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Dedication

Inspired by Dr. Charlotte Roberts, who listens with great ease and encourages us all to ask 
a very important question as often as possible.

How do you want me to listen?



HAROLD HILLMAN PhD & ALEX WADDELL
Sigmoid Curve Consulting Group
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LISTEN
Some thoughts for the reader:

When I ask you to listen to me and you start giving advice, you have not done what I 
asked.

When I ask you to listen to me and you begin to tell me why I shouldn’t feel that way, 
you are invalidating my feelings.

When I ask you to listen to me and you feel you have to do something to solve my 
problem, you are not helping me, strange as that may seem.

Listen! All I asked was, that you listen.

I can do for myself, I am not helpless.  I may be discouraged and faltering, but I’m not 
helpless.

When you do something for me that I need to do myself, it makes me feel less confident.

When you accept as a simple fact that I do feel what I feel, no matter how irrational, it 
will be so much easier for me to quit trying to convince you.  And then we can move to a 
different place in the conversation.  

When that is all clear to us both, the answers start to become more obvious.

Please listen and just hear me.  And when I’m done, I’ll do the same for you. 
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The Power of Listening
Have you ever walked away from a conversation wondering how it could have turned out 
so badly? You started with the best intentions. To listen. And then everything seemed to 

unravel. Worst yet, you learn later that you have a reputation as a poor listener.

People perceive that you don’t understand where they’re coming from. Soon enough, they 
stop coming at all. Listening is more than the sensory stimulation of auditory neurons. 
You can hear others without listening. 

To hear is about channelling and receiving input. Listening gives meaning to that input. 
Hearing is to listening as drum beats are to rhythm. Listening takes those raw beats and 
moves them to deeper meaning. Rhythm.

This book intends to give meaning to what you hear by introducing six different listening 
styles. It breaks the code on listening as an amorphous, passive activity. Rather, listening 
is redefined as an active skill that positions the speaker and listener as learners. More than 
ever before, we’re clear about how relationships drive business. 

Our ability to build and sustain relationships is a source of competitive advantage. 
Building the relationship is akin to hearing. We get everybody to the table and agree 
there’s the potential to build upon something important. Sustaining the relationship 
requires listening. By listening, leaders help provide meaning.

The message is a simple one. Move beyond passive hearing and strive to become an active 
listener. By doing so, you’ll be a more effective leader.
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A good listener is mindful of what others need in the moment.

How do you want me to listen?
Let this question become your guiding principle when lending an ear to anyone who:

Asks you for a few minutes to talk about something pressing

Seeks your opinion or guidance on an important matter

Seems to be circling around a topic for some greater meaning

Seems stuck and is frustrated over the lack of progress

There are other scenarios that are prime opportunities for you to clarify not only your 
intent to listen, but the listening mode in which you can be most helpful.

How do you want me to listen?

•	 It looks like you really need to get some things off your chest. How about I be quiet and give you 
the space to do that?

•	 I can listen as a mirror to what I hear you saying. Every now and then, I’ll just paraphrase what 
I’m hearing from you and that might help you wade through the conceptual clutter.

•	 I can listen for any major assumptions that I hear in your thinking. When I hear one that seems 
to be driving either an emotion or an action, I can stop you and ask if the assumption is valid or 
needs to be tested.

•	 I can listen for where you appear to either shut down on considering other possibilities or are so 
“big picture” that you haven’t considered some immediate details.

•	 I can listen for where there may be linkages to other parts of the larger system that could have 
some impact on how successful you are.
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1.

Listening with compassion

Listening with compassion is a most essential skill if you’re asking your team to radically 
transform the way they work. Transformation cannot happen without emotional investment. 

You can validate that investment by giving your team the space to be human.  
This listening style is also the most difficult to use because it requires that you suspend 

judgment, in the moment, and deal with emotion.

Sometimes, dealing with emotion means that you give people some space to blow off 
steam. Around some of their challenges, members of your team may occasionally need to 
ventilate. We ask them to invest a lot in their work, but often turn off our listening when 
we perceive they may be struggling. 

When we talk about building capability in our people to be successful,  it means 
challenging them to their full potential. Stretching your people helps to build confidence 
and new skills. Stretching them can also raise uncertainties and lead to disappointment. 
The passion you want from your team has as its source the elation that comes from 
victory and the frustration that comes from failure. Leaders who strive for that passion 
know they have to create the space for emotion to “happen” in the workplace.

Step back and do some personal reflection if you find yourself getting impatient or 
uncomfortable when people talk about what frustrates them. It’s important to convey 
that you have an ear for whatever takes them to a greater degree of ownership for the 
results you all want. You want your team to know they can have your ear for both the 
good and the bad. Your inability to deal with the “dark side” may send the message that 
you are uncomfortable with emotion in the workplace. An even greater consequence is 
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the chance that your team will stuff their frustrations and start to choose their words 
carefully when you’re around.

Listening with compassion validates the emotion that comes with the work. It requires 
the listener to be quiet - to shut up, but not shut out - and focus on what is being said. 
Listening with compassion is about sending the message with as few words as possible 
that you understand, are concerned, and committed to the person’s success. You don’t 
want to let your words get in the way of someone who needs to get some things off his 
chest.

Let’s say Joe wanders into your office and looks like he’s about to implode. Chances 
are he’s not there looking for an answer or a way out. He may simply be looking for 
a source of absolution, an opportunity to vent, to do a reality check on how and why 
he’s feeling the way he is. Joe may be trying to reach equilibrium by letting some things 
go. The opportunity to do so can be freeing to him. And you can learn a lot about 
what motivates Joe... what he really cares about… by giving him the space, suspending 
judgement, and shutting up. 

Well... you don’t exactly shut up. But you’re pretty close to it. Limit yourself to 
comments that say you understand how he might be having a particular reaction. Try to 
put yourself behind his eyeballs to understand what’s driving his emotion. Again, this 
requires compassion and the ability to suspend judgment. Comments like, “That must 
have been rough,” or “I can understand that,” or “It’s not easy to juggle so much” can go 
a long way to help Joe re-calibrate. Just give him space. 

It doesn’t necessarily mean that YOU see it that way, but that may not be where the 
conversation needs to go at that moment. What’s important is that Joe’s emotion is 
connected to his current vantage and he needs to reach equilibrium. 

Can you validate and give the space, and your ear, to learn more about the person behind 
the passion?
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Most of the time, you’ll see that lending a compassionate ear helps people feel better, not worse. In 
that space that you provide them, they begin to build their own action plans for moving beyond 
the current pain. Your challenge is to suspend judgment, provide space, and shut up (but not shut 

out) long enough for this to happen. Can you do that?

When might you try to listen with compassion?
Try listening with compassion if.. .

•	 Someone interprets a change in direction as a personal defeat

•	 Those remaining after a staff reduction feel a sense of loss or guilt

•	 Results are disappointing in spite of tremendous effort

•	 You’ve redefined roles and responsibilities and someone feels demoted

•	 You sense someone needs the space to talk about something difficult

•	 Results are good, but everybody is tired and wondering what’s coming next
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2.

Listening to reflect

We all think, and sometimes speak, at mach speed. You may find yourself in the position of 
helping a team member slow down and hear what she cannot hear because her thinking is 
still unfolding. The beauty of reflective listening is that you can actually serve as a mirror to 

the speaker, reflecting back - for purposes of clarity - what you hear her saying.

The skill is in your ability to paraphrase, perhaps using different but synonymous words 
and phrases, to push for clarity and meaning. You are reflecting back the experience 
to the speaker in an effort to impose some meaning and interpretation to her vantage. 
Reflection often brings meaning to emotion. But you as the listener must now distance 
yourself from the speaker’s emotion. The meaning is that which she imposes. All you’re 
doing is feeding back her words so she can listen for the meaning in them.

Unlike listening with compassion, the extent of your empathy here must mirror any that 
is first offered by the speaker. Listening to reflect can be a challenge because you may 
sense that the speaker is too hard or, in some cases, too easy on herself. You may want to 
offer support or impose judgment, but this may not be what is needed in the moment. 
Offering support or imposing judgment in the absence of meaning can be futile and 
frustrating for the speaker. Listen to reflect and help create the meaning and context that, 
if there, sparks a something for her.

By serving as a mirror, you can help guide the speaker to reflect on her own experience. 
“I’m hearing you say the budget process is slowing us down.” “It sounds as if the team 
finds the cost accounting system too complex.” “Do you mean to suggest that Fred’s 
style is blocking progress?” These are all ways to push reality, as heard through your ears, 
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A conduit channels energy. It can also channel meaning. Often, in the absence of meaning, you can 
listen the speaker to greater clarity. Be the mirror and bring clarity.

When might you try to listen to reflect?
Try listening to reflect if.. .

•	 Someone is closing in on a strategy and needs to hear how their own logic is building

•	 You believe that the person’s thinking is too cluttered and they may benefit from hearing it played 
back to them in smaller bites

•	 You sense that someone is moving way too fast and hasn’t made the time to stop and take stock 
in what’s happening

•	 Someone seems surprised or confused about why others react to him or her in a certain way

•	 You’re confused and need to slow the person down and probe for meaning

back to the speaker in an effort to help clarify what she is feeling and planning. You may 
be surprised how often that clarity is lacking, even when she believes that she’s gaining 
momentum with a certain strategy or plan.

If you’re going to serve as  a mirror, then clean your ears. Let those two organs become 
your primary source for reflection. As little of you as possible should be reflected in 
what the speaker hears. You have become a conduit for her voice and experience to flow 
directly to her own ears. In a relatively short conversation, you may hear her respond to 
your statements with comments such as, “Yes! That’s exactly what I’m saying!” or “I’m 
not sure if I really feel that angry.” You may even hear her say, “I guess I’m overreacting” 
or “Perhaps I’m making things sound worse than they actually are.”

As meaning evolves, it may be helpful to balance between listening to reflect and 
listening with compassion. This requires a keen savvy for knowing when to reflect and 
when to give space and say as little as possible. With both styles, you’ve determined that 
the speaker’s ability to emote and find meaning is more important, at least for now, than 
your need to impose meaning and judgment. If the latter is necessary, it can come later. 
To do so when the speaker lacks clarity around her own emotion and experience can be 
frustrating.
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3.

Listening for assumptions

Warning!! This listening style can be draining. It requires you to be on top of every word. It 
also puts you in a position to point out that the speaker’s reasoning may be preventing him 

from considering other strategies or options. The speaker may consider you judgmental 
unless he understands your intent.

By listening for the assumptions behind the speaker’s emotion and decisions, you’re 
taking on that part of the reasoning process we call ‘paradigms’ or ‘mental frames.’  
When you freeze the frame on what you believe to be an assumption, you’re asking the 
speaker to take a look at his spectacles. We’ve all worn some form of spectacles over our 
eyes, whether to help us see better or to block the sun. Our vantage on life’s experiences 
is filtered through spectacles that have grown so comfortable that we no longer notice 
them. It’s ironic that the mental frames that guide us through life are those least obvious 
to us. This is why listening for assumptions can be such a powerful gift for a leader to 
give.

Another way to consider listening for assumptions is to play back the speaker’s theories 
about how things work. We all carry around theories in our heads about why people 
do what they do, why things work the way they work, why we get the results we get. A 
theory, though often fragile and untested, can push us toward action quicker than we’d 
like to consider. In fact, many of our theories are untested because they make perfect 
sense to us. This is why we often zoom right by them without recognizing their influence 
on how we feel and act. Wouldn’t it be great if we found a way to slow down our 
thinking on occasion to understand the link between our theories and our actions?
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Listening for assumptions takes us up close and personal to examine another person’s 
theories and paradigms. As stated earlier, this style of listening is not without risk. 
Listening for assumptions moves you closer to judgment than does listening with 
compassion, or for clarity. It may not be your intent to sound judgmental, but the 
speaker may feel that you’re challenging him or may get defensive about a theory you’ve 
chosen to question. When you hold up an assumption that you’re hearing and dangle it 
in front of the speaker for consideration, you’re basically suggesting that he either validate 
or revisit his theory about the way the world works. Know that this may be easier for 
some than for others. As is the case when using all the listening styles, consistency and 
support are critical to having the listener trust your intentions.

Here’s what listening for assumptions sounds like. “Tom, slow down for just a second. 
I want to check out an assumption that I think I’m hearing. By recommending this 
new pricing model without a marketing effort to sell it, there’s an assumption that the 
customer will see the increase as justified. Is that what you’re saying?” You can hear what 
Tom may consider to be a challenge, or a threat, to his reasoning. The challenge for you 
is to probe for data that might support his theory around what the customer will tolerate.

You both may agree that Tom’s plan has merit if there are data to support it. However, 
if you believe the data are no longer relevant, you must now probe for the assumption 
behind Tom’s plan. That might sound something like, “Tom, we’ve got a lot riding 
on the new pricing model. How certain are you that your data support the reaction 
we can expect from customers in each of these markets?” You can see how listening 
for assumptions pushes for greater meaning and provides an opportunity to reshape a 
mental frame. By listening this way with Tom’s permission, you avoid coming across as 
insensitive or invalidating. 
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In a typical business, you’ll hear lots of assumptions being made about what any of the key 
stakeholders will accept. Listen carefully to hear where others may be taking for granted the 
perspective of customers, employees or the shareholders. If someone appears to breeze by in his logic 

about any key stakeholders, this may be a sign that his spectacles are too comfortable. Lift his spectacles, 
blur his vision a bit, and then make him more conscious about his vantage. By probing for data that 
support or refute a theory about the work we do, we constantly update our spectacles to remain current 
with change.

When might you try to listen for assumptions?
Try listening for assumptions if.. .

•	 You hear little evidence of data that support major conclusions

•	 Someone continues to box himself in and is reluctant to push at perceived boundaries

•	 Someone continues to rush by, over, and through perceived boundaries

•	 Innovative thinking is missing

•	 You believe that the speaker’s rank or seniority is prohibiting others from probing too deeply 
around their assumptions
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4.

Listening as the Contrarian

The term ‘contrarian’ says it all about the person who wears this title. We all know the 
concept. This is somebody who finds the holes in your position and then advocates the 

opposite or a noticeably different viewpoint. This is the person who comes across as 
contrary. Some of these people are contrary by nature, all day long, forever and ever.  

Let’s take a little slice of that nature and define it as a listening style that grants permission, 
for the purpose of learning, to probe for holes. Listening as the contrarian captures the 

essence of this style.

In theory, this style gives you license to “yes, but” the heck out of someone who is willing 
to hear the opposing view and why it has credence. In practice, this style takes you close 
to the brink of seeming contrary and unsupportive. That is why it is essential that the 
speaker has granted you license to listen as the contrarian and understands that your role 
is to push back, sometimes hard, from the other side.

For many of us, this listening style is the easiest and that can be either good or bad 
news. The good news is that many of us have been taught to think that there is logic 
to everything. Therefore, we challenge anything that defies our sense of what is logical. 
Anything that lines up more tangential than sequential is subject to push back. The 
upside of the contrarian is the ability to smoke out the other side and viable alternatives.

The bad news is that many of us instinctively position ourselves as the contrarian and 
people begin to see us as difficult and critical. Regardless of our intent, the perception 
is no matter what is said, we will find some reason to take issue and then advocate the 
opposite. Unfortunately, when this style is not moderated, the long-term relationship 
may suffer. Unless your intentions are clarified, you run the greatest risk of being 
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perceived as NOT listening when you listen as the contrarian. Therefore, it bears 
repeating that it is essential that the speaker has granted you license to listen - and push 
back - as the contrarian.

Here’s the gist of why this listening style can be so powerful. Listening as the contrarian 
enables us to surface the issues that are often difficult to raise otherwise. Whether  
one-on-one or in team meetings, there are defensive routines that play out to the point 
where we dance around the important issues. Often, people are reluctant to point 
out where they see holes in logic or raise legitimate concerns out of fear that they will 
embarrass or humiliate either themselves or the speaker. Consequently, the learning and, 
possibly, the decision suffers because these defensive routines prevail.

Consider this example. Terry has recommended a market segmentation strategy that 
you view to be risky. You are concerned that long-term and less affluent customers may 
conclude they are no longer valued. In an environment lacking trust, Terry may believe 
that you are attacking her if you point out the weak points in her position. So, what you 
end up with is a gap between what you really think and what you end up saying. This is 
based largely on your “gut” read that pissing Terry off may not be worth the risk.

By legitimizing the role of contrarian, we are more confident that the real concerns are 
surfaced and addressed. In the case of Terry’s recommendation, the contrarian might say, 
“We’re waging a big bet here that some of our older customers will hang with us. Might 
we be sending a message that they have no real choice and are, therefore, stuck with us? 
If so, there could be backlash and that worries me a lot.”
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With this scenario, the contrarian listens for the holes and the missing data and the prevalent 
assumptions, and then bundles and delivers the message. This is one step beyond listening for 
assumptions. What you’re saying will more than likely be perceived as a judgment, and this can be a 

catalyst for lively debate and discussion. Don’t be surprised if legitimizing the contrarian opens up more 
discussion about the extremes of a plan. The more tension you create between opposing views, the more 
likely it is that people will have to think harder and longer about the options in between. This is healthy, 
which is why the contrarian is necessary.

When might you try to listen as the contrarian?
Try Listening to the Contrarian if:

•	 You believe others are too polite to say what they really feel

•	 You believe others are too political to say what they really feel

•	 You believe that the team is coming to consensus on a decision too quickly

•	 There is not enough diversity of perspective on the team

•	 There are just too many gaping holes in the logic 
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5.

Listening for Balance
Some people see the world through a lens of what is possible. Other people see that same 
world through a different lens that focuses on what is probable. Like most things in life, too 

much of either is a bad thing. Predictably, a healthy blend of both works best.

MBTI Iingo characterizes those people who think about possibility as intuitive types. In 
contrast, those who think in terms of what is probable are known as sensing types. The 
premise of the MBTI is we all have a preference, not only for how we organize incoming 
data, but also for other dimensions that tell some things about our personalities.

Those who think in terms of what is possible prefer to broaden the scope of their 
thinking, often extrapolating or generalizing from just a few data points to some bigger 
theory or premise... some bigger possibility. These people tend to see the big picture. 
There is clearly an upside to this vantage, but as is the case with many polarities, there 
is also a potential downside. Along with the “big picture” may come the tendency to 
overlook important details (facts, experiences) that are germane to the story.  For people 
who think in terms of what is possible, you may choose to help infuse the necessary 
details that anchor them to some tangible practicalities. Put differently, you can help 
by listening with an ear trained on the details of a plan, that may give rise to certain 
cautions or considerations. 

In a conversation with your production manager, Carol, you both are focused on raising 
the bar on production targets for a new product in the Asian market.  Carol lays out the 
big picture and you can feel the emotion as she paints her vision for five years out.   To 
provide balance, you can help Carol tie strings around some of the conceptual balloons 
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she has floated in your direction. You may find yourself saying, “Those are some pretty 
ambitious targets, Carol. Have you considered implications for how we’re structured?  Or 
that we may need to revise the bonus plan to pull this off?” Essentially, what you’re doing 
is making sure the “tactics” behind the strategy find their way into the business plan.   To 
have to do it later might prove very costly.

Then there are the people who prefer to work with an abundance of data and 
information, often presenting their ideas and viewpoint with supporting statistics, 
research, or empirical evidence. These people like to think in terms of what is probable 
and will likely use deductive reasoning to land on a certain position.

Here again, we have a double-edged sword. The upside to thinking in terms of what is 
possible is that it enables you to be more purposeful when laying the foundation for any 
plan. The potential downside, of course, is the tendency to shut down the “what ifs” and 
more intuitive vantage that often leads to breakthrough thinking. If someone who thinks 
this way invites you to listen to their ideas, you can help by elevating the conversation 
above the data to focus more on where the conversation needs to go. Another way of 
thinking about your role is that of inflating the idea, much like you would inflate a 
balloon. You stretch the walls which creates, in many cases, a different shape.

Jim, your head of Information Services, is focused on the most recent and disappointing 
customer satisfaction scores, so much so that he is beginning to question the team’s 
priorities. As one who brings balance to the conversation, you may find yourself saying, 
“It’s clear we need to make some process adjustments to reduce complaints, but I think 
we can accomplish this within the scope of our larger goal to train every CSR on the 
new system by next year.  How can we do both?” As you listen for what is possible, you 
help those who prefer the tactics to stay connected to the bigger and more long-term 
objectives.
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Listening for balance is an incredible balancing act, only because you may find yourself listening 
against your own preference.  You can imagine how important it is to infuse this listening style 
if everybody on the team thinks in one particular way. Sometimes you may have to go out of 

your comfort zone to infuse the other perspective, just to make sure there is enough balance in the 
conversation.

When might you try to listen for balance?
Try listening for balance if.. .

•	 You hear too much “big picture” and not enough detail

•	 You hear too much detail and not enough “big picture”

•	 The point in time of the strategy’s evolution requires the balance

•	 The speaker seems locked in one particular view, or broadly dismisses the other

•	 You believe that it would be good, for your own development, to probe from the other side
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6.

Listening for the System

Mental myopia - having a limited and limiting vantage on “what is important” – is not 
unusual in organisations, especially if they operate in silos. Even with the best of intentions, 

it’s hard for people to hold the bigger system out in front of the parts in order  
to see the ripple effects.

The premise behind this listening style is that no one can simultaneously observe and 
play. If you’re a player, concede that you definitely have a view and some biases. Most of 
the time, you do have an opinion.  This renders false the pretence of objectivity about 
other players, and other plays, in the system. The mental myopia in all of us limits the 
objectivity necessary to make the best decisions. We’re often simply too close to it. It’s a 
powerful gift if you can help reveal ALL aspects of the system that may be a part of the 
problem, or the solution.

So what is this system? It’s all the pieces of everything that has some bearing, no matter 
how small, on whether you’re getting the results you want. And that range of concentric 
circles, directly and loosely connected to your business plan, is one huge universe. So 
huge, of course, that no one person can see, or consider it all.

This is why listening for the system is such a valuable skill and gift to the conversation. 
By listening for the system, you manage the connections -- even those that haven’t yet 
been considered. You want to listen carefully for what appears to be pushing on what. 
Systems theory tells us that every event we react to, and every event we anticipate, is 
connected to some deeper forces. These forces push on each other, like what happens 
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under an iceberg.  You often only realise what’s happened after it surfaces on your radar 
screen.

So... what are these forces? They are anything in the system that causes people to work 
in a particular way, whether healthy or unhealthy. These forces can be rules, regulations, 
policies, procedures, processes, performance objectives, and targets. Any tangible “how 
to” or “thou shalt” embedded in your system, that has some impact on behaviour and 
performance, qualifies.

Here’s an example. In her conversation with you, Nicola has concluded that there 
may be flaws in the recruitment process, because the last four hires have not made it 
beyond six months.  You consider all that you’ve heard and then say, “Four consecutive 
failed hires is not insignificant. In addition to looking at recruitment, we should look 
at how the accounting process affected their performance. It may not be a coincidence 
that each of them had trouble learning a process that seems way too complex.” In this 
example, Nicola is looking for some way to explain four failed hires. In many cases, the 
explanation comes across, even if unintended, as blaming.

People often look beyond their own spot in the system to explain something, especially 
if it’s negative. As players, it’s hard to observe the impact of our own spot - our own part 
of the system - on the performance of our employees. It’s easier to point ‘out there’ to 
explain what’s happening. A good listener can help bring the player’s part of the system 
into the picture and link it to all explanations. The role is one of making sure all possible 
forces are represented.

And speaking of those forces, they are often intangible and hard to put your arms 
around. Everything that affects behavior and performance can’t necessarily be found in 
a policy manual or process flow chart. For example, consider the section manager, Karl, 
who is concerned that his management team is keeping longer and less productive hours 
at work. It may require an objective observer, namely you, to suggest to Karl that his 
team are simply emulating what they see him doing.  Not much more gets accomplished 
during these non-peak hours, but Karl’s team thinks that it’s necessary to be at work 
whenever he’s there.
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As you can imagine, pointing this out to Karl may cause him to become defensive. Therefore, this 
listening style requires trust. And it requires the ability to get Karl’s attention about his role in 
the whole thing. It’s making sure that all possible forces are considered. Listening for the system 

requires big ears and sometimes a fair dose of courage to put things on the table that the team needs to 
consider.

When might you try to listen for the system?
Try listening for the system if.. .

•	 The scenario is complex and big, and requires many ears

•	 You believe the team has come up with a superficial solution and needs to go deeper on the 
iceberg

•	 There are multiple accountabilities that need to be ironed out before locking a plan in place

•	 The plan requires different levels and layers of buy-in
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Pulling the 6 listening 
elements together

By now, you may be thinking that this listening stuff is more than you bargained for. You 
also know that real-time conversations happen quickly and are subject to many twists and 

turns along the way. It’s hard to represent a model or framework in the hypothetical without 
it seeming static and somewhat artificial. And we all know that feeling of seeing all the 

scenarios associated with each listening style converge (or collide) rapidly as we engage 
with each other in search for meaning and understanding.

WHAT’S NEEDED AND WHEN may change on you as quickly as the view inside a 
kaleidoscope in motion. Listening is a dynamic activity, requiring an acute consciousness 
for when it’s time to switch gears and ask if it would be helpful to listen in another mode.

Get used to asking the question. How do you want me to listen? And be willing and able to 
explain each style and the related benefits. And get others to think about how THEY can 
influence the quality of conversation by requesting a listening style that leads to a better 
outcome. This is a shared accountability and everyone needs to understand the benefits 
of each style. This requires a conversation about conversation and, more specifically, 
about listening. It is an art.

Also consider that each style might be used concurrently in a team meeting. Assign each 
person on the team to listen with a different style.  Make sure that questions are asked to 
get a complete picture of the issue at hand.  This technique can be valuable in the early 
phases of building a strategy or changing direction.

Here’s the bottom line: Listening is active, not passive. Active listening requires an ability 
and willingness to move between different channels. Introduce your team to the tools of 
active listening and create practice fields to see how listening contributes to meaning. The 
payoff will be tremendous.
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Have you ever walked away from a conversation wondering how it could have turned out 
so badly? You started with the best intentions.  To listen.  And then everything seemed to 
unravel. Worst yet, you later learn that you have a reputation as a poor listener.  If you want 
to communicate better, it may be time to do a re-frame on what it means to really listen to 
someone. 

 You’ll never be a good listener if you have nothing to learn from another person….or from 
the team.  When people engage with you in conversation, do they experience someone who 
is open or closed?  Helpful or unhelpful?  To be a better teammate, you don’t want to leave 
these questions to chance.  Learning how to listen more effectively will lift your capability 
and confidence as a leader.  For a team, effective listening will lead to better decisions and 
strong results.  

This book introduces six ways to listen:
1. Listening with compassion, 
2. Listening to reflect      
3. Listening for assumptions, 
4. Listening as the contrarian
5. Listening for balance
6. Listening for the system

Strong leaders know which listing style is needed, and when. It pays to know the difference.

www.sigmoidcurve.com


