
‘Listening not Hearing - Effective Communication for Research’ 
 

 
Introduction  

 

Listening not hearing – you hear everything, but you don’t listen unless make a 

conscious effort to listen and understand the messages of the speaker.  

Listening is something you can actively train yourself to do better, although it 

is difficult to master (the real masters are hostage negotiators). 

 

Skill for researchers – particularly for qualitative researchers doing interviews, 

but other uses too (developing basic coaching techniques).  May think you 

don’t need to listen because being recorded/transcribed.  But more about 

improving your interviewing – stop you missing opportunities to direct the 

interview somewhere interesting/pick up new lines of enquiry.   

 

People are programmed to answer questions.  But you need to concentrate on 

the person and ask the right questions to find out what is really happening for 

them, rather than what you think is happening for them.  Listening and 

questioning skills do not always come naturally.  We think much faster than we 

talk, so it's easy for our thinking to get ahead, and so we can ask questions to 

check what the person is thinking rather than explore what they are thinking. 

 

People love being listened to - it's a positive and satisfying experience.  It helps 

build trust and the belief that we are being understood. 

 

Active listening keeps you in control of the conversation - allows you to guide 

the direction and pace. 



Active Listening Involves 

 

Active listening is about learning how to subdue your own needs, in order to 

enable you to concentrate on listening to what is being said to you. 

 

- Being attentive and respectful to the person talking (fully concentrating).  

Listening closely, paraphrasing back to the speaker what you hear, clarifying 

what you think you hear (ongoing feedback).   

- Using verbal and non-verbal communication (eye contact, nodding, smiling, 

encouraging sound) - to draw out more from the speaker 

- Being non-judgmental, with the emphasis on listening and not solving their 

problem, taking sides, forming opinions or giving advice.  Take a step back 

and listening to/facilitate them explaining 

- Not planning your response to what the person is saying until they have 

finished talking (nothing wrong with a short silence)  

 
 
 

  



Scenarios to Practice Active Listening 
 

In pairs with someone you know less well 
 
As - first alphabetically by first name, Bs- second 
 
Try and practice a number of the techniques outlined on the handout 
 
 
1) As interview Bs for 10 minutes on one of the these suggested topics  
 

 An individual who inspires you and why 
 

 What were your motivations for applying to do a doctorate 
 

 A day when something really great happened to you 
 

 Why you voted Tory/Labour last week (role play) 
 

 
2) Bs interview As for 10 minutes on one of the same topics  
 
 
3) As summarise Bs points.  Bs then feedback on their interview technique and 
ability to recall/understand  
 
 
4) Bs summarise As points.  As feedback 
 
 
 
Close - any new techniques used that worked 
 
 

  



Active Listening Techniques 
 

Minimal Verbal Encouragements 
Sounds like 'oh?', 'when?', 'really?', 'yes' or 'mmm hmm'. These are questions, comments, or 
sounds that do not interfere with the flow of conversation, but reassure the interviewee 
that you are listening. They help build rapport and encourage the interviewee to continue 
talking. 
 

Non-Verbal Encouragements 
As well as making encouraging sounds, look interested and make conducive gestures.  Smile, 
maintain eye contact, lean forward, slant your head, rest head on one hand, mirror but 
don't mimic facial expressions, don't displays signs of restlessness like fidgeting or doodling. 
 

Open-Ended Questions 
The primary use of open-ended questions is to help an interviewee start talking. Asking 
open-ended questions encourages the person to say more without actually directing the 
conversation. They are questions that cannot be answered with a single word such as 'yes' 
or 'no'.  Open-ended questions get information for you with fewer questions, those that 
usually begin with how, what, when and where. Closed-end questions (often starting with 
'did' or 'can') give a feeling of interrogation that makes rapport building difficult. They also 
cause you to work too hard at thinking up new questions. Ask 'what did you do today', 
instead of 'did you have a nice day'.   
 

Note that probing 'why' questions need to be used selectively and skillfully as, as well as 
helping you dig down to seek out more in-depth information, they can also steer the 
conversation toward judgment/blame and shut down communication if they are perceived 
as threatening or invasive. 
 

Playing Back 

This is the technique of repeating an interviewee's word or phrase and putting a question 
mark after it. This provides very exact responses because you are using the interviewee’s 
own words. Mirroring or reflecting asks for more input without guiding the direction of the 
interviewee’s thoughts and elicits information when you do not have enough to ask a 
pertinent question. It is useful when you are at a loss for words and it provides an 
opportunity for the interviewee to think about what you have said. 

 

Paraphrasing 
A summary in your own words of what you were told - the key points and agreements. This 
demonstrates listening (that you are remembering the details), creates empathy and 
establishes rapport because it is evident that you have heard and understood. Usually 
paraphrasing begins with phrases such as “are you telling me…” or “are you saying…” 
Paraphrasing also clarifies content, highlights issues and promotes give and take between 
you and the interviewee.  
 



Using Silence 
Silence can be very effective on a number of levels. Most people are not comfortable with 
silence and will fill it with talk. It is to your advantage to keep the interviewee talking - it 
gives them time and space to explore their thoughts and feelings. Use silence judiciously 
and making relevant comments only at appropriate times. Silence can also be used to 
emphasise your own point. You can use silence just before or just after saying something 
important.   

 

Getting to an Emotional Level 
It is important to be attuned to the emotion behind the words and facts. Commonly we all 
want to get into labelling or problem-solving too early. Too early an approach to problem 
solving is doomed to failure because the interviewee is not ready to reason and you have 
not listened enough to get all of the information you need to assist in categorising/problem 
solving.  Common phrases for you to use are, 'you sound…', 'you seem…'. Don't tell people 
how they are feeling, but how they sound to you as if they are feeling. 
 

Do not be concerned about making a mistake in labeling emotions. The interviewee will 
correct you and will often appear grateful for the attempt. Be aware of missing emotions 
and listen for conflicts in the feelings expressed, especially if they appear inappropriate to 
the situation.  

 

Introducing Your Feelings 
A sophisticated technique and contrary to many of the other advice.  This involves letting 
the interviewee know how they are making you feel, why you feel that way, and what the 
interviewee can do to remedy the situation. This is a non-threatening approach and does 
not put the interviewee on the defensive. This can be used when communication is difficult 
because of intense emotions being directed at you.  It is also used when the interviewee is 
trying to manipulate you and you want them to stop the attempts. You can also use this 
technique to refocus the interviewee if they are becoming verbally aggressive towards you.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


