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Approximately eighty percent of our waking hours 
is spent listening. You would think, by the sheer fact 
that so much of our time is devoted to listening, we 
would be fantastic at it, real superstars. The reality 
is not very many of us are good at listening because 
of the way we listen. There are three levels of lis-
tening: passive, judgmental and active. The one that 
takes the most work is active listening, and, often, it 
is least used. Consider the following levels of listen-
ing and assess which modality you routinely use and 
whether it gets the results you want.

Passive Listening
This is the kind of listening we do when we are 
multi-tasking. For example, it is the kind of listen-
ing a teenager son might do while simultaneously 
working on math homework and listening to tele-
vision. If you ask if he has feed the dog, he may 
respond, “Yeah” without really processing what you 
have said.

Listening passively at home is one thing, but listen-
ing passively to our customers, our boss or our co-
workers can cause serious problems. Not only does 
it show disrespect, but it suggests that what you are 
doing takes precedence over what they are saying. 
People who don’t feel valued get angry. People on 
the phone will know you are passively listening, 
when they hear the click of your computer keys, 
when you ask them the same question more than 
once or when you respond incorrectly. Being a pas-
sive listener is risky.

Judgemental Listening
People who are judgmental listeners constantly as-
sess or evaluate while they listen. They determine 
if what is being said is right or wrong, fair or unfair. 
Once they make a judgment, they want their posi-
tion known. They appear to others as more interest-
ed in promoting their own point of view, rather than 
understanding someone else’s. Judgmental listeners 
look for openings in the conversation to take the 
floor or put down the other person’s argument. In a 

work environment, judgment listeners make others 
uncomfortable because they are seen as attacking 
or combative. There is always a winner and a loser 
in a judgmental listening scenario. Conversations are 
never a win-win.

Active Listening
In active listening, the listener puts himself in the 
other person’s shoes and tries to see what the other 
person sees. The listener tries to understand before 
responding. There is no judgment. The person who 
actively listens confirms their understanding be-
fore responding with statements such as, “If I hear 
you correctly, you are concerned with whether you 
can get your money back if you return the prod-
uct opened. Is that correct?” This verification or ac-
knowledgement statement helps to align with the 
other person and makes this type of listening the 
most effective. If there is an error in communication, 
it is corrected before any further misunderstanding 
occurs.

Active listening takes work. It is the most difficult 
of the three. It requires setting aside our agenda to 
understand the other person’s view point or feeling. 
However, the payoff is worth the effort.

Most people chose to listen in one mode more so 
than in another. By being empathetic and non judg-
mental, you validate a person’s worth and make the 
other person see you in a positive light. If active lis-
tening is not your usual mode, try to practice it until 
it becomes second nature for you. Your dialogues 
with others will improve dramatically, particularly 
when you are on the phone.

Impact Communications, Inc. consults with indi-
viduals and businesses to improve their presentation 
and telephone communication skills. It is not what 
you know but how you communicate it that makes 
a difference. When you have to have impact, phone 
(847) 438-4480 or visit our web site, www.Impact-
CommunicationsInc.com.

What Kind of a Listener Are You— 
It Matters!
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