
INTRODUCTION 
At age 17, Byron Pitts was a first-year college student a midterm away from flunking out. On one 
particularly memorable day, his English professor handed back his most recent essay marked with a D+. 
Shortly after hearing the professor say, “You are wasting my time and the government’s money,” Pitts 
began filling out the papers to withdraw from school. Fortunately for him, a stranger took the time to 
listen to his story. As Pitts described it, “She stopped. She helped me … She was encouraging, just like 
my mother and other people in my life, and she planted seeds of kindness in me and optimism.”i  
 
Although much could be analyzed from this story, the main point I would like you to take away is that 
the relationship between Pitts and his new unofficial mentor began with her willingness to listen.  
Listening is a crucial life skill, deeply rooted in the context of its ability to help create, maintain, and 
enhance positive relationships. One might go as far as to say that listening is the quintessential positive 
interpersonal communication behavior as it connotes an appreciation of and an interest in the other.  
Indeed, research shows that feeling listened toii or being heardiii is vitally important for many types of 
conversations and is an expected part of many relationships from early childhood to the end of life. 
Good listening is an important aspect of  
 

 parenting,iv  

 marital relationships,v  

 salesperson performance,vi  

 customer satisfaction,vii and  

 healthcare provision.viii  

 
Good listeners 
  

 can enhance others’ ability to cope withix and remember events;x  

 are more liked, rated as more attractive,xi and garner more trustxii than those less proficient;  

 have higher academic motivation and achievement;xiii and  

 have a higher likelihood of upward mobility in the workplace.xiv   
 

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.xv   
 
Despite the recognition of listening as a positive element of communication, chances are you have never 
had a class on the subject. Think back to your schooling – for some of you that won’t be hard, and for 
others it may have been a while! Depending on the course offers at your highschool or college, you may 
have had a public speaking class, perhaps an interpersonal communication class as well. At work, you may 
have had some professional development opportunities, but have any of those been about listening? If 
so, how long did you focus on that skill exclusively? Many times, listening is treated in half-day seminars 
or as part of a single lesson rather than a complex skill in its own right. 
 
Here is a simple fact: listening is a complex skill set. It is not simple, passive or otherwise second nature 
or common sense. Listening is part attitude, marked by genuine respect and regard for all, part skill, 
enabled by specific verbal and nonverbal behaviors, and part physical, driven by a host of physiological, 
somatic, cognitive, and motor functions. Combined, these elements shape the perceptual lenses through 
which humans interpret and understand one another, colored by each individual’s cultural background. 
Genuine listening allows for the creation of safe environments that allow others to confer freely and have 
mutual understanding. Although listening does not always lead to agreement, when people are truly 



attentive and respectful, problems and grievances are much more likely to be dealt with collaboratively 
and harmoniously, thus helping to foster trusting relationships.  
 
In today’s global environment, the power of listening is even more crucial. Given the immense 
challenges of today that face the world, effective listening seems capable of uniting humanity for the 
purpose of meeting these challenges. But what exactly is this thing we call listening? 

What is Listening? 
Listening is an umbrella term that includes abilities to sense, process, and respond to another 
individual’s spoken utterances.xvi  

 
Sensing  
Sensing refers to those abilities to attend to explicit and implicit information generated when another 
individual is speaking. When people speak, they do not always say exactly what they mean.  Sometimes 
the meaning of speech is straightforward; other times we have to “read between the lines.” Scholars of 

human communication have discovered that every 
message has two broad types of meaning. Content 
meaning conveys information and is equivalent to the 
conventional meaning of the message – what can be found 
in a dictionary, for instance, would be the content meaning 
of a particular word.  So, the content meaning of “dog” is 
“a member of the Canidae family of the mammalian order 
Carnivora.”   
 
Relational meaning, on the other hand, is not found in a 
dictionary. So, the relational meaning of “dog” could be 

“man’s best friend” or “a man who treats women poorly” and is entirely dependent on how the word is 
used in context.  More precisely, relational meaning refers to how a message is “to be taken.”xvii  
 
In our everyday conversations, all kinds of relational meanings get conveyed.  For example, look at the 
following: 

 
“Please meet me at 5:00 today.”  

“We’re meeting at 5:00 today, right?” 

“Don’t forget! We’re meeting today at 5:00.”   

 
Each message has the same content - a meeting has been planned for 5:00 today. We can discern this 
level of meaning simply by looking at the words in each sentence. If we add up the dictionary meaning 
of the words, we get the content meaning of the sentences. But, each sentence does not mean the same 
thing, at least not if we consider relational meaning. The first is polite and connotes an equal 
relationship, one in which both people have similar levels of power and respect for each other. The 
second and third signal different types of relationships. The second message seems to say “you have 
information that I need, please give it to me.” The third message, however, connotes a power 
differential whereby the sender is almost chastising the recipient – perhaps this is a relationship in 

Content Meaning – the spoken 

words and subject matter of the 

conversation. 

Relational Meaning – what the 

speaker is trying to convey in speech; 

how the speaker sees the 

relationship



which the recipient is generally forgetful or unreliable. At the relational level, the third message says, 
“Because you are so unreliable, I am now reminding you that we are meeting at 5:00.”  
 
I have included a few additional examples below to reiterate the point. Generate your own examples 
too so that you can clearly see the value of trying to evaluate messages for their relational meaning. 
 

Message Potential Relational Meanings 

What are you doing after work 
today? 

This is ultimately a safe way to ask someone to do something – it is 
a request. If the listener says “I have plans” the speaker can always 
respond with “oh that sounds fun” and play it off as a simple 
question (as in, I was just interested, just making small talk). 

A husband trips on a ladder and 
his wife says, “You need to be 
more careful.”xviii 

The husband is likely to interpret this messages as either (a) a sign 
of support (she really cares about me and is concerned that I might 
injure myself) or (b) a sign of contempt (she is judging me and 
wants to control my actions). 

A co-worker gives a bad 
presentation and asks “how did 
I do” – the response: “It was 
interesting.” 

The co-worker could interpret this message as genuine interest 
from her classmate or may recognize that her speech was deficient 
and apprehend the comment as a gentle substitute for outright 
criticism. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Finally, sensing involves taking in all of the available information. To be a professional listener, you must 
be able to not only sense the actual words but also pick up subtle verbal and nonverbal cues that signal 
how the speaker is thinking and feeling about the relationship being established. You have to ask 
yourself – what does the speaker mean by saying these words in these ways? 
  

 
 
 



Processing  

Processing involves synthesizing conversational information and remembering details as well as 
constructing a viable interpretation of what has been said.xix  Once the other person’s actions have been  
sensed, they have to be processed, something that happens internally, inside the mind of the listener.  
Scholars usually talk about the processing functions of listening as several stages that we go through 
when we receive a message. An example model is provided below. 
 

 
Figure 1. A Constructivist Model of the Processing Components of Listening, used with 
permissionxx 

 
The Oxford English Dictionary definition of the first process, hearing, is “To perceive, or have the 
sensation of, sound.” Thus, hearing, refers to the physiological component of sound waves hitting the 
eardrum and being split into words and phrases. Sounds are not only “heard” but also comprehended to 
greater or lesser extents. Comprehension, the second process, refers to a listener’s understanding of 
what the speaker has said (content meaning). Comprehension is complete when the listener knows 
what was said or expressed without necessarily knowing what the speaker means.  
 
To understand what a speaker means, the listener goes through the third process, the process of 
interpretation or making “sense of messages by choosing from the available meanings.”xxi When we 
grasp the meaning of a person’s message, we understand both the content and relational level of 
meaning. Once we can interpret these two levels of meaning, we can move to the fourth process, act 
recognition, or grasping what the speaker is doing. When we communicate, we perform actions – with 
our words we comfort, persuade, direct, inform, request, promise, and so forth. As a listener, you have 
to recognize the act a speaker if performing. 
 
The final process, understanding, refers to inferring what our conversational partner wants to 
accomplish. For instance, when a friend asks “So, what are you doing on Saturday?” we are likely to 
understand that as our friend asking whether we have plans that might disallow in helping him move. 
 

Process Definition 

Hearing the physiological component of sound waves hitting the eardrum and being split 
into words and phrases 

Comprehension a listener’s understanding of what the speaker has said (content meaning) 

Interpretation a listener’s understanding  of both the content and relational levels of meaning 

Act Recognition grasping what the speaker is doing 

Understanding inferring what our conversational partner wants to accomplish 

 
To illustrate these processes in action, suppose your boss says, “Hey, can you take a walk with me?” 
Assuming you are in a position to have these sound waves register with your eardrums you can HEAR 
the message. You also are likely able to grasp the words that your boss is using—you know the 



conventional use of the term walk, and you know what walking means. You also know the relationship 
implied by your boss asking this question—that your boss is in a hierarchically more powerful position 
than you and can ask you this question because of that position. You also understand your boss’s 
intention—by speaking these words, your boss is, in effect, inviting you to accompany her to have a 
private conversation; she is not literally asking you about your ability to put one foot in front of the 
other. And you probably have an adequate understanding of your boss’s motives. For example, you 
know that your boss likes to discuss delicate matters in private. So, while the question is actually a yes-
no question; that is, the content of the question is literally asking about your physical ability to walk—
your knowledge of your boss, the workplace, and how the phrase is typically used—help you know to 
say, “Sure,” then stand up and start moving. 
 
All speaker actions – from the words used to the nonverbal behaviors that accompany the words – must 
be interpreted by the listener. Each stage in the process (see Figure 2) represents a potential source of 
misunderstanding.  
 
 

As a listener, you might not understand : 

1. what was said (confusion about words and/or sentences),  
2. what was meant (confusion about reference and/or predication),  
3. what was done (confusion about the speaker’s illocutionary act),  
4. what the speaker wanted to achieve (confusion about the intended outcome), or  
5. the speaker’s underlying motivation for these interrelated actions. 

 
 
As we listen, the chances of us making a mistake are pretty good. It is up to us to analyze our listening to 
ensure we are not engaging in activities that will inhibit our hearing, comprehension, interpretation, act 
recognition, or understanding. Simultaneously, we must be aware of how we are behaving as a listener – 
that is, how we are responding (the final element of listening). 
 

Responding  

Responding is behavioral; it is the outward sign that something is occurring inside the listener.  Listeners 
signal to speakers that processing is occurring by (for instance): 
 

 using the speaker’s language,  

 asking for clarification when appropriate,  

 and paraphrasing different parts of the speaker’s talk.  
 

Listeners also engage in eye contact, head nodding, and a range of other nonverbal actions. 
 
Without appropriate responding, the speaker has no clue whether the listener is actually paying 
attention or is only pseudo-listening.  When you respond, you indicate to the speaker what you have 
sensed and how you have processed that information.   
 
Responding includes a range of verbal and nonverbal behaviors from eye contact to asking questions for 
clarification. The key to remember about responding is to indicate attention.  



A Basic Model of Listening   
These three primary building blocks of listening competency work in progression, such that the ability to 

sense leads to ways of processing that, in turn, 
determine how one responds. In addition, sensing, 
processing, and responding are influenced by a range 
of individual attitudes and predispositions to listen in 
certain ways and to pick up on certain types of cues 
from others as well as elements of the situation that 
determine what types of listening are most 
appropriate. In other words, how a person listens is a 

function of both individual characteristics and situational elements. 
 
A graphical representation of this model of listening is presented as Figure 2. 
 

 
 Figure 2. A Basic Model of Listening, ©Bodie Consulting 

Good listening starts with abilities to sense and process information – how can you respond 

appropriately if you do not first take in all the needed information and process it sufficiently?  But 

responding is what others see and is therefore imperative to get right. Ultimately, it is the other 

individual in the conversation – the customer, client, fellow co-worker, friend, family member, spouse, 

child, cashier, pastor, whomever – who gets to decide whether you are “competent” or “incompetent.”  

Perception of listening ability is the reality of your listening ability.  When you look uninterested, you 

are not interested. When you look inattentive, you are not paying attention. When you look bored, you 

are bored. It does not matter how much you are interested, paying attention, or enthralled in the 

conversational topic – if you do not look like you are listening, you might as well not be paying attention 

at all. 

Conclusion 
So, to answer our question (What is listening): Listening is a complex set of affective (sensing), cognitive 

(processing), and behavioral (responding) processes. That means to become a professional listener, you 

have some work to do! The adage “Rome was not built in a day” is apropos here – you won’t become a 

professional listener over night; it takes honest reflection and continuous application.  

Perception of listening ability 

is the reality of your listening 

ability. 
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