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Introduction

I remind myself every morning: Nothing I say this day will teach me anything. So if I’m going to learn, I must do it by listening. 

–Larry King 

Listening seems like something trivial in retrospect, but in reality, what we're doing most of the time is hearing, not listening. Listening is a decision you actively have to make. We tend to hear things, sounds, people, and surroundings without giving them much thought. Listening, on the other hand, means we stop for that moment and make the effort to completely dedicate time to listen to another person exclusively. Our environment encourages us to constantly indicate our stance on every current issue; however, very rarely do we have the opportunity for learning by listening to the stories of each side. Drawing in information and opinions rather than actively listening to the people around us causes us to live in vacuums of our voices and thoughts. Therefore, we need to find ways to connect, communicate, and understand by actively listening to others.

In today's world, we're constantly in contact with people, hearing so many stories, conversations, and issues around us. It's difficult to keep up with it all, let alone have a meaningful conversation, create valuable relationships, or even properly understand someone's truth. Keeping a conversation going is even more troublesome in such a fast-paced world, as we can hardly find moments to listen and understand each other. It feels as though so much is happening that people do not have the time to put their thoughts aside for one another. We tend to give advice, think about our next answer, change the topic to something else, forget what people want to talk about, and rush through conversations without having an in-depth understanding or respect for the speakers or the topics they discuss. As a result, conversation and interaction becomes superficial.

Active listening is a skill that can be learned and honed through practice. It is, however, tough to master and requires time and patience. As the term implies, “active” listening means you have to actively listen. That is, rather than passively “hearing” the person speaking, you focus entirely on what's being said. While active listening was first understood in the field of counseling psychology, research has indicated that active listening is greatly beneficial in multiple areas of work and personal life.

Active listening requires listening with all of your senses. When you decide to become an active listener, you're not simply making a mental decision. You also have to show that you're listening. This means that an active listener communicates both verbally and nonverbally to the person speaking, letting the speaker know they're being heard. There are simple ways to do this, but difficulty arises when we utilize these techniques in real scenarios we have no control over. Understanding ourselves, our environment, and who we are listening to is pivotal in ensuring you can actively listen and communicate with people.

Unfortunately, the majority of us have poor habits. We often listen to what we want to hear and become fixated on a term or phrase that sparks our interest, consequently forgetting to listen to the rest of the spoken content. We are simply anticipating our turn to speak. Our brain finds it difficult to focus on a conversation when we are not consciously deciding to listen, interpret, and understand what is being said.

We think four times faster than we speak, which means we only need a quarter of our mental capacity to hear a message. We have around 75% of our mental capacity left, so naturally, our thoughts can wander. However, the most difficult thing about listening is the noise. Mental and environmental noise are some of our biggest distractions, and they can cause us to not actively listen to people. By training ourselves to block out distractions, focus attentively, understand, and reflect on what we are listening to, we can have fruitful conversations, meaningful relationships, and convey to others that we are genuinely listening to them. 

Since our brain has such high functionality, we have to be able to put mechanisms, skills, and training in place to help us learn a new way of listening. A study conducted by Friston et al. (2021) indicated that our brain focuses on memories and biases while we listen to people, and our responses can become predictable because of that. Therefore, we should train and practice putting our own experiences aside so that we do not give biased and uninterested responses. By doing this, we can create new pathways in our minds that can help us become good listeners. First, the problems that occur when we listen need to be acknowledged. Then, an understanding of the skills we need has to be learned. Lastly, practical training and real-world application of the skills learned have to be carried out. This is the only way we can consciously enact change in our behavior and, ultimately, in the way we listen and communicate.

You will be able to do this by reading the next few chapters. Through these chapters, a greater understanding of active listening skills will be gained. You'll be able to identify your problem areas; learn how to go about changing those behaviors and control how you listen; become skilled in taking in information; and reflect through communication and listening techniques. These listening skills will afford you the ability to make people truly feel heard and understood; maintain deep and mindful conversations; and cultivate true friendships. You will also be able to resolve conflicts and overcome problems in any situation. Supplemented by anecdotal evidence that you can connect with, this book will reveal you are not alone in your journey to becoming an active listener.

