
The Act of Listening

A great deal of the time spent in human
relationships is taken up by listening.
But do we really listen comprehensively
to what others have to say? Here we look
at a much-neglected function, and at how
we might better perform it. Plus how we
can make it easier to listen to ourselves...

[] The eminent novelist and philosopher Andr~
Gide once opened a lecture by noting: "All this has
been said before, but since nobody listened, it must
be said again." Nobody listened.., how often is this
the case, and how often must messages be repeated
because they were not heeded in the first place. In
business, family and other personal relationships,
the failure to listen properly is responsible, at the
very least, for an enormous waste of time.

Yet scant attention has been paid in the past to
the listening side of communication. Academic
courses in communications still tend to place the
emphasis on how to speak and write effectively
rather than on the effective reception and assimi-
lation of ideas. Recently, though, some large North
American companies have started courses in lis-
tening skills for their employees. This is mainly
because it has been authoritatively estimated that
the "listening efficiency" of people working in in-
dustry is less than 50 per cent, meaning that only
about half of the oral messages passed around in
the course of a day’s work are fully understood.

Big businesses are naturally concerned about
communication because it plays such a key role
in their operations. Oral communication espe-
cially- to a major extent the fuel of the mana-
gerial machinery of a company is the spoken
word. Surveys have indicated that the senior offi-
cers of major North American corporations spend
up to 80 per cent of their working time having
discussions, either at meetings, in face-to-face

conversations, or over the telephone. Assuming
that they listen more than they talk- and good
executives usually do- listening to other people
accounts for about half of their business day.

The volume of listening to be done on the job
diminishes somewhat on the way down the mana-
gerial ladder. Still, listening remains an essential
function from the executive suite to the shop floor.
It is central to getting things done and it strongly
influences morale, which in turn affects produc-
tivity. Again and again, the same phrases crop up
in surveys of the attitudes of employees towards
their superiors. A man who is happy with his boss
will say: ~’He listens to me," or ~’I can talk to him."
Those who are unhappy will say the reverse.

A situation arose in a manufacturing plant in
the United States a few years ago which clearly
illustrated the consequences of bad listening in
industry. The plant had a serious quality control
problem which took months--and relatively
huge amounts of money- to identify and solve.
Then a young tradesman, on the brink of resign-
ing, told the personnel manager he had known
what was wrong from the beginning. Why hadn’t
he said something about it? Well, he said, he had
approached both his foreman and the plant en-
gineer, "but they wouldn’t listen. I stopped trying
to tell them when they made me feel like a jerk."

If this story suggests that listening habits in
business (and not only big business) could be im-
proved, it also suggests a prerogative to better




