal (body posture, gesture, eye contact, facial expression etc.)

Attending well involves being aware of our own non-verbal messages which could be creating barriers as well as attending carefully to the non-verbal clues a person is sending us. It is worth bearing the following in mind. Even if the person cannot actually see you, body language can be detected by sound, tone etc

· Avoid physical barriers between you and the other person and try and sit at equal height

· If the person is a wheelchair user try and find a seat that is equal in height to the wheelchair.

· Be sensitive to the space between the seats; different people will feel comfortable at different distances

· Keep your arms uncrossed (even with non- sighted people) and avoid fiddling or distracting movements

· Face the person and maintain a comfortable degree of eye contact, ensuring that this does not become a fixed stare. People with vision impairment can also tell if you are not facing them when you are talking to them. 

· Sometimes it is helpful to use a light touch of the hand of someone who is visually impaired to indicate the distance you are sitting in relation to them.

Active Listening

The term ‘active listening’ underlines the fact that effective listening is far from a passive process. This active process demands that we first grasp what the person means and then communicate this to them. This demonstrates the helper’s willingness and ability to understand the concerns of the other person. As Volunteers you are not expected to fulfil a counselling role with service users, and in such instances an appropriate referral may need to be made, but having listening skills is essential to developing a relationship of trust and support.  

The skills of active listening are very different from the way we listen in everyday conversation. It means that we not only have to develop new skills, but we also have to unlearn old ones. These skills of active listening include:

· Paraphrasing

· Reflecting feelings

· Summarising

· Using questions

· Focusing

Before looking at these skills, we will look at some types of response that can get in the way of active listening. Here are some possible barriers:

· Thinking about your own experience “The same thing happened to me!” As Volunteers you are not there to talk about your own issues or problems

· Thinking about something quite different whilst the other person is talking

· Thinking about what to say back

· Feeling self-conscious or anxious in the situation

· Working out some advice to give, based on you own personal experience

· Judging the person, either positively or negatively: “Surely you didn’t want to do that!” or “I think you were right to say that.”

· Deep cultural issues

· Ignorance and prejudice

All of these responses get in the way of true listening.  Listening to others therefore includes the following:

· STOPPING TALKING-you can’t listen while you are talking

· DON’T GIVE UP TOO SOON-give person time to say what they want and don’t interrupt

· CONCENTRATE ON WHAT THE PERSON IS SAYING-actively focus on words, ideas, feelings of the speaker

· LOOK AT THE OTHER PERSON-even without vision people can tell whether you are facing them or not

· GIVE SOME VERBAL RESPONSES- such as “Aha” or “Yes” but don’t overdo it

· LEAVE YOUR ISSUES BEHIND- as they can prevent you from listening well

· GET RID OF DISTRACTIONS including pen and paper

· SHARE RESPONSIBILITY FOR COMMUNICATION-try to understand and if you don’t ask for clarification

· REACT TO IDEAS, NOT TO PERSON-don’t let your reaction to person influence your interpretation of what they say

· LISTEN TO HOW SOMETHING IS SAID-a person’s attitudes and emotional reactions may be more important than what s/he says in so many words. Listen for personality, likes, dislikes

· ALLOW PEOPLE TIME AND SPACE TO THINK-avoid temptation to fill silence. If you have time constraint let person know in advance

· AVOID JUMPING TO ASSUMPTIONS-people don’t always think, feel, use words in the same way as you do

· DON’T MAKE HASTY JUDGEMENTS-wait until you are in possession of all the facts

· RESIST FEELING THAT YOU HAVE TO SOLVE THE PROBLEM-if you are focused on finding answers then you are not listening

SKILLS OF ACTIVE LISTENING

1. Paraphrasing: This takes us back to school when we were told to ‘put the following passage into your own words in order to show that you have understood what you have read’. It is a verbal skill that communicates to the other that we have not only heard but understood. They then have a chance to verify the accuracy of what you have heard and understood. You select your own words to describe the other’s experience. In doing this it is important that you do not add to or distort the other’s meaning.

Example: 

Person: I am completely worn out- it’s twice as difficult for me to get around now with physical disability and my family think I am feeling sorry for myself
Volunteer:  You are exhausted trying to adjust to situation  and your family don’t seem to be able to understand

Some possible introductory phrases for paraphrasing:

· So, what I hear you saying is…

· It sounds like you…

· If I understand you correctly…

· You are telling me that…

2. Reflecting:  This is a very important listening tool as it mirrors the meaning and feeling of what has been said. Making an appropriate reflection involves not only identifying accurately the client’s feelings but also selecting with sensitivity the appropriate time, tone of voice and words to convey this to the other. The aim of a reflection is to help the other feel understood, accepted and encouraged to share more of their feelings. It is also important to be tentative in the way in which s/he makes the reflection

Example:

Person: I’m just wasting your time. There must be others who have much more serious problems than me.
Volunteer: You sound as if you are worried that your problems are not important enough.

Person: I’m always being left out. Because I can’t get around as easily people have stopped asking me to go out. 

Volunteer: You sound hurt about being excluded because of people’s lack of understanding of how your disability has affected you 

or

I’m sensing you feel misunderstood and even more isolated because of this

FOCUSING: Useful for pointing person in right direction. One focusing technique that can be useful when the person is unable to express why they are upset, or is confused is to ask the person to use just one word to describe his/her problem. Then the person is asked to put the word in a phrase followed by a simple sentence that describes the problem.

Example:

Volunteer: Tell me in just one word or short phrase what you want?

Person: My family

Volunteer: All right your family. Now put that in a sentence and describe what you want,

Person: I want my family and my family life back 

Other focusing techniques include stopping at something a person mentions repeatedly and gently asking them if they could tell you a little more about that please.

SUMMARISING: This can be useful in clarifying points made in a conversation or when a person gets stuck or goes off the point. It involves pulling together the main strands/points of a discussion and organising them so that they can be reviewed, confirmed or corrected ( Moursund, 1990).

Guidelines

· Put together the key ideas and feelings into broad statements of the person’s basic meanings

· Attend to the person’s various themes and emotional overtones.

· Be brief and direct.

· Do not add to what the person has said, and avoid interpretations and evaluations.

Example:  May I just check that I have understood this correctly? You have told me of a few choices open to you. You could try ringing your sister-in law directly and telling her how you feel, approach your brother or give the situation more time to see what happens. What do you see as the advantages and disadvantages of each of these possibilities?
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