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The Surprising Secrets of Listening
The next time you’re in a group of people, look around and try to determine if anyone is listening to anyone else.  If they even bother to put down their cell phones, PDA’s, or video games long enough to actually look at each other, do they focus on the other person or do they remain focused on their own thoughts?  Are they trying to do many things at once --- multiplexing --- or do they give 100% of their attention to what is in front of them?  Do they have trouble remembering names, forgetting the introduction seconds after it occurred?  

Try this on yourself.  After a conversation with a co-worker or a family member, try and remember the conversation.  What was said, how was it said, what were the emotions being expressed?  What was the key point they were making?  How did you react to it?

If you’re like most of us, you’ll fail the test.  Sadly, listening is a dying art form, long-neglected and underappreciated.  We’re simply not paying attention, and the result is catastrophic to our personal relationship, our careers, our businesses, and our lives.  

Today’s issue gives you some valuable tips to beef up your listening skills.  Read on…

Lessons from the Ancients

It may come as a surprise to you, but the “secret lessons” of Listening were written about and discussed several thousand years ago,  Apparently, nobody was listening when these lessons were being transmitted, because here we are in the 21st century and I still think we’re not listening effectively!  Over 2,000 years before the birth of Christ, the ancient Taoist philosopher Wen-Tzu wrote: 


“Listening is to convey wisdom, to foster action, and to bring achievement and honor…. The highest learning involves listening with the spirit, middling learning involves listening with the mind, lower learning involves listening with the ear.” 


“When you do not listen deeply to something, you do not know it clearly; when you do not know it clearly, then you cannot plumb its essence, and when you cannot plumb its essence you cannot perfect its practice.” 



(Thomas Cleary, translations, The Taoist Classics, Boston 2003) 

Wen-Tzu goes on to describe in greater detail how to listen and learn:    


“The general principles for listening are to empty the mind so that it is clear and calm: discount moods and don’t be full of them, have no thoughts and no rumination.”  


“Let the eyes not look at random, let the ears not listen at random.  Concentrate the vitality of the mind, so that it builds up and the inner attention is fully consolidated.”



(T. Cleary, translations, The Taoist Classics, Boston 2003) 

Of course, in ancient China, there were no distractions such as television, radio, the internet, and text messaging, so you might suppose that listening was easier in such a simpler time.  But you have to wonder:  what would happen if you could REALLY listen with 100% of your attention?  

Active Listening
The modern authorities on the subject of Listening are Carl R. Rogers and Richard E. Farson, co-authors of the book Active Listening.   They teach that active listening involves three stages:  


-- Non-verbal communication (sensitivity to the whole message)


-- Cues (what are the signals being sent)


-- Paraphrasing, clarifying, summarizing (actively work to clarify and remember)

They also point out that only 7% of the message is contained the words themselves.  The rest is the tone of voice (emotions) and our non-verbal body language. 

In short, they absolutely concur with ancient philosopher Wen-Tzu.  Listening occurs on at least three levels (spirit, mind and body) and goes way beyond simple hearing.  It cannot be done if one is pre-occupied with the “internal conversation” and it is rarely effective when done while trying to multitask.  

In my own book Precision Selling, I have devoted an entire chapter to the subject of Listening and how it relates to Sales.  Read chapter 9, entitled “Shut up and Listen.”  

To summarize:  Listen with 100% focus, on all three levels (physical, mental, spiritual).  Don’t try to multi-task, eliminate all distractions, remove attention from yourself, and give full attention to your communication partner.  

To your Success!
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