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Listening Helps Us Understand

When we pay close attention to a message, we do so with the desire to
understand what someone is attempting to communicate. The goal of
understanding a message provides us the opportunity to ask questions to

seek clarification or gather more information when necessary.

Listening Helps Us Learn

When we listen, we have the ability to learn important information.
When we listen in order to learn, we may discover more about the likes
and dislikes of our friends and family members, how to master a new

skill, or the positions held by political candidates during an election
se situations, the process of listening to learn

campaign. In each of the

allows us to grow as individuals because we learn new things.
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acknowledge value for another person’s ideas by paying attention to their
presentations. You might even improve your grades by recalling more
information on exams. In this chapter, we will explore why listening is
important, why our listening sometimes fails, and how to listen carefully,
critically, and ethically. Learning the importance of listening effectively

and communicating clearly can help improve our relationships with oth-
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distance. We typically pay little attention to these sounds. Listening,
on the other hand, is the Process

when we f(?cus On a teacher’s presentation, Pay attention to our friend
confiding in us, or attempt to understand the messages delivered
through the media.

Listening Is Not a Natural Process

Many people believe listening is a natural process, something that occurs
without a great deal of effort. However, the process of listening is more
complex than the act of physically receiving messages. The act of listening
actually requires effort on behalf of the listener. Notice that the definition
of listening contains the phrase “giving thoughtful attention” to another.
The act of listening is an active but not necessarily natural process. When

listening, we must focus, attempt to understand, and respond to what
others are saying.

Q’} Why We Sometimes Fail to Listen

Think about recent situations in which you were expected to listen. Were
you willing to confirm some people but not others? Similarly, were you
able to understand some speakers but not able to follow others? Michael
Nichols, a listening researcher, reveals that we sometimes fail to listen
because “the simple art of listening isn’t always so simple” Listening
requires work, and “to listen well we must forget ourselves” and focus our
attention on another (Nichols, 1995, p.3).

We often fail at listening for many reasons. Listening interference
is anything that stops or hinders a listener from receiving a message.
Although interference can be external to the listener (such as noises that
capture our attention or visual distractions), there are also many forms
of internal interference (distracting thoughts or feelings) that hinder us
from openly receiving a message. We will explore the most common of

kinds of interference here.

Pseudolistening
Pseudolistening occurs when listeners act like they
are listening or pretend to be paying close attention
to the message. Pseudolisteners appear to be focused
on the speaker. They make eye contact, provide
nonverbal feedback such as nodding in agreement
or smiling at the appropriate times, and genuinely
seem interested in the message; however,
pseudolisteners are actually distracted by .
other thoughts. Internally, these listeners °
are thinking of other things (or not thinking
much at all) instead of actually focusing
on the speaker’s message. Pseudolistening
occurs when listeners are bored, disintereste
or preoccupied with other thoughts,

g
vi
i |
2
4

-

)
P

(=%

]

listening

process of giving thoughtful attention to
another person’s words and understanding
what you hear,

listening interference
anything that stops or hinders a listener from
receiving a message.

pseudolistening

when listeners act like they are listening or
pretend to be paying close attention to the
message

Listening requires effort on the part of the
listener. What signs are these two people
giving that indicate they are actively listen-
ing to one another?
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selective listening

when listeners only pay attention to particular

Selective Listening

Selective listening occurs when listeners only pay attention to

—

art;
parts or sections of a message. Selective listeners may tune oyt co;ﬁme: %
' parts or sections of a message or only pay attention to parts of a lengthy message that seep, the n?l
| interesting to them. They may turn the radio on only to listen Closdog,
1 the weather report or road conditions. In class, ¥

perk up and pay close attention after a teacher
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a teacher asks aboyt absences or
reasons for late assignments, A
teenager may listen defensive]

when parents ask questions aboyt
her day, hearing the questions ag
mistrust rather thap curiosity or
interest. Defensive listeners o .
sume others are being mean spir-
ited, even when that is not the

intention of the speaker, and they
hear comments an

d questions as
challenges or as demonstrations of
a lack of respect.

Ambushing

Ambushing is listening carefully -
to information in order t, attack
what the speaker has to say. When
prosecutors cross-examine wit-

relationships, We sometimes listen to those we are in a conflict with
to find ways to attack their reasons or arguments rather than under-
stand them.

Insulated Listening
Insulated listening is purposefully
of information. Insulated listenin
instead of listening to key parts
choose to ignore any undesirabl
parent explains the reasons a te

avoiding listening to specific pieces
g is the opposite of selective listening:
of information, insulated listeners will
e topic that arises. For example, when a

enager needs to have a curfew or when
a roommate provides a numbers of reasons why making a chore chart

is important to help keep the apartment clean and the division of labor
fair, the teenager or roommate may decide she or he does not want

to listen to the explanations and insulates her- or himself by ignoring
those reasons.

Insensitive Listening

Insensitive listeners pay attention to the content or literal meaning of
the message without attending to the relationship level of the meaning.
When listeners fail to acknowledge the relationship level or other
subtle meanings in a message, they are insensitive to others’ feelings on
the topic. For example, Ivy tells her professor that she will be missing
two weeks of class because her mother is having major surgery and
needs additional help at home. Hoping for a sympathetic response,
Ivy is surprised when her professor states that the absences will not
be excused and she should plan to e-mail the assignments so they

exhibit? What type of listeners would you
describe them as?

What listening behaviors do these students

ambushing

listening carefully to information in order to
attack what the speaker has to say.

insulated listener

listener who purposefully avoids listening to
specific pieces of information,

insensitive listener
listener who pays attention to the content
or literal meaning of the message without

attending to the relationship level of the
meaning.
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Mgny people “listen” best by seeing some-
thing in order to understand it. Others
understand best when they hear something
explained. What mode of listening suits

information i I
N in detail. When Phillip tells his parents what he is

learning at sch
ool, he ofte s best?
heard i cliss. N repeats much of the information he has -
® Sierra was an art hj :
P history major. She enjoyed taking art history
lestofitein e profe§sors in the department who showed exam-
‘ D ¢ dilterent artists’ work. Sierra knew that without actually
en‘o(gj e zﬂwqu, she would struggle understanding the different
p § and artists. For Sierra, seeing was the easiest way for her
to learn. emgm e
. experiential listener
The students described here “listen” in different ways. Loretta is an ~ ''stenerwhoeams best by touching, :
experiential listener. She learns best when she can touch, explore, and ZZ‘::";‘S;’““ partcipating 1o what is being %
. e . . . " - 4l :
participate in what is being described. She is the type of person who often 'i

says, “Let me try that,” in order to learn the material. In the second exam-
ple, Phillip is the “explain it to me” person. He is an auditory listener
because he needs to hear verbal descriptions and explanations. Even if he
reads the textbook, he understands the material better after hearing the
professor talk about it. In the final example, Sierra needs to see something
to understand it because she is a visual listener. Visual listeners often use
the phrase “Show me” in order to fully comprehend new information

(Kolb, 1984; Sims & Sims, 1995).

auditory listener
listener who needs to hear verbal descriptions

and explanations.

visual listener
listener who needs to see something in order

1o understand it.
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Content-oriented listener

listener who pays close attention to the facts
and details of a message.

action-oriented listener

listener who wants speakers to provide clear,
detailed, and straight-to-the-point information,
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How Can You Listen More Effectively?

Take a few minutes to evaluate your listening skills.

1. Describe when you felt the most engaged with a face-to-

face conversation this week. What was engaging about the
conversation? Did you or the other person exhibit active
listening?

- At what point in the face-to-face communication did you

feel most distant from what was happening? Explain what
type of interference there was or other reasons why you felt
distanced.

- Consider what your responses indicate about your listening

style and preferences. Also notice what types of interference
may hinder your ability to listen. Now consider what you can
do to listen more effectively in face-to-face communication
(Brookfield, 1995).

ticular behaviors to indicate thejr desire
to end the interaction, Time-oriented
listeners may verbalize that they only have “10 minutes to meet,” may
co{qstgntly check their watches, or even abruptly end conversations.
This listening style can be quite effective in meeting deadlines, but it can

also make speakers feel uncomfortable or insulted if they feel rushed to
deliver their message.

Although most of us have a distinct listening style, or at least two
strong listening preferences, it is important to consider which listening
style is best suited for different types of interactions. Because each of the
four listening styles has distinct advantages and disadvantages, one may
be more appropriate than another for the context of a specific commu-

nication act. For example, you may be an active listener in class when an

instructor is explaining a new assignment and then become a people-ori-

ented listener when your roommate reveals that her romantic relation-

ship just ended. If you were to approach the roommate’s breakup with
a time- or action-oriented approach, then you might unintentionally
hurt her feelings. Similarly, if you approach your instructor’s explanation
from a people-oriented style, you may cause considerable confusion or

even humor in the discussion.

& Speaker Interference

As you have learned, there are many reasons why listeners have diffi-

time-oriented listener

listener who views time as a commodity and
does not want to have it wasted and wants
speakers to be clear, succinct, and to the

point.

culty understanding and remembering information presented to them.
Listener interference and listening styles are two important factors.
However, there are times when listeners have difficulty listening to a
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® Martin was a ;
closeiio preszﬁfcal 2(;’ ::i;:lf}' laln informative speech in class, and he
Jelly Sandwich itled “How to Make a Peanut Butter and

° ki i
g‘: Seﬁil’:eor;d a speech at her high school graduation and read
. , the Places You'll Go! to her senior class.

® Jorge was invited to

P Speak to a gro . v
informed them aboy group of computer scientists and

t the history of computers.

In each of these situatj
_ lons, the messages pr implisti
for the audience. When listene S

rs already possess the information ided
provide
tt:,) $$’ they can l?ecome bpred or easily distracted. As speakers, we need
: e SI;]re our .mformatxon Is appropriate for our audience. We need
0 ensure that our information is neither too complex nor too simplistic.

interference Caused by Language

Interference can also be caused by language that is unclear. Language

that is too formal, too casual, too noninclusive, or too cluttered makes it
easy for listening to fail.

Too Formal Asdiscussed in Chapter 4, jargon refers to technical language
used by professional groups. Jargon can be confusing for listeners who do
not know what a particular word or acronym means. Imagine listening
as your doctor tells you that “if you experience pain in your upper quad-
rant then you can take medicine PRN” When language is too formal, it
becomes difficult to understand the message.

Too Casual Language can be difficult to listen to if it is too casual. It is
easy to fall into our familiar, everyday language patterns, which may be
too casual for our audience. One common way for language to be too ca-
sual is when it uses slang, or informal nonstandard language. A teenager
telling her parents that the “band raised the roof with one totally:’ sick
song after another” and a student saying “she was hotting me up" as a
way to describe someone interfering in his business are clear examples of
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Images and ideas” Y P

Uncluttered: “Effective writers use vivid stories to present their idess”
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Backgpund and Occupation Differences in race, ethnicity, religion,
education, occupation, upbringing, and economic status can affect our
listening. If we hold assumptions or make judgments about people based
on their backgrounds ang Occupations, we may forget to be open to lis-

tening to their experiences.
As listeners, we need to remember that difference simply means dif-

ferent. When we refrain from focusing on differences and remember to
be open enough to listen to others, we can overcome interference caused

by differences.

Interference Caused by Technology '
The amount of technology constantly available to us can create interference.

When a cell phone rings during class; a sporting event is broadcast on
television, radio, or the Internet; or a new message is posted to our soc:ale -
media accounts, our attention can quickly turn from the person w

talking wi imately 94 percent of today’s college
<ing with to the technology. Approxm%ate y :
studefts and 75 percent of today’s middle- and high-school students

own cell phones (Burns & Lohenry, 2010; Reavy, 2008). With so many

i i ir phones, cell-phone etiquetie
ing, talking, and texting on their p ; ‘
E:: Il)::cf)ar;l?;g importgant topic of conversation. Shari Burns and Kevin
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help Zlarify information or demonstrate your understanding,

o Offer feedback. Providing appfop‘riate‘ and.timely t'e‘el(?lsa\ck iSan.
other important strategy for effective hste.mng. vay mg “‘0‘“\'!21\
bal feedback such as nodding your head in agreement, ?mlmg at
the right moment, and using direct body orientation (facing thoge
who are speaking, maintaining a relaxed, alextt, and open body po-

sition) can help ensure you are listening carefully to the spea\se\r, In
addition, offering verbal feedback can show others you are liste.
ing carefully to their message.

careful listener
listener who overcomes | istener interfer-

ence in order to listen effectively to another
Person’s message.

s

® Ask for clarification. When you do not understand sOme-

one because of language, style, message complexity, or the like,
respectfully ask for clarification.

How to Listen Critically

To listen critically means that you assess the strengths and weaknesses
of someone’s information, Listening critically does not mean th

at you
immediately judge the person or message or listen to find fault with a

message. Rather, critical listeners listen Jor the accuracy of content and
the implications of a message. This means that critical listeners remain
Open to new ideas, listen carefully to areas of disagreement, and consider
how someone else’s ideas affect oneself and one’s community.

Guidelines for Critical Listenin

listener

10 listens for accuracy of content
nlications of a message.

ssage and explore areas of agreement or dis-
0 assess a person’s credibility to decide if she
present information on the subject. Next, we

agreement. First, we need t
or he has the authority to
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“America really influence.

S the world . .~ they spoke with?

“America is wh, i : 2. Have you been In a situation in which you listened to
away with k’Oﬂ’\a'f St YU with one hand and then el th\ngg you agreed with and did not agree with? What
K ; listening strategies did you use?

I'love America, andg | hate America.”

“Most Americans don’t underst
ve and what is going on. We 3

3. If you could go around and ask people a question with
a commitment to hearing answers you might not agree
with, what would that question be?

and how we live where we
€ not a terrorist people.”

need to analyze whether arguments
evidence. Finally, we need to determ
own lives or the lives of others,

presented were supported by sound
ine what effect a message has on our

* Does the person have the experience, expertise, or ability to access
accurate information on the subject? Does he or she have a Pc;r-
sonal stake in the outcome leading to possible bias on the topic?

* How fully has the person developed an idea? Is the i.nformati‘on
based mostly on fact or on opinion? Where did the information
come from? Is the information recent?

i e?
* How does the information fit with what you kx}ow tof 3«1: t;xes-
-’ What information is new? What are the implications of the
5 sage for you and your community?
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Lhaoter Summary

Listening Is Important for Several Reasons

Listening allows us to confirm others, understand a
'rlnessage, and learn something new.
stening also provides us the opportunity to become
ngaged citizens and possibly work toward imp. noviRg et
'MMmunities, relationships, and workplaces.

Important to Understand the Misconcep-
 about Listening

dea that listening is a natural process is not accurate;
’s effort to listen,

lief that listening and hearing are the same is also a
Ception. Hearing is the physiological process that
aFe when sound waves travel in our eardrums;

15 paying close attention to another’s words.

'times Faijl to Listen for Three
leasons

inli i
i ”Ste‘_'"”g styles and preferences (experiential
ory listeners, visyal listeners, people-oriented

TENING

]

content-oriented listeners, action-

; . 0riem
d time-oriented listeners) can

Mpedq oy

listeners,

Jisteners, an
ability to understand others.

. There are many types of listener inteﬁerean -
our ability to understand a message fully: ps%dt ingg
ing, selective listening, defensive listening, amb::hsite”
insulated listening, insensitive Iistening, stage hos(;\:.‘g'

ng,

and technology.
. Failing to listen can also be caused by speaker

ence because of information, language, differe
technology.

There Are Several Ways to Improve
Our Listening
-+ To listen effectively, we must overcome obstacles tha
interfere with our ability to listen to others, t
- To listen critically, we need to assess the strengths
and weaknesses of a person’s message.
+ To listen civilly, we need to remain open to new
ideas and information, even when we may disagree
with those ideas.
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~Ctivities and Web Links

Key Concepts

e 2 e et

action-oriented listener (108) defensive listener (104) ]
ambushing (105) experiential listener (107} — -. w‘ ener 1
auditory listener (107) hearing (102) "‘"“"'--; R
careful listener (114) insensitive listener (105) mehectie Stmning (D4

civil fistener (116) insulated listener (105) """""! P
confirming (100) listening (103) S29= heaging s,
content-oriented listener (108) listening interference (103) :::--uf-n-.. e
critical listener (114) listening style (108) g Chttter 1733,

m—

Invitation to Human Communication Online

\\\

Speech Communication CourseMate includes an interactive eBook and interactive learm.-
g 1o0ls including National Geographic Explorer videos, student videos, quizzes, flagh
cards, and more. Speech Builder Express 3.0 and Speech Studio 2.0 are aiso available Go
o vengagebrain.com to access your CourseMate for Invitation to Human o
where these resources can be found.

Further Reflection and Discussion

- Do you ever hold more than one conversation atatime— 2. Makea fist of cell ph

il

for example, texting with a friend while also chatting Compare them with : h DS Aty
online? Discuss experiences where you were able to lists. Can you m;ﬂ*m‘ m mmamnmu
2 Comsensus?

iisten well or not listen well in this situation. What is lost 3 T
when holding two conversations at once? What might - Thinkofa mm'm‘!nxri "

be gained?

Vit cengagebrain.com to access the CourseMate for Invitation to Human Communication
wnere these activities and web links can be found.

by

b

e

- Watch this brief humorous video that depicts three people in a listening situation.
What listening style does each person use? What types of interference do YOu notice?

Go 1o Web link 5.1.

Watch this video clip demonstrating self-centered listening. Now write a brief para-
graph explaining what the self-centered listener might have said to show she was 2
skilied listener and communicator. Go to Web link 5.2.

Wiake 2 list of all the jargon used in your workplace or in the discipline in which you
are majoring in college. For examples of scientific jargon, go to Web fink 5.3.



