Family and Marriage Column 4.27.08R
Why Can’t We HEAR Each Other?

“The worst thing about a bore is not that he won’t stop talking, but that he won’t let you stop listening.” – Unknown

“Don’t interrupt me when I’m interrupting.” – Winston Churchill

Sally is talking to her husband, George, about problems she is having at work with her new boss. George immediately launches into some proposed solutions even before she is finished. Her response to his ideas is less than enthusiastic. So George wises up and expresses his concern that she sounds pressured and frustrated. Sally opens back up, begins to express her feelings, and George just listens. Chalk up several points for George.

Once again we focus in on the importance of listening, which is the key component of communication, which in turn is the cornerstone of good marital relationships. What are some of the obstacles to effective listening?

First we must overcome our desire to be first. We live in a competitive performance-oriented world. It’s hard to turn off or at least tone down that urge when we are dealing with our spouse. But in order to really hear what our spouse (or child) is saying, we have to lay aside ourselves, almost literally, to concentrate on them.

H. Norman Wright, in his book “More Communication Keys for Your Marriage,” outlines nine obstacles to listening.

Defensiveness: We are busy thinking up rebuttals or excuses to what our spouse is saying. We may reach premature conclusions, we may insert our own (erroneous) expectations, we may be internally rehearsing our response, or we may be reacting to our hot buttons getting pushed.

Personal Biases: We may stereotype certain people or situations and hence turn our listening ear off. Some of us are by nature overly optimistic or pessimistic.

Different Listening Styles: Some people tend to speak straight to the point; others may ramble all around. This is often true when we deal with people from different cultures. Some people need time to prepare and others want to get on with the business at hand.

Inner Struggles: Our emotional state may be such that we have a difficult time listening. Sometimes we may take the blame for the other person’s difficulties, thus removing our ability to objectively hear what they are saying.

Interrupting: Our mind wanders or races on ahead. We come up with these brilliant thoughts or essential questions, and don’t let the other person finish. Since we process words faster than others speak them, we have to make the conscious choice to stay with the speaker or our minds will wander.

Mental Overload: Sometimes outside pressures and events prevent us from listening effectively. We must recognize this, admit it, and ask the speaker for time while we recover and are later better able to listen attentively.

Bad Timing: If we have another time commitment pressing on us, we need to be able to beg forgiveness for not listening and preferably establish a specific future time for a make-up conversation. For most of us most of the time, just before we go to sleep is not a good time for significant conversations.

Physical Exhaustion: Both mental and physical fatigue make it difficult to listen. Let your spouse know you are not able to listen but set a specific future time.

Selective Attention: Sometimes known as filtered listening, we all have a way of screening the information we hear. This enables us to focus in on what is important, but in the process the screen sometimes removes important information. Or the screen may distort the information, particularly if we are in a negative mood.

How do we overcome all the above? First of all, we must consciously choose to lay aside our desire to promote and protect self. Recognize and admit we have weaknesses – exhaustion, biases, etc. Truly attempt to put the other person first, and to understand where they are coming from. The cleanest bodies of water and the most satisfying relationships have both a vigorous inflow and a dynamic outflow.
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