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LISTENING WITH EMPATHY

Empathy withers and dies when we fail to acknowledge
the humanity of other people—their individuality and
uniqueness—and treat them as beings of less than
equal worth to ourselves.

—Roman Krznaric (2014, p. 75)

I always thought of listening as something passive and
too slow . . . something that happens as you formulate
what next to say. Now I see listening as an art form—a
lost way of communicating our humanity and kindness.

—Maria Furgiuele,
Teacher, Saskatchewan, Canada

Demonstrating Empathy

It is‘rtot by chance that the first habit in this book is demon-
strating empathy. So much of communication, whether we
presenting to a large audience or consoling a three-year-
depends on our ability to understand what our conver-
partners think and feel. Before we design a beautiful
e or ask a probing question, our first thought should be,
1at are my conversation partners thinking and feeling
t this topic?”

demonstrate empathy by using our imagination to
world through others’ eyes and feel the world
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through others’ hearts. One example of empathy is described
by Alexis Wiggins ina column published on her father Grant
Wiggins’ blog.! In her column, Alexis described how she
experienced empathy by shadowing students for two days to
see what it would be like to “be” a student.

“My task,” she wrote, uwas to do everything the stu-
dent was supposed to do: If there was lecture or notes on
the board, I copied them as fast as I could into my note-
book. If there was a chemistry lab, 1 did it with my host
student. If there was a test, | took it. The experience,” she
wrote, “was so eye-opening that I wish I could go back to
every class of students I ever had right now and change a
minimum of ten things—the layout, the lesson plan, the
checks for understanding. Most of it!”

Alexis identified three insights. First, “students sit all
day, and sitting is exhausting . . . I could not believe how
tired 1 was after the first day ... We forget as teachers,
because we are on our feet a lot...But students,” she
wrote, “move almost never. And never is exhausting.”

Her second insight was that students sit passively and
listen “during approximately 90% of their classes.” The
teacher wrote, “It was not just the sitting that was draining
but that so much of the day was spent absorbing informa-
tion, but not often grappling with it. I was struck,” she
continued, “by ...how little of their learning they are
directing or choosing.”

Alexis’ third insight was that “you feel a little bit like a
nuisance all day long. There was a great deal of sarcasm and
snark directed at students, and I recognized, uncomfortably,
how much I myself had engaged in this kind of communica-
tion.” As a teacher, she knew how frustrating it can be to “have
to explain things five times,” but when she was a student, she
saw things differently. “I was stressed. I was anxious. I had
questions. And if the person teaching answered those ques”
tions by rolling their eyes at me, I would never want to ask
another question again. I feel a great deal more empathy for
students,” she wrote, “after shadowing, and I realize that sat-

casm, impatience, and annoyance are a way of creating a bar”
rier between me and them. They do not help learning.”

/10/10/ a-veteran-teacher”

"https:/ /grantw iggins.wordpress.com /2014
a-sobering-lesson-learne

turned-coach-shadows-2-students-for-2-days-
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In his book Empathy: Why It Matters, and How to Get It
(2014), Roman Krznaric elaborates OR the meaning of
empathy:

[Elmpathy is the art of stepping imaginatively into
the shoes of another person, understanding their

feelings and perspectives, and using that under-

standing to guide your actions. So empathy is dis-
—such as pity of

tinct from expressions of sympathy

feeling sorry for somebody—because these do not
e other person’s

involve trying to understand th
emotions or point of view. (p- 8)

When we really understand people, we S€€ them differ-
ently, and our broader understanding of them creates the
opportunity for better conversations. We see others as peo-

ple instead of objects. Martin Buber explains this distinction

in I and Thou (1970). Buber refers to the objectification of

others as “I-It.” As Daniel Goleman (2006) has written,
#Buber coined the term 11t for the range of relations that

y detached to utterly exploitative. In that

runs from merel
spectrum, others become objects: we treat someone more

as a thing than as a person” (p- 105). Goleman offers an
anecdote that captures how it can feel when we experience

an I-It conversation:

A woman whose sister had recently died gota sym-

pathy call from a male friend who had lost his own

sister a few years pefore. The friend expressed con-

dolences, and the womar, touched by his empathic
etails of the long illness

words, told him poignant d
her sister had suffered, and she described how
pereft she herself felt at the loss.
But as she talked, she could hear the clicking of
computer keys at the other end of the line. A slow
realization dawned: i i
email, even as he was talking to her in
pain. His comments became increasingly hollow, per”
functory, and off point as the conversation continued.
After they hung up, she felt so dejected that she

wished he had never called at all. She’d just had a

gut punch of the interaction that the philosopher
Martin Buber called “1-1t.” (p- 105)
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One i :
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ot how we oo 0 ]:lcts. This requires thinking carefully
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High (2000, Kerry ;raszz:s. Tools for Talking When Stakes Are
B s tterson, Joseph Greeny, Ron McMillan
er describe how the “clever stories” we tell car;

Empathy Is the very
means by which we
create social life and
advance civilization

—/Jeremy Rifkin
(2009, p 10}
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interfere with our ability to demonstrate empathy. One way
we do this is to tell ourselves that someone else is fully

responsible for the problems or difficulties we experience,

and furthermore they are doing this because they have some

character flaw—they are selfish, insensitive, bull-headed.
Patterson and his colleagues call this a villain story. When
we adopt a villain story, it can obscure our vision of reality.
One volunteer in our study, a professional developer
from the United States, wrote about a group of teachers
who saw her as the villain. “1 was talking about growth and
fixed mindset,” she wrote, “and they thought I was telling

them they had a fixed mindset. As a result, they completely

stopped listening and rejected everything 1 said.” If we are

mindful, all of us can slip into adopting a clever story in

not
trivial or important ways—whether we are upset at the

slow driver in the passing lane or the teacher who tells us
what we don’t want to hear about our son or daughter.

A second type of clever story that Patterson and his col-

leagues describe is the helpless story. Here, we create a
story in which we convince ourselves that we are helpless
in the face of some challenge. Patterson’s ideas about

lar to what Martin Seligman (2006)

uclever stories” are simi
wrote about learned helplessness and optimism and Carol

Dweck (2006) has written about fixed and growth mindsets.
We can tell ourselves that there is nothing we can do to
change a situation that is affecting our lives even when

there might be a great deal that we could do.

A helpless story in schools is the belief there is nothing
we can do to teach students who aren’t motivated, or whose
parents don’t care, OF when we have too much paperwork,
and so forth. It is easy tobe seduced by such stories because

teaching can be overwhelming. However, when we adopta

story, we stop seeing students as individuals and uncon-

sciously start to look for evidence to support our story. As
with villain stories, helpless stories interfere with our abil-

ity to see reality clearly, and most troubling, they make it

difficult for us to see the unique attributes of each human

being who sits in a staff meeting or classroom.

We can counteract our clever stories by first clearing ouf

minds of the thoughts that might make it difficult for us t0
ch of coaches

demonstrate empathy. 1 learned this from a coa
when we discussed her attemp

t at empathy. Maureen tried
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In order to listen, you
have to be still You
have to quiet your inner
self, and you have to be
willing to be vulnerable
to being changed by
your conversation
partner You have to be
willing to say to
somebody, “Oh, man, |
know how that feels,
I've been there myself.
Let’s just walk through
this together”

—Carol Walker,
Instructional Coach,
Green River,
Wyoming
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s L in Non-
This listis based on Marshall B. Rosenberg’s List of Needs in

violent Communication: Alanguage of Life (1990).
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« Spiritual Communion: silence,
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« Physical Nurturance:hea\th,food,w s
shelter, sexual expression, touch, rest |
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GETTING BETTER AT DEMONSTRATING EMPATHY

For this habit and the other ten habit's in the bfol;(,ii 512gt-
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thy, we consider our O

CHAPTER 3. LISTENING WITH EMPATHY 8l

thoughts and feelings of others. Killion and Todnem
(1991) refer to this as reflection for practice. To genuinely
internalize habits, we will likely have to Look Back, Look
At, and Look Ahead several times, on our own, with
coaches, or teams.

At the end of this chapter, there are forms that anyone
can use to Look Back, Look At, and Look Ahead. Volunteers
in our study reported that they found it most helpful to use
video to Look Back at their conversations and to write their
thoughts down on the reflection forms.

Listening With Empathy

Carol Walker knows how important it is to listen. An
instructional coach in Green River, Wyoming, for the past
12 years, and a secondary Spanish and English teacher for
the previous 26, Carol was a participant in our global com-
munication study. In my interview with Carol, she told me
how important listening was for her work as a coach.
“1 don’t think I can be an instructional coach unless I listen.
Listening is how I learn from my conversation partners;
how I support and cheer for them. Sometimes when I listen,
I help people peel away things so they can see where their
strengths are and where conflicts might be hiding.”

“Listening,” Carol says, “might be the most important
tool for an instructional coach,” but Carol sees listening
as important in all aspects of life. For Carol, “listening is
like oxygen. A healthy relationship simply cannot exist
without it. When 1 listen, I allow the conversation to
change me. Listening opens that door. But when I don’t
listen, the relationship becomes unhealthy—the transac-
tion becomes tainted.”

After years of teaching and coaching, Carol has learned
that listening requires more of us than just not talking. In
our interview, Carol said, “A lot of the time people confuse
].Deing silent with listening, but listening is more than hold-
ing silent. If people’s souls have listening organs, they must
use them when they are listening.”

In order to become a better listener, Carol reads widely,
and she told me she has learned a lot, especially from Brené
Brown’s books The Gifts of Imperfection and Daring Greatly,
Mark Nepo’s Seven Thousand Ways to Listen, and Don Miguel

if there’s no empathy,
there’s no listening You
can be hearing things,
but | don’t think you
can be listening unless
you have empathy

—Carol Walker,
Instructional Coach,
Green River,
Wyoming
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|f everyone were a
petter listener,
respecting what each
other has to sa¥ whata
difference that would
make for each person

_ Michelle Gilbert,
Instructional Coach,
plymouth Meeting,
pennsylvania
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WE STRUGGLE TO LISTEN
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tion partners as equal partners, then convers; o
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CHAPTER 3. LISTENING WITH EMPATHY &3

better conversations. The strategies are simple. They can
be mastered by anyone, and when they are applied with

discipline, they will make you a much better listener, a
more effective leader, and a better friend.

Strategy 1: Commit to Really Listen. The first listening
strategy is a simple but absolutely vital one, to commit to
hearing the other person. When we commiit to listening, we
enter into conversations determined to let the other person
speak, and this means we don't fill up the conversation
with our own words. This is easier said than done. One

research volunteer wrote about how difficult it was for her

to simply commit to letting her conversation partner speak:

I was absolutely appalled at how many times I talked

over my conversation partner. Everything I said was

an agreement, and encouragement, etc., but it sounded
so incredibly rude as I listened to it on the tape. I was
surprised by how much I talked over the speaker. In
my mind, I've been aware of this all along, but I have

never stopped myself from doing it because my com-

ments are always supportive and encouraging.
Listening to myself doing this, however, was appall-
ing. Rather than encouraging, it’s just plain rude, and
I wonder how others have put up with this.

One of the challenges with listening is that we often fail to
recognize when we are not listening. Our electronic devices,
in particular, can pull us away from a conversation in a micro-
second. Many participants in our study confirmed that their
technology made it harder to talk. Beth Madison wrote that
“having an open laptop and even glancing at it while talking
to someone else can be a conversation turn-off.” One partici-
pant wrote that she had to teach herself to avoid distractions.
“When someone wants to talk to me, I now get up and move
away from my computer and desk. I find somewhere to sit
Wwhere there are not many distractions.”
Authentic listening is something we feel as much as
we see. You can tell when your sister who lives 2,000
miles away isn’t listening when you are talking with her
on the phone. Clearly, you can feel when someone right
besides you is or is not listening. Authentic listening
fauses a genuine connection between people. If you

| have learned that
many people would like
to have someone listen
to them pretty much
uninterrupted on any
topic of their choice |
think this points out
how much we crave
personal time Not
many can afford
private counseling, so
inviting folks to sit
down and have a
chance to open up
about some pressing
topic 1s probably a
good thing

—Research volunteer
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| will be focusing on
pausing and really
thinking before
responding | keep
going backtoa
comment—"see every
interactionasa chance
to let the other person
telt you something you
didm’t know”

—Beth Madison,
principal, Robert
Gray Middle School,
portland, Oregon

choose to make sure you are really listening t0 your part-
ner, he or she will know. And so will you.

Strategy 2: Be the Listener, Not the Speaker. Good listeners
give others plenty of opportunity t0 speak. For that reason,
you should teach yourself to ask, “Am I the listener Of am
1 the speaker?” If you find that you are always the speaket,
work on taking on the alternate role.

There are many ways you can shift to being the lis-
tener. You can make a decision to caré about what your
partner has to say. You can also pose questions t0 the per-
son you're talking with rather than telling him or her what

ou have to say. You can S€€ every interaction as a chance
to let the other person tell you something you don’t know
and see each conversation as a learning opportunity, not a
telling opportunity: You can use questions t0 learn about
your conversation partner. A great conversationalist lets
the other person have the conversation.

As your conversation progresses, coach yourself by
checking the situation and asking, “Am I the speaker, or am
I the receiver?” If you're the speaker, then malke a point to ask
a question that hands the conversation back to your partner.
Participants in our study had to use metacognitive strategies
to keep the conversation focused on the other person.
Michelle Gilbert wrote that she had to tell herself that “this
person is speaking because they have a desire to be heard and
they have something to say.” Another volunteer wrote that
she realized that usometimes my mind is thinking about what
I would do or what I think the Big Idea is, and 1 am not
always right. I need to free my mind and just listen.”

Strategy 3: Pause and Think Before You Respond. Even if
ou listen with all your heart, mind, and soul, there is still
a possibility that you will be perceived as a terrible listener:
Careless words in response tO what someone says cal
negate another person’s comment and create the same
impact as not listening at all. Let’s say someone comes 0
me with a suggestion Of idea, and without thinking
1 quickly respond, “QOh, that will never work. We've tried
that before, and it always fails.” I may have heard what my
colleague said, but my comment has the same impact as not
listening because my words communicate that my part
ner’s words had no impact on me at all.
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yourS;?tE?‘;'v itrategy {s to pause before responding and ask
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et 1 t;: words sglk in, and then we need to comment in
e 217 Thz’; :uthetrv:,tlcally show we have heard what they have
. are two techniques here, and b i
First we pause, and sec kot el oy
, ond i '
b we think about what we will say
Wh
ot Ertlh we pa}lse, we allow for what I've heard Susan
ﬁons, thor”of Fierce Conversations, describe in her presenta
tion aflsim e “sweet Purity of silence.” Learning to be quiet
wasan p01:tant skill for one research participant. She wrote
! Whﬂl e‘xAl;:e }:s OK, even though it may be uncomfortable for
" e. ed ave 'a tfendency to fill the gap of silence.”
. Ma{ire}zlatu éscrlptl(?n (?f the power of listening is provided
G};t Yous Tz;l c();c(i)gr;;lth in his book What Got You Here Won't
ere . Goldsmith describes “
. ¢ s “one of hi -
tvilr;lse ihderole;, ;rances Hesselbein, who, Goldsmith telllss ?i
entified by Peter Drucker a “the fi ,
’ s “th i
he’s ever known.” Goldsmith writes: © finest executive

Iglc')aences HesEselbein does a lot of things well. But she

i 0sr ;)I;E etl;mg liup;irbly above all else. She thinks

. peaks. As a result, she i

o sult, e is a world-class

. If you asked her if this w. i

y as a passive ges-

dizz slbe woulc.i assure you that it requires g%e:t

- tpﬂl:;e., ﬁartlcularly when she is upset about
is hearing. After all, what d

iy : , omostof us d

fullen we're angry? We speak (and not in the c_fare(3

)‘IN?easured tones of a diplomat).

Wha: élo we do when we're upset? We talk.
W 1&: < ;) Xve c.io when we're confused or surprised
el see .th gain, we talk. This is so predictable that
vl ufh e other party almost cringe in anticipa-

Nor a.rsh unthinking autoreflex response.
Bt ;v1th Frances Hesselbein. You could tell

orld was about to end and she would think

Listening stiches the
world together
Because listening is the
doorway to everything
that matters, it enlivens
the heart the way
breathing enlfivens the
lungs We listen to
awaken our heart. We
do this to stay vital
and alive.

—Mark Nepo
{2013, p. xiv)
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BETTER CONVERSATIONS

1 am working on not
interrupting others
with my sense of
urgency during many
of my conversations
with others and nat
formulating a response
pefore the speaker

is finished

—Kathy Devillers,
professional

Learning Specialist,
Green Bay Area public
schools, Wisconsin

before opening her mouth, not only about what she

but how she would phrase 1t
Wowhseizas most people think of listening as sorrrl;;
thing we do during those moments whe1.fe we are ot
talking, Frances Hesselbein knows that hSte?:cgm o
two-part maneuver. There's the part wher:(/v S
listen. And there’s the part where we speax. VI\)]h ng
establishes how we are perceix.zed asa hstener.two e
say is proof of how well we .hst.en. T'h?y ?re
of the same coin. (p. 148, italics in original)

Don’t Interrupt. If you find the first three strate-

e an improve

gies too difficult, there is @ sir}:\plgtway. rz;z;lr ‘ipﬁng o
istent i ight. Stop 1
our listening skills overnig e o,
Jking. When we interrup® 5%
cople when they are ta o
sve gre showing them in not-so-subtle ways that we breg0 ve
that what they are saying doesn’t really matter—ou
ments matter so much more. .
Listening is an important way to Shiw res;taece’cnic;rr o
isten, we have a chance to
ers. When we really listen, we o e
ication. A conversatio
a deeper form of communicatios ers harac
terizelc?l by people really listening 15 humanizing for ; ugl "
ties. When we truly hear people, we see them as

ter.
beings who count, whose ideas, heart, and soul mat

i hand, we treat others as
e interrupt, on the other ,
Cbieets pth only to help us get what we want.

j t on ear . :
(\)ll\cl)‘f:tt’ss E\ugood goal for how often we should interrupt?

How about never?

GETTING BETTER AT LISTENING

: . ;
There are many excellent books with great ideas a‘t;o:n
how to become a truly outstanding hste?er.n'l;; al?(;;oithiCh
trate € 4

llent listener, we need to demops :

i)s(cliofnan Krznaric (2014) explains, mvo}llvei gnd(zzssiiga;cil;nui
thinking
others feel and what they are : t
zg‘gut their needs). Marshall Rosenberg (2003) .wgtes tal‘;z—
one powerful way to demonstrate empathy 18 }frl eition'
hrasing what we hear others saying. On her1 reKﬂhon/
If)orms for our global communication study, Joellen

ional
who has authored many helpful books about professiond

i dto
learning, stated that for her to bea good listener, she ha

be careful not to

. e o
let questions interfere with her ability t
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truly listen. Stephen Covey described the importance of
listening as a way of understanding another’s paradigm.
All of these ideas are outstanding, but I would suggest
they represent the second level of listening. Once you are
habitually listening to others, you should consider refin-
ing your habits by implementing these new practices. But
the first task is simply to stop talking and hear what the
other person says. Almost all of the participants who stud-
ied listening reported that they improved because they
did not try to do too much. The four simple strategies—
(a) commit to listen, (b) make sure your partner is the
speaker, (c) pause before you speak and ask, “will my
comment open up or close down this conversation?” and
(d) don’t interrupt—provided challenge enough. Once
these strategies become habitual, you can move to level
two, perhaps by reading some of the books described in
the Going Deeper section.

You can get better at listening by internalizing the
four simple strategies—either on your own or with a
partner or team—by using the Looking Back, Looking At,
or Looking Ahead reflection forms included at the end of
this chapter.

The Looking Back form can be used to review conversa-
tions and assess your interest, how effectively you listened,
and to identify what you can do to get better at listening.

The Looking At form can be used to consider models of
good listening you see around you, to create your own
understanding of what good listening is, and to identify
strategies that you consider important for good listening.

The Looking Ahead form can be used to prepare yourself
to truly hear what others are communicating and to move
toward level two of listening by considering the emotions
and needs your conversation partner might be feeling.

10 SUM UP

This book begins with the habit of demonstrating empathy
because so much of communication depends on understand-
ing others. When we demonstrate empathy, we see beyond
our stereotypes and stop seeing people as objects. Instead,
We start to see others as the unique subjects they are. Martin
Buber (1970) referred to this as the distinction between “I-It.”

Effective
Listening

1

2.

Commit to listen.

Make sure your
partner is the
speaker.

Pause before you
speak and ask,
“Will my
comment open up
or close down this
conversation?”

Don't interrupt.
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o8 BETTER CONVERSATIONS

Roman Krznaric (2014) identifies two components to

empathy:

1. Affective empathy “is about sharing or mirroring

another person’s emotions.”
“i ing an imaginative
itive empathy “involves making a '
2 OB it secognizir that other people have different

Jeap and recognizing 1
i own.
tastes, experiences, and world views than our

Marshall Rosenberg (2003) sees identifying others

i thy.
eds as a crucial part of empathy ]
- Listening is one of the most important Better Conver

. . d
sations Habits, and when participants in our lglol}),eslliz’zln tz
i ideo, they almost alwa
reviewed themselves on video, er.
fied listening as an area where they V\'fanted t'o get bett T
1f we embrace the Better Conversations Beliefs—espe i ay
that we see our conversation partners as equals, that conve

tion should be back and forth, and that we truly want to hear

what the other person has to say—then we should listen with

empathy. We should, but unfortunately that is not alwa}fstﬂ:’:c
casIe) To be effective listeners, our habits need to be consiste

with our beliefs.
In this chapter, :
the habit of effective listening: .

four strategies are identified to promote

1. Commit to listen.
2. Make sure your pattner is the speaker.

“Wi ent
3. Pause before you speak and ask, W11.1 n},},l, comm
open up or close down this conversation:

4. Don’t interrupt.

GOING DEEPER

Roman Krznaric's Empathy: Why It Matters, and How IZ Gf:rili
(2014) is a great overview of writing about empathy. Krzn

re
ience research to argue that we are mo

draws on neuroscl : e
than the self-interested beings described by authors suc

Hobbes, Smith, Freud, and Dawkins. Krznaric provides use-

ful definitions of empathy, espe
between cognitive and affective

cially when he distinguishes
empathy. This is the book to

read if you are interested in why empathy matters and how
you can develop your own capacity for demonstrating it.

Krznaric acknowledges his debt, as I do, to Marshall
B. Rosenberg’s Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life
(2003), which almost lyrically describes the importance of
empathy as a foundational support for meaningful human
interaction. Rosenberg proposes that when we treat people
like objects—that is, when we do not fully appreciate their
humanity and need for freedom—we commit violence
against them that can be even more damaging than physi-
cal violence. His book describes a theory of interaction
grounded in the belief that everyone is capable of empathy,
and it is through empathy or compassion that we can move
beyond “right and wrong” conversations to more meaning-
ful conversations that address our needs.

If you are interested in a scholarly articulation of the
role of the theory of empathy in psychology, biology, the
meaning of life, and ultimately the structure of society and
implications for our future, see Jeremy Rifkin’s hefty and
impressive book The Empathic Civilization: The Race to
Global Consciousness in a World in Crisis (2009). For an excel-
lent introduction to the book, watch Alan Greg’s interview
of Rifkin on TVO (http://tvo.org/video/164754 /jeremy-
rifkin-empathic-civilization-full).

The book that first influenced my thinking about listen-
ing is Stephen Covey’s classic work, The 7 Habits of Highly
Effective People, first published in 1990. Like Dale Carnegie’s
How to Win Friends and Influence People, Covey’s 7 Habits is
packed with wise advice for anyone who interacts with oth-
ers, which is to say, everyone. Covey’s advice to “seek first to
understand, then be understood” remains excellent advice
for people engaging in communication in the 21st century.

Marshall Goldsmith’s short but powerful book What
Got You Here Won't Get You There (2007) also offers excellent
advice for communicators. Anyone who learns and takes to
heart Goldsmith’s 20 habits will be happier, more success-
ful, and most likely a better person.

Mark Nepo’s Seven Thousand Ways to Listen (2013),
which Carol Walker described earlier in this book, defines
listening as a way of life, not just a communication habit.
The spiritual approach of the author won’t appeal to every-

one, but many consider this book to be essential reading for
a well-lived life.




