Hone Your Listening Skills for Winning Communications
Shh! Your employees are speaking

by Woody Sears, International School on Management, Vilnius, Lithuania
Communicating is as much about listening as telling.
I asked the director of a university language department which communication skills she found most useful. “You have to love the people who work with you, and you have to listen ‘til it hurts.” Hurts? “Oh, yes,” she said, “listening is an intense process. It requires discipline.” She laughed. “Yes, sometimes it hurts, but you owe it to the people you love.”

That’s a splendid response, but I don’t know any man who would have spoken so freely about loving co-workers. Maybe many corporate communications issues begin here. Back when Theories X and Y were discussed more often, I suggested that Theory Y was difficult for many men because it sounds feminine, while Theory X (with its authoritarian overtones) sounds masculine. So, what’s a typical guy going to choose? A management style that’s more feminine than masculine? I don‘t think so.

The gift only you can give
My friend Peter Hansen (who spent 25 years as attorney Lee Baldwin on the enduring daytime drama, General Hospital) met fellow actor Tom Selleck and reported, “For about 30 seconds, I felt like I was the most important person in his life.” That’s an extreme case of tuning into someone, staying in the moment, and paying attention with all your senses. Not everyone can do that on their best days. Could you? Can you give the gift of undivided attention?

In the old authoritarian days, managers were taught to tell subordinates, “Don’t come to me with a problem unless you bring one or two solutions for me to consider.” That approach drove problems underground and co-workers away. Managers didn’t have to listen.

Usually, employees come to managers for information or permission. Why not (1) listen; (2) ask, “What do you think you ought to do?” then (3) close by saying, “Let me know how it comes out.” When you understand the logic here, really listening – even to people with major personal problems – becomes a powerful managerial tool.

Developing listening skills lets you:

· Learn more about individuals, their strengths and competencies. 

· Get early warning when problems are forming in the work group. 

· Discover when individuals are overloaded and overstressed. 

· Demonstrate that you’re available to listen, a powerful message! 

Really busy? Ask, “Is this urgent, or can we talk at two o’clock?” If serious personal problems are involved, remember: You don’t have to solve them! Look at the three steps, above. (Most people know what they should do – once they clarify the issue and are encouraged to do what they know is best.) In a worst-case scenario, you can refer the employee to the company’s Employee Assistance Program. But stay focused on the employee’s need to be heard, and everything probably will go just as it should.

The major challenge
Listening is difficult because we’re impatient (get to the point!) or bored (I don’t care about any of this!) or distracted by something more pressing. This is where the hurt comes in, because it’s hard to suppress those other agendas and pay attention – even to your spouse or child or parent. They blather on, and your mind wanders. So get involved. Try active listening: Make sure you understand both the purpose and the content of the message. Here are some ways to intervene:

Let me make sure I’m hearing you correctly. What you’re saying is ...

1. You’re really upset that ... 

2. How did it make you feel when … 

3. What you’re asking of me is to … 

4. Could you let go of your anger and try seeing things differently? 

5. Can you see some ways to improve the situation? 

6. How do you see this working out? 

7. How would you like to see this get resolved? 

8. What steps do you see that need to be taken? 

9. What are you willing to do/give up to get this resolved? 

10. How will you know when things are okay? 

Comments of this type will keep most conversations focused. If the speaker is angry, you can say, “Your anger’s getting in the way of my hearing you. Can you calm down so I can hear what’s upsetting you?” Or, “Slow down. There’s too much information for me to handle.” Or, “Let’s take a break so you can compose yourself.”

The Gift for You
Sometimes, co-workers use careful wording – you’re being given information if you can break the code. You might hear something like, “With all this talk about layoffs and maybe the plant’s going to close, it’s hard for us to pay attention to the numbers.” That’s an opportunity to use interruption #1, above: “Are you telling me we’re going to miss our numbers this week?”

The reply might be, “Something like that.” You respond, “I appreciate the heads-up. Is there something you think I should do?”

Your co-worker says, “Nobody’s interests will be served if we give them an excuse for laying us off.” You follow with, “You think it would be helpful if I come up with some sort of pep talk to get everyone focused?” And the reply is, “Something like that.”

Even when people want to be helpful, most will be careful not to tell their manager what to do. Managers who don’t listen carefully might miss the hint. Develop your competence as a listener. It will really pay off for you!



Dr. Woody Sears has been training managers and leaders since 1967. Tested in more than 200 organizations and presented in more than 100 public seminars, his techniques for resolving organizational conflicts have helped thousands of managers — just like you — to solve problems, develop employees, and enhance their personal effectiveness.

Beyond consulting and presenting public seminars (mostly on project management), he has designed customized project management systems for a number of companies and government agencies. Throughout his career, he has worked to simplify essential management information so it's accessible to everyone.

One of the keys to simplification is to generalize, to demonstrate that pay-off behavior at work pays off at home, too; that workers, siblings and your own kids look to you for something, and when you can deliver it, your life becomes simpler and more successful.

What's the "it" others want from you?

They want you to lead them to their success, their satisfaction, their security, and to acknowledge their contributions; to confirm them as individuals worthy of self-esteem!

That's all there is to it. There are some tools and techniques that will help you, all of them rooted in management theory, scientifically proved and validated. That's why this stuff is important, and why these five books will be valuable to you.

Dr. Sears’ 2007 book, The Front Line Guide to Communicating with Employees, is available from HRD Press. Contact http://www.hrdpress.com or 800-822-2801. For support in resolving organizational conflicts, contact woodysears@yahoo.com directly

