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Section 4: Active Listening 

 

Short Description  

The goal is to increase participants’ abilities to attend to other people. On the one hand, it shall 
increase participants’ attentiveness, i.e., their capacity to direct their attention to the needs, 
feelings, and cognitions of others and to remain attentive even when they feel distressed 
personally. On the other hand, the training will equip participants with skills to listen and focus on 
people in a non-judgmental manner that allows others to reflect openly.  

 

 Learning Objectives 

This course is aiming at assisting practitioners improving their active listening skills and 
implementing them in their daily practice. More specifically, practitioners will learn to: 

● Direct their attention to the needs, feelings and thoughts of their clients and to respond to 
them appropriately; 

● Probe the client if things are not clear during a conversation and react to nonverbal signals; 

● Focus on the client in a non-judgmental manner, allowing the client to reflect openly; 

● Show their clients they are focused and engaged so that clients feel comfortable to share 
information; 

● Learn to decode the client’s non-verbal signals and body language while expressing 
himself/herself, like the posture, the tone, speed and pitch of voice, his/her gestures and 
facial expressions; 

● Summarize regularly during session, check whether they have understood the other person; 

● Show an interest in the other person during session and encourage him/her to carry on 
talking through eye contact and manner; 

● Give others space and use silence at the right time; 

● Show respect to clients; 

● Focus on what the speaker is telling. 
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1.1 Theoretical background  
 

Definition 

Active listening is the ability to focus completely on a speaker, understand their message, 
comprehend the information and respond thoughtfully. Unlike passive listening, which is the act of 
hearing a speaker without retaining their message, this highly valued interpersonal communication 
skill ensures you’re able to engage and later recall specific details without needing repeated 
information. Active listening is all about building rapport, understanding, and trust. 

Listening skills do not just refer to aural attention; they also include observation of the client’s 
appearance and behaviour.  

Active listening has been described as a multistep process, including making empathetic comments, 
asking appropriate questions, and paraphrasing and summarizing for the purposes of verification 
(Cramer, 1998; Gordon, 2003; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1990). 

Active listening refers on the one hand to the skill of listening and focusing on people in a 
sympathetic, non-judgmental manner that allows others to reflect ideas and feelings openly, while 
on the other hand, it concerns attentiveness.  

Listening  

Listening is an audible demonstration that we are listening and encourages the client’s continued 
exploration. Additionally, it is about listening with all our senses, providing full attention and 
listening for a meaning beyond what is said, which can involve the practitioner speaking to ensure 
they’ve properly understood their client. 

Attentiveness 

Attentiveness is the capacity to listen and focus on other people, to direct one’s attention to the 
needs, feelings and cognitions of others and to remain attentive even when distressed. 
Attentiveness is conceptually related to, but not synonymous with, empathy or listening. The 
empathic communicator must be attentive but the attentive communicator need not be empathic. 
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In a like manner, listening behaviour is characterized by attentiveness but attentive behaviour need 
not be marked by listening activity (Norton & Pettegrew, 1979).  

Carl Rogers (1951) was perhaps the first researcher to explicate some of the stylistic components of 
attentiveness. This was primarily a function of the important role listening and attentiveness played 
in his approach to therapeutic communication. He flatly claims that "without attention there can be 
no communication." For Rogers, the attentive communicator "conveys to the speaker that his 
contribution is worth listening to, that as a person he is respected enough to receive the undivided 
attention of another". In a deeper analysis, Egan (1998) suggests that active listening involves four 
components: listening and responding to verbal messages, observing nonverbal behaviour, listening 
to the context of clients’ concerns, and listening to content that may eventually need to be 
challenged. Meier and Davis (1997) outline the process of active listening as the foundation for 
counselling. They suggest that practitioners exhibit trust by inviting clients to participate, explaining 
the practitioner’s role, guiding and pacing (versus lead) the process, and emphasizing on clients’ 
needs to be heard and understood (Meier & Davis, 1997). Because listening in these ways is 
essential to performing basic counselling skills (reflecting feelings and content, immediacy, 
confrontation), practitioners who do not listen actively are not likely to feel effective in other areas. 

According to Gearhart & Bodie (2011) active listening consists of (a) cognitive processes, such as 
attending, understanding, or interpreting messages; (b) affective processes, such as being 
motivated and energized to attend to another person; and (c) behavioural processes, such as 
verbally and nonverbally signalling that a message has been received and understood.  

Bodie (2011) developed the Active-Empathic Listening Scale (AELS), which captures these listening 
characteristics over the course of three stages: (a) sensing, which means to actively attending to 
and capturing verbal and nonverbal information; (b) processing, which means to make sense of 
verbal and nonverbal information, and ultimately synthesize that information into a “narrative 
whole”; and (c) responding, which includes back channelling (e.g., head nods) and verbal cues (e.g., 
asking questions, paraphrasing) to signal that information has been understood (Gearhart & Bodie, 
2011, p. 87). Several studies by Bodie and colleagues show that the provision of Person Centered 
approach and nonverbally warm and caring support is tightly linked with the extent to which 
supporters engage in active listening (Bodie & Jones, 2012; Bodie, Jones, Vickery, Hatcher, & 
Cannava, 2014; Bodie, Vickery, & Gearhart, 2013).  

 

Importance of active listening skills 
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Some of the basic competencies expected from psychological practitioners are understanding, 
awareness, effective listening, empathic approach, target determination, forming relationships, 
observation, giving feedback, emotion and content reflection, interpretation, easing adaptation and 
process monitoring (McLeod & McLeod, 2011). 

Effective practitioners are expected to have the ability to adapt and improvise multiple skills such as 
attending, responding, probing, challenging, interpreting, and reflecting feelings continuously in 
order to manage the fluctuating and changing circumstances within the counselling session (Larson 
& Daniels, 1998). 

Smaby and Maddux (2011) suggest that active listening is a form of social proofing, allowing the 
client to assess if the person in front of them is ready and able to help them. Good listening skills in 
counselling establishes trust, helps the client open up and disclose their thoughts, and encourages 
them to share their emotions, thereby facilitating the gathering of valuable information about the 
client that would in turn aid the counselling process. 

Most importantly, the client often finds solutions to his/her own concerns through free talking, and 
also allows the practitioner to get a deeper insight into the factors that might be leading to the 
problem. 

Additionally, according to Rogers and Farson (1987) “active listening is an important way to bring 
about changes in people. Despite the popular notion that listening is a passive approach, clinical and 
research evidence clearly shows that sensitive listening is a most effective agent for individual 
personality change and group development. Listening brings about changes in peoples’ attitudes 
toward themselves and others; it also brings about changes in their basic values and personal 
philosophy. People who have been listened to in this new and special way become more emotionally 
mature, more open to their experiences, less defensive, more democratic, and less authoritarian”. 

Nelson Jones (2013) suggests that active listening helps in establishing a rapport which makes 
clients feel their concerns are understood, creates a perception of honesty, integrity and reliability 
in the relationship, minimises the client’s defensiveness and as a result, practitioners can gather all 
the valuable information about a client and the client can experience feelings and acknowledge the 
inner-flow of his/her emotions. Additionally, active listening helps in bridging differences and in 
better understanding of a client with a different set of life circumstances and by showing 
understanding to clients from different cultural groups, practitioners are perceived as having status 
and credibility. 
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There are numerous situations in which practitioners can utilise active listening to build rapport 
with clients and improve overall communication. Among them, the most frequent are the 
following: 

● Information – getting a clear picture. This means asking questions to find out about needs, 
instructions and context of a client. Practitioners should check back to ensure they’ve heard 
and understood the relevant details, and that the client agrees on the facts. 

● Affirmation – affirming, acknowledging, exploring the problem. Listening actively to a 
person who would benefit from having their problem acknowledged by the practitioner. The 
problem may or may not involve the practitioner directly. Practitioners may reflect back the 
client’s feelings and perhaps the content of the problem with a single statement of 
acknowledgment or during a dialogue over a period of time, exploring the difficulty in more 
depth. 

● Inflammation – responding to a complaint. When clients tell the practitioner they are 
unhappy with them, criticising them, complaining about them, or getting it off their chest, the 
best thing the practitioner can do (although challenging) is to effectively listen (Nelson Jones, 
2012). 

 

Summing up, active listening is an effective tool to reduce the emotion of a situation. Every time 
the practitioner correctly labels an emotion, the intensity of it dissipates like bursting a bubble. The 
speaker feels heard and understood. Once the emotional level has been reduced, reasoning 
abilities can function more effectively. If the emotions are high, practitioners should deal with the 
emotions first by using active listening skills. Effective use of active listening skills can turn a 
challenging situation into a co-operative situation. 

 

Prerequisites for being a good listener 

There are certain conditions that the practitioner should follow, in order to be a good listener and 
make the client feel more comfortable to talk. According to Rogers the most important part of 
interpersonal communication is the consistently positive humanistic view of human nature which 
stresses that the tendency of every person to self-actualization should be respected and supported. 
The principle most relevant for the general meaning of active listening is the creation of a suitable 
atmosphere that fosters communication. This atmosphere is subject to several distinctive conditions 
according to Rogers.  
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First, communication should be genuine, congruent and honest. This principle is fairly obvious 
because correct listening behaviour is accompanied by the formation of a basis of mutual trust. 
Congruence is a “close matching between what is experienced at a gut level, what is present in 
awareness, and what is expressed to the client” (Rogers, 1980/1995b, p.116). The congruence of the 
practitioner is of central importance for empathic understanding. Besides, by its external aspect, 
called genuineness or transparency, it directly influences the therapeutic communication. This means 
that the practitioner does not hide himself behind a false front, but faces the client as the person 
she/he really is in the immediate situation. A lack of genuineness, if perceived by the client, is a 
major threat for the therapeutic relationship: “Clients are very perceptive and pick up on 
incongruences like a magnet will pick up a pin. When they do so, the trust level will fall, the intimacy 
will dissolve, and the relationship will begin to atrophy” (Natiello, 2001, p. 34).  

 
The acronym REDOL can help the practitioner portray his/her inner attitudes and values of 
genuineness & respect towards a client. 

R: The practitioner is Relaxed, patient & natural with the client. 

E: Practitioner makes good Eye Contact with a client which conveys the message that he/she is 
interested in what the client has to say. It also helps send across his/her point more effectively and 
helps build trust with the client. 

D: The practitioner Duly faces the client by eliminating any obstacle like desk which creates a 
psychological barrier for the client. 

O: Open posture. The practitioner ensures that his/her posture communicates openness and 
availability to the client. Crossed legs and crossed arms may be interpreted as devalued involvement 
with the client or even unavailability or remoteness. 

L: The practitioner leans toward the client, in a slight manner, to show interest and involvement. 
Leaning back from the client may convey the opposite. 

 

The second principle for successful and facilitative listening is acceptance, unconditional positive 
regard or compassion or even appreciation. This attitude aims to demonstrate that the client is 
valued as a person and that the subject matter they communicate is meaningful. The practitioner 
should communicate verbally and nonverbally that he regards the subject matter with interest and 
understanding, non-judgmentally, and is always attentive during the conversation. This facilitates the 
client’s willingness to open up and feel secure during the talk. By expressing warmth and respect for 
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the client, regardless of their words and actions, practitioners can promote their own sense of self-
worth and set them on the path to personal growth. The principle of unconditional positive regard 
implies that “the therapist prizes the client in a total rather than a conditional way” (Rogers, 
1980/1995b).  It means that the totality of the client’s experiences is unconditionally accepted by the 
therapist. Unconditional positive regard is marked by “feelings of compassion, warmth, respect or 
admiration, interest or liking and other positive feelings” (Barrett-Lennard, 1998) of the practitioner 
towards the client, which pervade the practitioner’s communication. It is not a new insight that 
positive social contact generally decreases stress and anxiety. Today, this is called the “social 
buffering effect” (Kikusi, Winslow, & Mori, 2006). This effect is closely related to the principle of 
unconditional positive regard. If the client is gripped by negative emotions or feelings, but observes 
that the practitioner understands him/her and stays calm – facing all of the client’s experiences with 
a stance of unconditional acceptance – the client will shift in a direction towards more calmness, due 
to the resonance evoked within him.  

The third and last precondition for facilitative active listening according to Carl Rogers is empathy. 
Experiencing the emotions of the client transforms the relationship between two persons completely 
to one of absolute trust and, together with the other principles mentioned, it forms the basis for 
communication that brings advantages for both parties and is productive and meaningful. The 
practitioner should exercise empathy, which refers to viewing the world through the perspective of 
the client, and accepting clients’ perceptions and feelings as if they are they were his own without 
losing boundaries and separate sense of self. The practitioner carefully listens to the 
client, understanding what they mean to the best extent, and communicates this understanding to 
the client in such a way that they feel the practitioner understands them to a great extent. This might 
help the clients understand themselves more fully and act on their understanding. In the process of 
empathizing, the practitioner temporarily forgets about his or her own frame of reference. The 
practitioner then shares this understanding with the client in either a verbal or non-verbal manner. 

Generally speaking, active listening is the most important skill required in the process of counselling. 
Once mastered, it creates a perception of honesty, integrity, and reliability in the client-practitioner 
relationship, all of which contributes towards a strong working relationship. 

 

Active listening skills in practice – Techniques to use 

Active listening aims to bring about changes in people. To achieve this end, it relies upon definite 
techniques- things to do and things to avoid. 
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Below are presented different techniques that help us be better active listeners. They are either 
verbal or non-verbal.  

A. Verbal active listening techniques include: 
1. Restating/ Paraphrasing: To show we are listening, we have to repeat every so often what 

we think the person said — not by parroting, but by paraphrasing what we heard in our own 
words. For example, “Let’s see if I’m clear about this. . .”, or “So, you're saying that the 
uncertainty about who will be your new supervisor is creating stress for you.” A recent study 
found that while paraphrasing does not necessarily make people feel understood, it does 
create a greater sense of closeness and intimacy in a conversation. This is a key part of 
building trust and possible friendships (Weger et al., 2010). 

2. Reflecting: Instead of just repeating, we should reflect the speaker’s words in terms of 
feelings — for example, “This seems really important to you”. Reflecting feelings, allows 
clients to hear the feelings they have just expressed can help them better understand their 
emotional responses to various stimuli 

3. Summarizing: That means bringing together the facts and pieces of the problem to check 
understanding. This will also give the client an opportunity to clarify vague information or 
expand their message. For example, “So it sounds to me as if . . .” or, “Is that it?”  or “So 
what you’re saying is, your current content management system no longer meets your 
teams’ technical needs because it doesn’t support large files.” 

Summarizing is similar to reflecting, except that when you summarize you’re making it clear 
that you’re about to move on from your current topic. When you summarize, you only 
explain the main points of the speaker’s overall topic, the minute details you may have had 
to clarify before are no longer important in this part of the conversation.  

4. Probing: Asking questions to draw the person out and get deeper and more meaningful 
information. There are different types of questions to use: 

 
 
 

▪ Open-ended Questions 

We ask questions that show we’ve gathered the essence of what clients have shared, 
and guide them into sharing additional information. Open ended questions are used to 
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expand the discussion. For example: “When she said that to you, how did that make you 
feel?” 

▪ Reflective Questions 
Can help people understand more about what they said — for example, someone 
telling, “I’m worried I won’t remember.” A good reflective question might be something 
like, “It sounds like you would like some help remembering, or you’re concerned about 
your memory in the future?” 

▪ Closed-ended Questions 
Close-ended questions usually can be answered with a single word. They don’t lead to 
more information, but can make a person feel more defensive (as though the 
conversation is more of an interrogation than a give-and-take). Therefore, such type of 
questions should be avoided.  

▪ Hypothetical Questions  
Hypothetical questions are useful for visualising positive or negative consequences of 
some actions and for considering different alternatives of actions. The client may feel 
more comfortable by approaching the problem hypothetically. For example: “If you had 
to make a decision regarding your career, how would you do it?” or “If you were in that 
position, what would you want to do?”  

5. Brief verbal affirmation:  Short, positive statements will help the client feel more 
comfortable and show we’re engaged and able to process the information they’re providing. 
Small verbal affirmations help us continue the conversation without interrupting the client 
or disrupting their flow. Example: “I understand.” “I see.” “Yes, that makes sense.” “I agree.” 
These affirmations function to demonstrate an understanding of what has been said 
(Jefferson, 2002), or claim understanding, interest, agreement and attention (Schegloff, 
1982).  

6. Emotion labelling: Putting feelings into words will often help a person to see things more 
objectively. To help the person begin, we use “door openers”. For example, “I’m sensing 
that you’re feeling frustrated/worried/anxious…”. 

7. Amplification: emphasizing an important or a positive aspect of the situation 

8. Focusing communication on the present moment -here and now- A past situation is 
brought into the present by asking questions such as: “What are you feeling right now?” 
“What do you think about this?”, “What are you aware of now?”.    



 

This project has been funded with support from the European Commission under the Erasmus+ Programme. This publication 
re fle cts  the  vie ws  only of the  author, and the  Comm iss ion cannot  be  he ld re spons ible  for any use  which m ay be  m ade  of the  

inform at ion conta ine d the re in. 
 

PROJECT ID: 2019 -1-RO01-KA202 -063198  

 

9. Demonstrating concern/display empathy: We should make sure that the client understands 
we’re able to recognize their emotions and share their feelings. By showing compassion, 
rather than just feeling it, we’re able to connect with the client and begin establishing a 
sense of mutual trust. For example: “I'm eager to help; I know you're going through some 
tough challenges.”  

10. Validation: Acknowledging the individual’s problems, issues, and feelings. Listen openly and 
with empathy, and respond in an interesting way. For example, “I appreciate your 
willingness to talk about such a difficult issue. . .” 

11. Effective pause: Deliberately pause at key points for emphasis. This will tell the person that 
what is communicated is very important to the listener. 

12. Silence: We should allow for comfortable silences, so as to slow down the exchange. We 
give a person time to think as well as talk. Silence can also be very helpful in diffusing an 
unproductive interaction.  

13. “I” messages: By using “I” in our statements, we focus on the problem, not the person. An I-
message lets the person know what we feel and why. For example, “I know you have a lot to 
say, but I need to. . .” 

14. Recall previously shared information: Trying to remember key concepts, ideas or other 
critical points the speaker has shared with us in the past is a good technique. This 
demonstrates we’re not only listening to what they’re saying currently, but we’re able to 
retain information and recall specific details. For example: “Last week you mentioned new 
ideas on how to deal with your boss. Did you implement any of these?” 

15. Disclosing similar experiences to show understanding: Discussing comparable situations 
will not only show the speaker we have successfully interpreted their message, but it can 
also assist in building relationships. If the speaker has shared a problem, providing input 
from how we solved similar challenges is valuable to others. Example: “I was also conflicted 
about returning to work after the birth of my son.” But, we have to point out that 
practitioners may disclose personal information about themselves to a client only under 
limited circumstances. It should only be used if it benefits the counselling process and if it 
appears essential to help practitioners relate to the client more effectively  
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16. Redirecting: If someone is showing signs of being overly aggressive, agitated, or angry, this 
is the time to shift the discussion to another topic. 

 

B. Nonverbal techniques 

Nonverbal techniques also play an important role in active listening, and should be practiced by 
practitioners. Though, we should be careful, as some of these techniques may not be appropriate in 
certain situations or cultures. Among the most frequent nonverbal cues that show understanding 
are: 

1. Smiles and Nods 

Offering the speaker a few simple nods shows you understand what they’re saying. A nod is a 
helpful, supportive cue, and doesn’t necessarily communicate that you agree with the speaker—
only that you’re able to process the meaning of their message. 

Like a nod, a small smile encourages a speaker to continue. However, unlike a nod, it communicates 
you agree with their message or you’re happy about what they have to say. A smile can take the 
place of a short verbal affirmation in helping to diffuse any tension and ensure the speaker feels 
comfortable. 

If we combine smiling with nods and the occasional “uh-huh,” the person talking to us will feel that 
we’re paying attention to their message. 

Smiling and nodding isn’t always appropriate, of course. We’re not supposed to smile if we’re 
hearing bad news or are being reprimanded. We shouldn’t nod when we don’t agree with what 
we’re hearing, as well. In both cases, a simple “I understand” or “I get it” would suffice. 

2. Avoid distracted movements 

Being still can communicate focus. To do this, we should try and avoid movements like glancing at 
the watch or phone, audibly sighing, doodling or tapping a pen. We should also avoid exchanging 
verbal or non-verbal communications with others listening to the client. This can make the client 
feel frustrated and uncomfortable. 

3. Maintain eye contact 

Looking directly at someone demonstrates they have our full attention and we are listening to 
them. We have to make sure that we keep our gaze natural, using nods and smiles to ensure we’re 
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encouraging them rather than making the client feel intimidated or uneasy. We have to be mindful 
that in some cultures eye contact can be seen as disrespectful. 

4. Body language 

Being relaxed is a great way to invite someone to talk about themselves! Leaning slightly forward in 
the chair demonstrates that we are giving our full attention, actively listening to what our client is 
saying. We communicate so much in our body movements. For example, sitting with our arms and 
legs crossed, hunched up, can give the impression that we have put a barrier up and are not 
listening or interested.  Waving our arms about can also be very distracting. Additionally, frowning 
or raising eyebrows can transmit revulsion or judgment which may shut the client down, while 
smiling at appropriate times demonstrates human warmth which helps build trust and 
develops rapport (Griffin, 2006).  

 

Active listening blockers 

Good listening is not without its challenges, however. There are a number of habits many of us 
engage in that will make active listening difficult to accomplish in a conversation. The 
following roadblocks to communication can stop communication and should be avoided:  

▪ “Why” questions. They tend to make people defensive. 
▪ Quick reassurance, saying things like, “Don’t worry about that.” 
▪ Giving specific advice, because it changes the dynamic of the conversation. E.g., “I think the 

best thing for you is to move to assisted living.” 
▪ Digging for information and forcing someone to talk about something they would rather not 

talk about. 
▪ Patronizing, because it makes the other person feel pitied. E.g., “You poor thing, I know just 

how you feel.” 
▪ Preaching, because it makes you the expert in the situation. E.g., “You should. . .” Or, “You 

shouldn’t. . .” 
▪ Interrupting, because it shows that you aren’t really interested in what the other person is 

saying (Grohol, 2020) 
 

Consequences of active listening failure  
The presence of active listening blockers or of active listening failure may be experienced by the client 
as rejection, indifference, unappreciation, disappointment and eventually he/she may disengage 
from the counselling process.  
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Active listening: DOs and DON’Ts 

Summing up, practitioners should (Johnson, 2008): 

1. Give the person speaking their full attention. 
2. Listen without making judgments or taking a position on an issue.  
3. Gain an understanding of the situation from the other’s point of view. 
4. Repeat the conversation back to them, in their own words, providing their interpretation or 

understanding of the client’s meaning (paraphrasing). - Repeat what you have heard to check 
for accuracy. Use the speaker’s exact words when in doubt that you have heard accurately; 
more often, it is better to paraphrase what was said. 

By reflecting the content of what is being said back to the client, check their understanding of 
the message. Feed back to the client their feelings as well as the content (e.g. how did you 
feel when…? How did that affect you…? It looks like that made you really angry). 

5. Be as accurate in summarizing the client’s meaning as much as they can. 
6. Try again if their paraphrasing is not accurate or well received. 
7. Allow the client to finish thoughts without interruption. This usually includes brief periods of 

silence, such as a few seconds. It may take some practice before being able to know how long 
to wait before making some type of response. If unsure, it is always better to wait too long 
rather than speak too soon and interrupt the client’s thoughts. 

8. Show that their attention is focused. Make eye contact, lean in towards the client when their 
interest peaks, and share any humour with a smile or other natural response. 

9. Challenge in a non-threatening and subtle manner. For example, a statement like “This is 
hopeless.”, should be paraphrased as: “It seems hopeless to you right now”, or a statement: 
“There is nothing I can do”, can be paraphrased as “You can’t find anything that would fix it”. 

10. Not try to force conversation, allow silences – and be aware of body language, notice changes 
and respond accordingly. 

11.  As the final step, but not sooner, they may choose to share similar situations that they’ve 
experienced or their own views about the issue. They may even share a completely different 
opinion than that expressed, as long as that sharing is done after they have understood what 
was communicated to them. 

On the other hand, practitioners should refrain from: 

1. Talking about themselves and introducing their own reactions or well-intended comments. 
2. Changing topics and thinking about what they will say next. 
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3. Advising, diagnosing, reassuring, encouraging, criticising or baiting a client. 
4. Failing to make eye contact. Breaks from eye contact are normal and expected, but a total 

lack of eye contact communicates a lack of attention. 
5. Using “mm” or “ah” exclusively or inappropriately or parrot their words. 
6. Pretending to have understood the person or their meaning if they haven’t.  
7. Getting distracted by other thoughts, or events nearby, and losing focus. Daydreaming while 

pretending to listen is probably only going to frustrate the speaker. 
8. Allowing the client to drift to a less significant topic, because they feel the practitioner doesn’t 

understand. 
9. Fixing, changing or improving what they have said – or finishing their sentences for them. 

/Rushing the speaker. This can be a challenge, particularly when the speaker goes into 
excessive or unrelated details to tell their story. Do their best to politely encourage them to 
move along with the point. 

10. Filling every space with talk. 
11. Ignoring their feelings in the situation. 
12.  Interrupting a sentence. Even if there is a long pause, one should first encourage the 

completion of the thought by the speaker. 

 

Methods for Active Listening skills improvement 

 

Role playing 

Role-play is a cognitive training method that is used in a wide variety of contexts and content areas 
(Rao & Stupans, 2012). Essentially, it is the practice of having trainees take on specific roles - usually 
ones in which they are not familiar - and act them out in a case-based scenario for the purpose of 
learning course content or understanding “complex or ambiguous concepts” (Sogunro, 2004). Playing 
the role is a method of acting out specific ways to interact with others in an imaginary situation 
(Byrne, 1986) and to promote interaction between trainees and increase motivation (Ladousse, 
1995). In addition, Budden (2006) says that role playing is an activity of speaking when you put 
yourself into someone else or put yourself in an imaginary situation.  

When trainees take the skills they have learned in theory and put them in practice, this creates a 
deeper cognitive link to the material, making it easier for them to learn (Johnson & Johnson, 1997). 
Finally, using role-play as a training tool helps trainees change behaviours and use best practices in 
real-world settings (Beard, et. al., 1995). 
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Through role playing, trainees can improve their active listening skills, as they can practice on the 
learned techniques. Being engaged in role playing, trainees apply their knowledge to a given problem, 
reflect on issues and the views of others, illustrate the relevance of theoretical ideas by placing them 
in a real-world context, and illustrate the complexity of decision-making (Pavey and Donoghue, 2003) 

Aspegren’s literature review (1999) on how medical student best learn communication and active 
listening skills revealed that experiential training, part of which is role playing, produced much better 
results than simple one-way instruction.  

 

Active listening and Mindfulness 

Both active listening and mindfulness focus on the importance of attention and present orientation 
(as opposed to rehearsing a response). Because they conceptually overlap, Shapiro and Mariels 
(2013) suggested that mindful attending, which is captured with the observing, aware acting, and 
describing facets of the FFMQ, should predict active listening because mindful attention encourages 
the listener to orient himself or herself to the other person and to stay present. As a metacognitive 
capacity that distally affects behaviour, mindful attention encourages people to recognize not only 
their own affective state in the present moment, but also orients them to momentary contextual 
stimuli in a curious, open, and accepting way (Bishop et al., 2004). These mindfulness features 
should influence active listening, which requires that the person attend to contextual stimuli to 
understand information and effectively respond to the other person. 
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