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Listening – a skill we are born with?

Listening is something we do as naturally as 
breathing. We listen from the moment we enter this 
world – and even before we are born. However, being 
able to listen is not the same as knowing how to do 
it with great care or attention. As any parent will tell 
you, children are seemingly able to listen but not pay 
any attention when asked to do certain things! 

In our modern age of mobile phones and social  
media, the quality of our attention when listening  
is dissipating at an accelerated rate. A study into  
the effect of modern life on our attention span 
found that it had dipped from 12 minutes in 1998  
to just five minutes 10 years later. And that was  
over 12 years ago – no doubt it has reduced again  
in the intervening decade with the advent of Twitter, 
Instagram and other social media platforms.

These new information sources and the fast-paced 
way we consume them can mean we now have 
significantly less time to think and to make our 
thoughts heard. Paying full, uninterrupted attention 
to someone as they think out loud can therefore be 
one of the most powerfully transforming things  
we can offer in the mentoring space.

Types of listening

Often, we find ourselves listening in a rush. We scan 
the conversation to try and hurry the speaker along 
to their key point so that we can jump in, offer a 
solution and be on our way to the next demanding 
interruption. 

We look to shortcut conversations all the time.  
For example, we may try to finish the speaker’s 
sentences with our own words because we  
‘just know’ what they are going to say. 

Except that if we do that, we don’t know for sure 
that those were the words the speaker was going to 
choose. Despite our best efforts, all we have actually 
done is ride roughshod over their ideas, thoughts and 
emotions by trying to jump in too early with our ideas, 
thoughts and emotions. We have disempowered them 
in one fell swoop. How can they solve the problem in 
their own unique way if we don’t let them think out 
loud and do their best thinking?

There are two main kinds of listening – the first,  
known as ‘listening to respond’, is the method 
described above. It means listening with the sole 
purpose of thinking about how we are going to 
respond (or not) to the other person. 

The alternative is ‘listening to understand’.  
This is where listening can become a powerful tool 
– but only if your attention is completely focused on 
understanding the other person’s point of view. 

This type of listening is much, much harder than our 
usual shortcut-style, but it can also have much more 
impact. 

How to really listen to someone 
– Generative attention

From Julian Treasure’s TED Talk – ‘5 Ways to ‘Listen Better’.  
Rasa is the Sanskrit word for essence.
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https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/health/news/3522781/Stress-of-modern-life-cuts-attention-spans-to-five-minutes.html


Why listening matters

Listening skills are perhaps the most valuable part  
of communication and a key part of how we establish 
trust and rapport, which we covered in an earlier 
module. Being an active listener requires openness, 
empathy and curiosity.

When you are listening deeply to someone it’s 
notable that the quality of their thinking increases 
significantly. Their thoughts flow uninterrupted; they 
look at the situation in different ways and consider 
alternative solutions that neither the speaker nor  
the listener could have achieved in a different set  
of circumstances. Most tellingly, the solution the 
speaker settles on is highly likely to be different from 
the listener’s own list of possible solutions. This is 
because it is the product of their own world view, 
made up from their own unique experiences. 

What is it about the full attention of a listener  
that has such a profound effect on the speaker? 
Nancy Kline very eloquently sums it up in her book 
‘Time to Think’: 

“The best conditions for thinking, if you really stop 
and notice, are not tense. They are gentle. They are 
quiet. They are unrushed. They are stimulating but 
not competitive. They are encouraging. They are 
paradoxically both rigorous and nimble.”

Techniques to help you listen more actively

Be in no doubt: to stay quiet, absorbed and not 
interrupt can feel incredibly difficult at first. It requires 
discipline and exceptional self-control to not simply 
present our own ideas for a solution. 

Even when you feel that you are not doing these 
things, be aware of how they can ‘leak’ out of your 
body language – for example, in the way you nod, 
make small comments like “I totally understand”  
or ask questions that lead the speaker towards  
your sure-fire solution. 

Initially, you might feel that by staying quiet you are 
not really helping your mentee, but rest assured that 
allowing someone the space to develop their thinking 
and come up with their own solutions is far more 
powerful in the long run.

• Ideally, try to keep a neutral but encouraging 
face, stay still and tune your thoughts to be utterly 
absorbed in what the person is saying. 

• It’s natural for your thoughts to stray but notice 
when this is happening and bring your focus back 
on the person in front of you. 

• Watch what happens – pause longer than you feel 
you can stand and see if they have more to say. 

• Give both of you a calm and peaceful space away 
from your busy lives for just an hour and see what 
shows up when you do.

Find out more

‘Time to Think’ by Nancy Kline – an extraordinary book on the power of deep listening 
and attention. She has a delightful and easy way of explaining this and making her ideas 
accessible and straightforward to follow. 

‘5 Ways to Listen Better’ Ted Talk by Julian Treasure – some useful points about listening 
more consciously plus exercises to help improve your listening skills.

bethebusiness.com

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Time-Think-Listening-Ignite-Human/dp/0706377451/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3BOSXXSJIKFKO&keywords=time+to+think+nancy+klein&qid=1578912562&sprefix=time+to+think+%2Caps%2C141&sr=8-1
https://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_5_ways_to_listen_better

