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F E AT U R E

Listen!
by Ilene Watson

Think of a time when you
were talking to someone who
wasn’t listening to you. How did 
you feel? Were you angry and frustrated?
What did you think of the person who
refused to take the time to listen to you?
Did you think he was arrogant, rude, or
uncaring? 

Listening well to another person
(often referred to as “active listening”) is
the foundation of good communication.
It is an especially important skill for
planners and planning board members
that offers a way to help understand the
variety of ideas and opinions often
encountered. Listening well sends the
person you are talking to a message, “I
care about what you have to say.” Making
an effort to understand someone shows
respect for their thoughts, and for them
as an individual. 

When trying to listen and understand
someone it is important to be in an open
and non-judgmental frame of mind. Lis-
tening to someone means not arguing
about their ideas or espousing your own.
That isn’t to say that your ideas aren’t
important or that you shouldn’t have an
opportunity to voice them, but listening
well means putting your own thoughts
on the shelf (for a time) and concentrat-
ing all of your energy on understanding
someone else. It isn’t necessary to agree
with them, but it is important to be
accepting and approachable. 

THE SKILL OF LISTENING

Fortunately, listening is a skill that
can be learned. You can choose to listen
well. The next time you have a conversa-
tion with someone try the following:

1. Mentally Focus. Decide that you are
going to listen and understand. Don’t
think about your own opinions or ideas
for now. If you are busy when someone
comes to talk to you, make an appoint-
ment for a time when you won’t be dis-
tracted. Give your undivided attention to

the person speaking to you.
2. Physically Focus. Face the other

person. If you are sitting, uncross your
arms and lean slightly forward. Continu-
ous eye contact can be distracting to
some, so you might look at their face
instead of directly into their eyes. Also,
try to avoid negative body language. 

8. Show your respect. Take the time to
consider the ideas of the person you are
talking to before you respond. Is there
something to be learned? Should you
rethink some of your ideas and opinions?

SUMMING UP:

Listening well is a way of thinking and
behaving when having a conversation.
Being a good listener is not a skill most of
us are born with. However, it is some-
thing we can learn to get better at.
Whether we really listen to – and learn
from – what others have to say is a choice
that each of us makes. ◆
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LISTENING WELL MEANS
PUTTING YOUR OWN

THOUGHTS ON THE SHELF
(FOR A TIME) 

AND CONCENTRATING
ALL OF YOUR ENERGY
ON UNDERSTANDING

SOMEONE ELSE. 

3. Say nothing while the person is
speaking. Just listen and try to under-
stand them.

4. When the person is finished talk-
ing, repeat back to them what you heard.
Paraphrase so that you are composing
your own sentences instead of parroting
back theirs. Paraphrasing will help you
think about the meaning of what was
said. “So you feel that…” “What you are
saying is…” “Your thoughts are…”

5. Ask if you heard them correctly. “Did
I get that right?” “Is that correct?” 

6. Clarify your understanding of their
ideas using open-ended questions. Don’t
use “why” questions. “Why” is a chal-
lenging question that requires someone
to justify their ideas. Your goal is to hear,
not challenge. Use questions such as; 
“I am not clear about your thoughts on...”
or, “When you said ... did you mean...?”

7. Don’t stop using your listening skills
until the person you are talking to is satis-
fied. You may think you know what they
mean, but only they can tell you if you
really understand them. 




