
Improving Listening Skills

To improve listening skills, we must first recognize barriers that prevent effective 
listening. Then we need to focus on specific techniques that are effective in improv-
ing listening skills.

Barriers to Effective Listening 
As you learned earlier, barriers and noise can interfere with the communication 
process. Have any of the following barriers and distractions prevented you from 
hearing what has been said?

• Physical	barriers. You cannot listen if you cannot hear what is being said. Physical 
impediments include hearing disabilities, poor acoustics, and noisy surroundings. It 
is also difficult to listen if you are ill, tired, uncomfortable, or worried.

• Psychological	barriers. Everyone brings to the communication process a unique 
set of cultural, ethical, and personal values. Each of us has an idea of what is right 
and what is important. If other ideas run counter to our preconceived thoughts, we 
tend to “tune out” the speaker and thus fail to receive them.

• Language	problems. Unfamiliar words can destroy the communication pro-
cess because they lack meaning for the receiver. In addition, emotion-laden or 
“charged” words can adversely affect listening. If the mention of words such as 
abortion or overdose has an intense emotional impact, a listener may be unable 
to think about the words that follow.

• Nonverbal	distractions. Many of us find it hard to listen if a speaker is differ-
ent from what we view as normal. Unusual clothing, speech mannerisms, body 
twitches, or a radical hairstyle can cause enough distraction to prevent us from 
hearing what the speaker has to say.

• Thought	speed. Because we can process thoughts at least three times faster than 
speakers can say them, we can become bored and allow our minds to wander.

• Faking	attention. Most of us have learned to look as if we are listening even 
when we are not. Such behavior was perhaps necessary as part of our socializa-
tion. Faked attention, however, seriously threatens effective listening because it 
encourages the mind to engage in flights of unchecked fancy. Those who practice 
faked attention often find it hard to concentrate even when they want to.

• Grandstanding. Would you rather talk or listen? Naturally, most of us would 
rather talk. Because our own experiences and thoughts are most important to 
us, we grab the limelight in conversations. We sometimes fail to listen carefully 
because we are just waiting politely for the next pause so that we can have our 
turn to speak.
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Keys to Building Powerful Listening Skills
You can reverse the harmful effects of poor habits by making a conscious effort to 
become an active listener. This means becoming involved. You can’t sit back and 
hear whatever a lazy mind happens to receive. The following keys will help you 
become an active and effective listener:

• Stop	talking. The first step to becoming a good listener is to stop talking. Let 
others explain their views. Learn to concentrate on what the speaker is saying, 
not on what your next comment will be.

• Control	your	surroundings. Whenever possible, remove competing sounds. Close 
windows or doors, turn off TVs and iPods, and move away from loud people, 
noisy appliances, or engines. Choose a quiet time and place for listening.

• Establish	a	receptive	mind-set. Expect to learn something by listening. Strive 
for a positive and receptive frame of mind. If the message is complex, think of 
it as mental gymnastics. It is hard work but good exercise to stretch and expand 
the limits of your mind.

• Keep	an	open	mind. We all sift and filter information through our own biases 
and values. For improved listening, discipline yourself to listen objectively. Be fair 
to the speaker. Hear what is really being said, not what you want to hear.

• Listen	for	main	points. Heighten your concentration and satisfaction by looking 
for the speaker’s central themes. Congratulate yourself when you find them!

• Capitalize	on	lag	time. Make use of the quickness of your mind 
by reviewing the speaker’s points. Anticipate what is coming 
next. Evaluate evidence the speaker has presented. Don’t allow 
yourself to daydream. Try to guess what the speaker’s next 
point will be.

• Listen	between	the	lines. Focus both on what is spoken and 
what is unspoken. Listen for feelings as well as for facts.

• Judge	ideas,	not	appearances. Concentrate on the content of 
the message, not on its delivery. Avoid being distracted by the 
speaker’s looks, voice, or mannerisms.

• Hold	your	 fire. Force yourself to listen to the speaker’s entire 
argument or message before reacting. Such restraint may enable 
you to understand the speaker’s reasons and logic before you 
jump to false conclusions.

• Take	selective	notes. In some situations thoughtful notetaking may be neces-
sary to record important facts that must be recalled later. Select only the most 
important points so that the notetaking process does not interfere with your 
concentration on the speaker’s total message.

• Provide	feedback. Let the speaker know that you are listening. Nod your head and 
maintain eye contact. Ask relevant questions at appropriate times. Getting involved 
improves the communication process for both the speaker and the listener.
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Listening is hard work. Unlike 
hearing, it demands total 
concentration. It is an active 
search for meaning, while 
hearing is passive.

“How can I listen to you if you don’t 
say the things I want to hear?”
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