Family and Marriage Column 1.27.08R
Listening to Help Others Discover Themselves

“Of all human activities, man’s listening to God is the supreme act of his reasoning and will.” – Pope Paul VI

“Listening to learn isn’t about giving advice—at least not until asked —but about trying to understand exactly what someone means, how it is that someone looks at and feels about her particular situation.... Listening to learn from a daughter in adolescence, conspiring with her thoughts and feelings, keeps a mother in touch with a daughter’s growing and changing self.” – Elizabeth Debold

Dallas and Nancy Demmitt in their book “Can You HEAR ME Know?” believe there are at least four levels of listening.

First there is No Listening or Nonlistening. People in your presence at this level are not hearing what you are saying. They may have tuned you out or may simply not have the skills to listen effectively.

Then there is Focused Listening. This is your normal conversational listening. The listener looks at the speaker and doesn’t interrupt. People like this listening level because most of us prefer to speak.

Next comes Active Listening. The listener provides feedback to the speaker in the form of summarizing what the speaker said. At this level trust is built and it is possible to clarify miscommunication and resolve conflict.

Finally we come to Discovery Listening. At this level the Demmitts propose that we can significantly impact the lives of others, as well as our own. It enables a deeper level of revelation in the conversation, especially if the other person is talking to us about a problem or concern they have --- with others or with us. We can help others utilize the wisdom they already possess rather than give them a lecture on what they already know. The Demmits identify five steps of Discovery Listening.

Anchoring. If we know who we are we can listen to others in the midst of controversy and even adversity. If your value and worth are firmly grounded, for example based on God’s love for you and not what someone else thinks of you, you can choose not to react when someone is upset and even verbally attacks or demeans you. In our security, we can listen to and help others work through their insecurities.

Focusing. Have you ever tried to talk to someone who was fidgeting with their watch and looking around the room while you spoke? You know they aren’t focused on what you are saying. When we focus on the speaker we maintain eye contact and encourage them with appropriate acknowledgements and brief expressions. We also are honest with others by telling them when we just aren’t able to listen, and we may propose another time/setting.

Summarizing. Providing feedback to the speaker by repeating back to him what he has said in a summary fashion enables both of us to know if the message was understood. Summarizing takes some work because most of us either want to interject our own ideas or ask further questions. Our goal shouldn’t usually be to interrogate the speaker, but rather to understand and hopefully to help the speaker on her verbal journey --- to resolution if she is explaining a concern to you.

Inviting. This step is easy to learn because it’s only a few words: “Say more” or “Is there more?” This may be a painful step, however, if you are part of the speaker’s concerns. Remember your anchor and listen without being defensive or taking offense.

Asking. In this final step when it is evident the speaker is finished, you ask first for permission to ask a question. Keep the questions open, i.e. avoid “yes” or “no” questions. Don’t ask “why” questions; this may put the speaker on the defensive. Get them to amplify their own feelings. As they respond to the questions, go back through the other Discovery Steps as necessary.

Listening as you communicate will build and enhance those relationships, and that’s what it’s all about.
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