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P A R T O N E

IS ANYBODY
LISTENING?

They would not listen. 

They did not know how.

—“Vincent” by Don McLean

I s  A n y b o d y L i s t e n i n g ?



C H A P T E R O N E

T h e  
I m p o r t a n c e  

o f
L i s t e n i n g

People don’t listen. It’s a universal complaint. Parents
bewail the fact that their children don’t listen; children

are convinced that their parents don’t even try to hear them.
Wives are desperate for their husbands’ attention while
husbands give up trying to be heard by their wives. Bosses
are certain that those working for them don’t listen;
employees won’t speak up, sure that the boss doesn’t want
to hear. Patients can’t get their doctors to concentrate on
what they are saying. Doctors have the identical complaint
about their patients. Everyone wants to be understood, but
few people feel that they are. Surprisingly, most people
think that they are good listeners.

What’s going on here? Half of the population complains
that the other half isn’t listening while the half being
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accused are themselves complaining that they are not heard.
When we ask audiences at our lectures if they think they are
poor listeners, only a few people
hesitantly raise their hands. The
majority of these folks sits
complacently until, one by one,
they’re nudged by a partner or
child sitting nearby. We can
admit that we don’t play golf
well or don’t have a good
memory, but we fail to admit
that we listen poorly. We don’t
even know it, let alone admit it. 

Before we can learn to listen,
it is necessary to heighten
awareness that in many
instances and with many people
we do not listen.

First of all, we don’t listen
when given information.
Children play a game called
“Telephone” that demonstrates
this phenomenon of non-
listening. One child whispers
information to a playmate and
tells her to pass it on until it
reaches the last person in a row
or circle. It always startles and
amuses everyone in the group when they recognize how
distorted the information is by the time it reaches the last
person. The final report is always quite different from the
original.

Most of us are not much better at the “Telephone” game.
Assuming that we are attentive listeners—even when the
message is trivial or mundane—is a misconception. For
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example, we ask for directions, close the car window, and
then can’t recall whether we should go left or right at the
third light. Maybe we were distracted by our
embarrassment at having to ask directions. Maybe we just
weren’t paying attention.

We do pay attention when people are talking about us.
But ironically, that attention doesn’t improve our ability to
listen clearly. In our need to be liked, and affirmed, we stay
attuned to any remark that might relate to us. If a teacher
hears one of her students say, “I’m bored with math,” she
may “hear” a student complaining that she is a boring
teacher. The student might well be talking about himself—
his failure to understand the subject or his lack of aptitude
in math. He might even be referring obliquely to problems
that have nothing to do with math. Perhaps he is wounded
by a lack of friends or by problems at home. The teacher,
however, assumes that this negative assessment about math
class is all about her.

A wife might say that she is worried about not feeling
more sexual passion. Her husband could easily “hear“ that
she is not finding him attractive or that she is bored with the
way he makes love.

This kind of listening—or rather non-listening
behavior—that concludes that the speaker’s message is
“about me” is a form of selective attention. A speaker might
be making several points, but the message that refers to us is
often the only part that sparks our interest.

For example, Lorna comes home from work and tells her
roommate, Samantha,

I had a nightmare of a day! I accidentally erased that entire
report I had been working on for next week’s staff meeting from
the computer. I was out of my mind with worry. Thank God,
Mitch was able to retrieve it. But, then Donna e-mailed me to
tell me that it wasn’t a good time to give the report. That



confusion took even more time and e-mailing to straighten out.
Finally at the end of the day, my car wouldn’t start because the
battery was dead. Some nice guy from accounting jumped it 
for me.

Samantha selectively hears the part of Lorna’s “tale of
woe” that interests her. “I hope the battery is OK now, “ she
responds. “Remember, you’re lending
the car to me this weekend to move
stuff on Saturday.” Selective attention
keeps us from hearing all that the
speaker is trying to communicate. We
hear not what is important to the
speaker but what matters most to us. 

We listen even less adequately
when we are subjected to threatening
messages. Any remark that sounds
critical about our looks, dress,
pronunciation, or performance is
often almost impossible for us to hear.

Conversely and strangely, words
of praise or compliments can conflict
with our own self-image, causing
such suspicion or discomfort that they
are quickly brushed aside. We rebuff or can’t “hear”
compliments. Kate describes a painful instance of such a
dismissal:

I watched Nickie, a friend of mine, help her elderly mother get
into the car after Mass one Sunday. Nickie seemed so gentle,
holding her mother’s hand until she was in the car and tucking
her coat in around her legs. When I told her that I thought she
was so sweet and kind to her mother, Nickie said, “Oh, Kate,
you always think everybody is nice.” I was so hurt and insulted.
I felt foolish for telling her my thoughts.
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Nickie may have felt awkward at being complimented,
or even guilty because she really
wasn’t feeling kindly toward her
mother. Whatever she was
feeling, she wasn’t able to hear
Kate.

So many of us are also likely
to rebut or reject statements that
contradict our own views. In fact,
we tend to prepare to do verbal
battle even before we understand
what someone else has said. We
will become good listeners only
when we can acknowledge that
we have a lot to learn.

We Need  to  Be  Heard

Becoming more aware of our listening hurdles can start
with reflections on our own need to be heard. How deeply
rewarding it is when we are understood. Carl Rogers, the
wise humanistic psychologist, spoke of the soothing effect of
being heard by :

. . . individuals who have heard me without judging me,
diagnosing me, appraising me, evaluating me. They have just
listened and clarified and responded to me at all the levels at
which I was communicating. . . . When I have been listened to
and when I have been heard, I am able to re-perceive my world
in a new way and to go on. It is astonishing how elements
which seem insoluble become soluble when someone listens.

It is rewarding to be heard accurately, but it is frustrating
and painful when we are not. This young couple endured
the painful consequences of misunderstanding:

We will become
good listeners 
only when we 

can acknowledge
that we have 

a lot to learn. 



Jenna and Scott sat in their car in stony silence. Then he
said, “I don’t get what I did wrong. I just said you looked
sexy in that dress.” Jenna spat back, “But you said it in front
of everyone—even your nephew. That was so inappropriate.
It’s like you were slobbering over me in front of your whole
family. It was so embarrassing. Your mother probably thinks
we are sleeping together now.”

Jenna experienced humiliation and anxiety in this
misreading of Scott’s attention and comments. She didn’t
hear his pride in her, or his delight in her appearance. So,
she derived no pleasure from the statement Scott intended
as a genuine compliment. Later, Jenna couldn’t understand
or accept Scott’s explanation, and she responded again with
an angry accusation.

Listen ing  Liberates

In contrast to the sad result of Scott and Jenna’s
miscommunication, we recently witnessed the comfort
provided by a father’s tender listening. At a ski slope, we
watched a father greet his son who had just finished last in
a slalom race. The young guy hadn’t fallen or gone off
course. He just came in last! He had a shocked, sick look on
his face as he picked up his skis and approached his father,
saying, “Dad, I think I’m last. That means I won’t make the
team. I can’t believe I was that bad.” His father resisted the
temptation to offer platitudes such as, “You just have to get
back up there,” or, “All we ask is that you give it your best.”
Worse still would have been, “I told you we should have
waxed your skis again.” Instead, the dad put his hand on his
son’s arm and said, “I know you’re disappointed, Brad. It’s
hard to put so much into it and not get what you expected.”
The son nodded, “Damn right! I thought I would at least
come in third!” He leaned into his dad, who ruffled his hair
and put his son’s skis on his own shoulders. The impact of
listening can be more profound even than words of comfort. 
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Listening can demonstrate love, even unconditional
love. In the example of father and son, the dad’s receptive
listening communicated to his son how much he loved him.
He was present, he listened, and in doing so gave his son the
message, “You count, your feelings count. I love you equally
whether you win or lose.” This father didn’t say a lot. He
didn’t have to. He listened. Expressing love is usually not
identified with or even associated with listening. Most of us
would expect the father to voice words of encouragement
such as, “You’ll do better next time.” Or, we might be
looking for a sort of consolation prize from the father.
“Come on, I’ll buy you that ski hat you’ve been wanting.”

We might even think that a
loving father should give his
son some timely advice. But
listening is this father’s gift, a
gift that the son needed.
Listening is a gift that all of us
need. It speaks volumes.

We want to be able to share
our doubts, our fears, our hopes, our mistakes, and our
victories. In order to do so, we have to be confident that we
will be heard—not judged, not blamed, not advised, and not
interrupted. Sometimes, we simply need to seek release
from feelings that torment us. Feelings of shame or guilt,
anger or fear that are held in can fester. They can lead to
depression, hopelessness, and isolation.

Kiesha is a pretty eight-year-old who was brought to us
for counseling. She had been refusing to go to school, and
spent most of her time alone in her room. When she arrived
in our office, she appeared cautious and withdrawn.
Gradually, Kiesha began to reveal her conviction that she
had caused her parents’ divorce. She described the
arguments that she heard every night while in her room. To
escape from these loud, terrifying, and heated fights, she

16 Are  You Real ly  Lis tening?

Listening is a gift
that all of us need.
It speaks volumes.



would pray to be taken away to a magical family. When her
parents did divorce, she lived temporarily with her aunt and
uncle. She couldn’t sleep, fearing that she might dream
about the magical family and thereby cause her aunt and
uncle to divorce. Through talking and being heard, Kiesha
freed herself of this misplaced responsibility.

It is not only within children that unexpressed feelings
can generate harmful effects. Feelings of guilt suppressed in
adults can lead to low self-esteem. Feelings of shame can
precipitate isolation, feelings of inferiority, and
competitiveness. Such repressed feelings that are frequently
distorted by obsessive reflection produce aggressive or
withdrawn behavior and induce attitudes toward self and
others that are destructive. A newly divorced woman had
become withdrawn and depressed due to feelings of intense
hurt at her daughter’s rejection. Only after she described
what she was enduring and let us into her sadness and
crying did her depression start to lift. Then, she could
respond once again to her friend’s invitations.

This woman friend knew her sadness but needed to
voice it. Many people don’t admit threatening or
unwelcome feelings even to themselves. These denied
feelings could lead to bizarre and tragic behavior. The meek
fellow who suddenly has a breakdown and murders his
boss, the passive woman who starts to have affairs, the
cautious husband and father who gambles away the family
savings—these are examples of individuals at the mercy of
bottled-up feelings. Finally, they exploded in destructive
action. All of us knowingly or unknowingly seek a listener.
We long for someone with whom we can freely describe the
personal feelings that are difficult for us to accept.
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Listen ing  Gives  Comfort

We especially crave a listening friend when we are
suffering deep loss and sorrow. Yet it is poignantly true that
these are the times when empathy is frequently absent.
While doing interviews for our book Sick and Tired of Feeling
Sick and Tired: Living With Invisible Chronic Illness (W.W.
Norton, 1992), we heard this complaint repeatedly from
individuals with chronic illness. “My husband doesn’t want
to listen,” a woman would say. “My friends don’t ask how I
am.” “My children don’t seem to want to hear about my
illness.”

Widows and widowers often report that shortly after the
funeral of a spouse, friends and family members are
impatient when they hear any expressions of sorrow. Those
lonely after a divorce voice a similar complaint. Their
friends—even close friends—aren’t willing to listen to them.

A report by a group of British researchers might provide
a clue to the reason for such a lack of listening. These
researchers discovered through the use of MRI (Magnetic
Resonance Imaging) that when people watched their
companions suffer, their brains appeared to re-create the
painful experience. In effect, they really were subjectively
“feeling” their loved one’s pain. When people say, “I feel
your pain,” maybe they actually do feel that pain (Science,
February 20, 2004, issue as reported in The New York Times,
February 24, 2004).

Whatever the reason, however, when we need to express
sorrow and seek comfort and understanding from someone
else, we are often disappointed. Sharing our sorrow and
being truly heard can relieve us of loneliness and provide
solace. We hope that the one we speak to will truly
appreciate what we are trying to say. Unfortunately, we are
too often deflated and left frustrated and alone by someone
who reacts to us with little understanding of our feelings.
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Without the relief or the satisfaction of connection, we
withdraw and resolve to keep quiet.

After the death of Paul’s mother, he choked back
profound feelings of loss in the press of comforting his
father, arranging for the funeral, managing a thousand
details of the estate, and then returning to a packed work
schedule. With no time to grieve, he was stressed and
became irritable. One evening after a quiet meal with two
friends, he began to surrender to his sorrow. One of the
friends felt such a need to comfort that she started talking
about how lucky Paul was. She told him how wonderful it
was that he had enjoyed such a special relationship with his
mother. This friend envied Paul because she had never been
close to her own mother. She told Paul that his sadness
would be brief while hers had no end.

Paul nodded in apparent agreement. However, his
much-needed release of feelings had been squelched.
Mistaken empathy is no substitute for genuine listening.
Paul’s friend probably had good intentions, but she
certainly had poor listening skills. She definitely provided
no comfort.

Listen ing  Prov ides  Recogni t ion

It’s not just during times of sorrow that we need to share
our feelings and needs. Most of us want to be able to share
our joys as well. We hope that others will listen and connect
to our good news. Unfortunately, we are often disappointed.

Janice felt a glow of pride when the hospice director
invited her to become part of a small group of people who
were to be trained to provide pastoral care to grieving
families. She loved the volunteer work that she already did
at hospice. This recognition of her competence as a caregiver
thrilled her. Janice’s joy was short-lived, however. When she
phoned a friend to share her good news, her friend
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responded, “You’ll be spending even more time around
death and suffering families. Are you sure you want to do
this? It could be very depressing!”

And later, when she told her partner about this new
professional opportunity, she was asked in an exasperated
tone, “How many days a week will this take?”

Our excitement at reporting the 79 we shot at our home
golf course is often punctured by a buddy’s retort about
having several rounds in the 70s recently. Our pride in
announcing our son’s acceptance to a grad school is
flattened by a friend’s sudden soapbox speech about the
“ridiculous cost of higher education.” It would seem that
our good news would be welcomed by all. But those whose
attention we would most appreciate often ignore our joys at
job promotions, successes, and victories. However, when a
friend genuinely does share in our excitement or joy with
real empathy, the happy news becomes even more special.
And we can get much satisfaction ourselves, recognizing
achievements in those we care for.

A father remarked to us,

I love to praise my oldest son. He’s only seven years old so he
still has that incredible innocence. So if I say to him, “Man,
you hit that ball a mile. They’re still looking for it in
California,” he gets a smile on his face that’s wild and he
practically wiggles like a puppy. It’s fantastic. It’s as much fun
for me as it is for him. He confidently listens to and believes
every word I say. In contrast, I stopped telling my wife that she
looks great a long time ago. She’s so convinced that she’s fat
that she scorns any compliment.

Lis ten ing  Clar i f i e s

There are also times when our thoughts are jumbled and
unfocused. We are confused as we confront bewildering
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events. Or we are torn between alternative ways of
proceeding. We need someone to listen to us. We need help
in sorting out the situation and ourselves. A young couple
who had seen us for counseling wrote a note of appreciation,

We want you to know how much you helped us. We were at a
loss and at odds with one another. We didn’t know whether we
should try in vitro fertilization again or whether we should try
to adopt. You put us on the same page by getting us to state our
thoughts and feelings. We needed to stop second-guessing one
another. We’re set now on adopting and we feel resolved
together. Thank you so much.

This couple had become more and more confused and
indecisive in their struggle with infertility. They had been
overwhelmed with advice from their family members and
friends. They needed space to hear each other—space that
we were able to provide by listening.

In families as well as in the business world, we face
issues and decisions that can bewilder and even paralyze us.
In sharing our dilemmas, we unwittingly invite opinions
and suggestions that can further complicate the situation.
The resulting “feedback” from others at home or at work can
confuse us, and blur our own opinions. These unsolicited
suggestions can even undermine our confidence to resolve
our own problems. We don’t need advice as much as we
need a willing listener who allows us to clarify our own
thoughts and make our own decisions. When someone
listens, we discover the layers of our thoughts; we “peel the
onion.” We might even discover that our original views
change dramatically.

When someone listens to us, we are given the
opportunity to hear ourselves, and then to edit what we are
trying to say. We have the time to qualify what we’ve said in
order to be more exact. We can develop our thoughts free
from interruption. The listener gives us the space in which
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we are able to say not only what we really mean, but often
to know our thoughts, feelings, and opinions more clearly.

We Pay  a  Pr ice  for  Not  Lis ten ing

When we are rarely listened to, we might choose—
consciously or unconsciously—to stop trying to express
ourselves. The results of such a decision can be serious and
damaging. A woman diagnosed with breast cancer told us:

I don’t talk about my cancer treatments to my closest friend
anymore. It was so hard. As soon as I would tell her that I felt
nauseous after a treatment, she would immediately say, “You
really should try the alternative treatment that Suzanne
Somers is doing. I keep telling you that she’s had real success
without ravaging her body. We don’t know the future impact
on your body of all these toxins that they are putting in you.”
She scared the hell out of me and made me feel so unsure about
what I was doing. The saddest thing is that since I can’t, or
won’t, talk to her about chemo, I don’t want to talk to her about
anything. I really don’t want to be with her. I’m losing my best
friend just when I need every friend I can get.

This woman’s choice is similar to that made over and
over by individuals who don’t think they will be heard. This
group includes teenagers who don’t share their thoughts
and actions with their parents. As a result, they lose not only
the guidance and perspective that they might have received
but also the closeness to their parents that sharing promotes.
A spouse, fearing blame and judgment, may not admit
financial and career concerns to his or her partner. As a
result, however, this person sacrifices the comfort and
support that sharing can provide. A woman who’s sure that
her boss won’t listen to her will fail to offer ideas that might
benefit both of them, and their employer.

Relationships at home and at work suffer when a poor
listening environment chills or prevents honest expression.
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Individuals keep to themselves. Loneliness ensues.
Resentful presumptions develop. Distrust flourishes. As we
said, loneliness can breed low self-esteem, lack of
perspective, and unhealthy thoughts and actions.

It is sad when an individual develops a habit of not
sharing feelings and concerns. It is sadder still when entire
families suffer from a pattern or culture of non-
communication. Fathers of the “old school” can be so distant
that children and even spouses can be starved for words and
affection. A strapping Irish businessman told us ruefully,
“My dad never told me he loved me—never told any of us—
but, he sure as hell told us what he didn’t like. I sometimes
wonder how he really was with my mom. He sure never
showed her any love in public.”

Similarly, some mothers are too busy and wedded to
their roles as selfless servants. They don’t take time to share
their own feelings and needs. Teenagers can all too easily
withdraw into their own private worlds. Families with
problems with alcoholism or drugs often create a code of
secrecy and silence. No one shares and no one listens. Habits
of non-communication learned in these families can wreak
havoc in their relationships. Families that fail to recognize
their poor communication habits will also fail to develop or
adopt more effective ones.

While the absence of real listening is debilitating to
individuals and relationships, the reality of listening taking
place is both liberating and productive. Listening frees us to
share our doubts, our fears, our mistakes, and our victories.
It can free us from the lonely hell of shame and regret, and
can make our moments of happiness even more gratifying.
Filled with wonder and gratitude, Sarah described the
experience of being really listened to by her boss:

I made a bad mistake at work. It may cause us to lose a lot of
money and probably will make our department and my boss
look bad. I was so upset when I realized what I had done. I



went to her right away and apologized. I told her that I was
worried for her, and that I felt awful about having put her job
at risk. There have been tensions between us in the past. So, I
dreaded her reaction. As angry as she was, she just sat there
and listened to me. She told me that she appreciated my
concern for her and recognized that I was so upset. She talked
about how heavy the workload has been for everyone this year
and that mistakes were inevitable. I was stunned that she
seemed to understand so completely where I was. She didn’t
give me a lecture or attack me. It was even more amazing to me
because I could tell that she had to work to control her anger.

The boss’s response was a
welcome gift for Sarah.
Understanding is always far
more motivating than censure.

Listening to another person
can be just as rewarding as being
heard. When we truly listen, we
bridge the gap between ourselves
and our child, partner, or friend.

We learn to see things from another’s point of view. We grow
in understanding and become more tolerant. When we listen,
we tend to judge less, have less prejudice, and edge a bit
closer towards wisdom.

Listening at home or at work is not a luxury—it’s a
necessity. 

Without it, distance grows, distrust and misunderstanding
abound, and families and businesses become less cohesive,
less united, less healthy, and less productive. Homes without
people who are attentive and understanding are not safe
settings in which to relax and to grow. Workplaces that lack
listening coworkers become tense and overly competitive.
“Everyone for himself and herself” is the theme. Teamwork
and productivity suffer.
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First, listening has to be valued. Then it has to be put into
practice. A friend of ours returned from a trip to Kenya
anxious to relate to us the listening ritual that she had seen
practiced by members of the Masai tribe. She described the
way that two tribesmen would stand very erect, facing one
another. One would speak at some length. The other would
say back in a rather musical tone, “uh huh, uh huh, uh huh.”
When the tribesman who spoke first finished, the one who
had been listening started to speak. Gradually, the first
speaker began to respond, “uh huh, uh huh, uh huh.”

Later, our friend was amazed to see this listening ritual
adopted by a British guide who had been among the Masai
in Kenya for thirty years. He was speaking to another ex pat
Brit in the Masai manner. One spoke while the other
responded musically . . . “uh huh, uh huh, uh huh.”

We can profit from rituals that demonstrate value placed
on listening, especially if they also provide an opportunity
to practice listening skills. For spouses and partners, the
ritual might take the form of a fifteen-minute or half-hour
exercise. One person shares his or her feelings or most
meaningful experience for the day while the other person
listens. Then, the listener shares while the former speaker
listens. It might involve a daily walk or a car ride or a
weekly dinner date.

In business, a manager who values the development of
teamwork might take his team off-site to facilitate better
communication and understanding in the staff. Or a boss
might advocate and demonstrate not only an open-door
policy but also an open-mind and open-ear attitude. The
focus for the members of a family, the partners at the firm,
the manager and his team should be on interpersonal
understanding and practice in the skill of listening. When
one talks the other works very hard to listen attentively
before reacting. Listening clarifies while it lessens
misunderstandings and slights. It provides the respectful
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attention which, when withheld, causes hurt, resentment,
and distrust, but when given instills a sense of worth and
purpose.

R e f l e c t i o n  Q u e s t i o n s

a Can you describe an occasion when you thought that
someone heard you completely?

a Can you remember a time when you didn’t listen well to
someone? Do you know why you didn’t?

a Are you aware of the ways that you react to—rather than
listen to—criticism or affirmation?
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