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Integral to every interpersonal relationship activity, be it creating, repairing, maintaining, or ending it, 
is one simple yet vastly understudied human ability: the ability to listen.  Listening well plays a crucial 
role in parenting, marital relationships, professional life, and in healthcare.  Good listeners can 
enhance others’ ability to cope with and remember events; they are more liked, rated as more 
attractive, and garner more trust than those who are less proficient in listening; and they have higher 
academic motivation and achievement and a higher likelihood of upward mobility in the workplace.  
Adding to the importance of listening, research finds that natural decrements in the ability to 
process speech can negatively impact individual and relational health and well-being.   
 
While few disagree that listening is vitally important to relationships, its positive potential has yet to 
be fully realized.  Not only is there scant empirical data to support notions of “good” or “active” 
listening, but little theoretical fodder is available to develop testable models that can generate 
predictions for this complex social skill.  The purpose of this talk is to provide a perspective on how 
relationships research can be enhanced by taking listening more seriously in our theory building and 
empirical endeavors.  In particular, I will draw from my recent work in the context of supportive 
communication that views listening as a dynamic and interdependent process.  This view moves 
beyond listening as a simple linear progression from comprehension to responding and introduces 
concomitant theoretical and data analytic issues that await resolution. 
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