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Listen!                
Dave Cosgrove has spent the bulk of his career in business management in the
pharmaceutical industry, with over 20 year in leadership positions.

Working as an independent coach and trainer, he has developed and run workshops on
various aspects of business management and leadership, from coaching skills to change
management and team development.  

LEADERSHIP

“Most people do not listen with the
intent to understand; they listen with
the intent to reply.” 
Dr. Stephen R. Covey

You are attending a meeting in a town you are not
familiar with. Your SatNav has got you most of the way
there, but as you get near the town centre the traffic
starts to build up, there are pedestrians everywhere
and traffic lights to negotiate. You know the building
is around here somewhere, so to help you find it, you
TURN DOWN THE RADIO!

For all healthcare professionals, listening is a key
skill, understanding what a patient is experiencing
is often fundamental to being able to help them.
However, this can be happening in a busy, noisy, and
time-limited interaction. Additionally, we have all
needed to adapt to virtual consultations and meetings

where there are the additional complexities of
unfamiliar technologies with a reduction in some of
the physical clues and body language we have
previously relied on.

Firstly, consider what listening is.

The Wikipedia definition is “To listen is to give
attention to sound or action. When listening, one is
hearing what others are saying, and trying to understand
what it means. The act of listening involves complex
affective, cognitive, and behavioural processes.”

By contrast, hearing is simply “the faculty of perceiving
sounds”. 

In this article, we will look at what constitutes good
listening and the steps you can take to be a more
effective listener. This is NOT about how effectively
you use your ears.
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To understand the model, consider the experience
when my friend Gavin phones to tell me what a great
round of golf he has had.

If I were using the different levels of listening it would
look like this -

Level 1 - Here we go again, Gavin telling me how
brilliant he is.

Level 2 - Interesting, an even better score than last time.

Level 3 - Gavin is clearly really proud of his game today
and I am happy for him.

Level 4 - It’s great to hear Gavin has done well, I
wonder what need it is satisfying in him to share his
good score with me?

When somebody is talking, it is easy to notice the
facts, things you find familiar or unfamiliar, listening
at level 1 and 2.

More of a challenge is understanding their experience
and to connect with their concerns and challenges.
The patient who includes a seemingly irrelevant detail,
a pause and sigh before speaking, or a colleague who
doesn’t quite answer the question you have asked,
are all giving you additional information, if you are

listening for it. Often, what they are not telling you
is as important as what they are.

Put simply, Levels 1 and 2 listening are about
you, Levels 3 and 4 are about them.

The Right Environment 
Research shows we can only mentally attend
to 5-6 things at any one time. If you are hearing

the words, seeing how the patient is holding
themselves, empathising with their feelings

AND figuring out what is going on for them, you
are not leaving much room for distraction.

While you will of course be mindful of being out of
earshot of others for patient confidentiality, consider
what other distractions can get in the way. Is there
background music, people walking around, those
papers in your hand reminding you of what you need
to do next? Is your attention on the person in front
of you, or on the things going on around you?

Time pressure must be considered as part of creating
the right environment. Be reassured, both you and
your patient will get far more from one minute of good
listening than you will from five minutes while either
of you are distracted. If you cannot commit to the
conversation now, make an appointment for when
you can.

In much the same way we will turn down the radio
when trying to find somewhere when driving, what
distractions can you turn down when finding what
your patient needs?

Listening Effectively  
The key to Level 3 and Level 4 listening is reserving
your urge to solve problems, your opinions and your
judgement until you REALLY understand what is
going on, to allow yourself to be immersed in the
conversation- listening with the intent to understand,
not to reply.

Demonstrating you are engaged may be as small as
nodding and smiling. A powerful technique is to
repeat back some of the patient’s own words - not to
paraphrase but repeating exactly what you have
heard.
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Part of listening effectively is asking excellent
questions. Often you will be given a number of
different pieces of information, some of it seeming
irrelevant but all of it important to the person who is
telling you. A brilliant, time saving question to cut to
what is important is to ask, “What’s the real problem
here for you?” 

If you are listening effectively and notice you are
getting incomplete information, or get the sense the
person speaking is leaving something out, it’s time for

the AWE question. The AWE question is simply to ask,
“And What Else?”. It is powerful because it gives
permission to speak and fill in the gaps.

A former colleague once joyfully proclaimed that the
most important thing she had learned in her role was
“To ask a question, then SHUT UP and listen to the
answer.” At its core, great listening is no more
complicated than that- creating the right environment
so you can truly give attention to what is being
communicated.

Listening Top Tips

1. Limit distractions so you can commit to the conversation.

2. Take time or make an appointment so you have time.

3. Repeat words to check understanding.

4. Ask questions to make sure you are dealing with the real issue.

5. Use the AWE question- And What Else?
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