
Active Listening

Active listening means fully concentrating on what is being said rather than 

passively ‘hearing’ the message of the speaker.  A conscious effort must be 

made to hear not just the words another person is saying but also the 

message being sent.  Active listening is about building rapport, 
understanding, and trust and learning to actually hear what the other person 

is saying, not just want you think they are saying or what you want to hear.  
It involves listening with all the senses and requires understanding, 

responding and remembering what is being said.  Active listening is a model 
for respect and understanding and is a way to gain information and 

perspective.   Being a better listener can improve the ability to influence, 
persuade and negotiate and help avoid conflict and misunderstandings.  By 

understanding your personal style of communicating, you will go a long way 
towards creating good and lasting impressions with others. 

Great communication skills require a high level of self-awareness.  Self-
awareness is having a clear perception of your personality, including 

strengths, weaknesses, thoughts, beliefs, motivation, and emotions.  It 
allows you to understand other people, how they perceive you, your attitude 

and your responses to them in the moment.  Having self-awareness creates 
the opportunity to make changes in one’s behavior and beliefs and is one of 

the attributes of Emotional Intelligence and an important factor in achieving 
success.   Having a clear understanding of your thought and behavior 

patterns helps you understand other people and this ability to empathize 
facilitates better personal and professional relationships. 

When engaged in active listening, listeners should remain neutral and non-
judgmental by not taking sides or forming opinions, especially early in the 

conversation.  Active listening is also about patience - pauses and short 
periods of silence are okay and listeners should not be tempted to jump in 

with questions or comments every time there are a few seconds of 
silence.  Active listening involves giving the other person adequate time to 

explore their thoughts and feelings. 

Interest should be shown when someone is speaking and is accomplished by 

using both verbal and non-verbal messages such as maintaining eye contact, 
nodding your head and smiling or agreeing by saying ‘Yes’ or ‘Mmm hmm’ to 

encourage them to continue.  Meetings conducted by telephone need to 
focus on verbal messages to convey our interest, such as: 



 The listener can demonstrate they’ve been paying attention and 

reinforce they have an interest in what is being said by asking 
relevant, direct questions and/or making statements that build on or 

help to clarify what the speaker has said.  

 Be deliberate with your listening and remind yourself frequently the 
goal is to truly hear what the other person is saying. Clear your mind 

of all other thoughts and concentrate on the message.  

 Reflecting is closely repeating or paraphrasing what the speaker has 

said in order to show comprehension and demonstrate understanding. 
Repeating a summary in the listener’s own words also gives the 

speaker a chance to make corrections, if necessary.  

 Give feedback by respectfully stating your initial thoughts on the 

situation and share pertinent information and observations. Part of the 
feedback may involve talking about the possible consequences of 

inaction. Take your cues from what the person is saying – for example, 
“What happened the last time you stopped taking the medicine your 

doctor prescribed?” or “Because of the trend we’re seeing with SNAP 
quality control errors we need to ensure the county is diligent in 

following our recommendations and will be following up. If these errors 
continue to occur throughout this review period, it’s possible the 

county will be required to write a Corrective Action Plan (CAP) specific 
to this situation.” 

 Be candid, open and honest in your responses. 

 Validate the speaker’s concerns, problems, issues and feelings. Listen 
openly and with empathy. Respond in an interested way – for 

example, “We appreciate your willingness to talk about this issue…” 

 Use brief, positive prompts to keep the conversation going and show 

you are listening – for example, “umm-hmmm,” “Oh?” “I understand,” 
“Then?” “And?”  
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