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Preface: Listen and learn


I’ve travelled all over the world and listening has been, for me, the most important learning tool of all. Listening doesn’t just mean a few moments of polite attention before you get on to what you want to say; listening means being prepared to take the time to tune in to another life. It isn’t always easy.


Listening well requires the patience to stay with someone who may not be able to articulate exactly what they are feeling, and to be able to assure whoever you’re listening to that they are the most important person in your life at that moment.


A good listener knows that silence can sometimes say far more than words. A good listener is never judgemental. Be prepared for difficult, sometimes angry and ungrateful responses, but try to understand the context from which they come.


Most of all, listening requires you to forget your own ego, to set aside your own preoccupations and anxieties, and to give your full concentration to whoever’s speaking to you. The rewards are that a good listener can change someone’s life – even save someone’s life. And who knows? That life could be your own.


Michael Palin, Samaritans supporter




This book


By incorporating Samaritans’ listening principles into your everyday life, you will be able to better recognise when those close to you need to talk, and you’ll have enough confidence to approach a difficult conversation. This book is a collection of stories, tips, practical exercises and guidance from listening volunteers and experts, as well as people whose lives have been changed by the power of listening, many of whom now use their experiences to help others as Samaritans volunteers, or work as clinical psychologists or in other professions where they can provide care and support. We will explore their ideas and advice, from learning about how feeling heard can provide relief, reassurance and validation, to discovering fascinating facts about brain chemistry.


We want you to listen to one another – to friends, family, colleagues, partners, neighbours, whoever you like – in the hope that not so many people end up feeling they have nowhere else to turn. By becoming a nation of listeners, we can work towards supporting and enhancing each other’s emotional wellbeing and reducing the stigma around mental health. We all have it within ourselves to listen better to those we care about. Sometimes all we need is a little confidence and reassurance in order to feel able to reach out and start a conversation about how someone might be feeling.
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Chapter 1:
Why listening is important


Pause for a moment and try to remember the last time you had a really good conversation with someone. It might have been at work, at home or in the pub. It could have been with a friend, colleague or family member. It might even have been with your local coffee barista or delivery driver. But what was it that made that conversation so memorable?


Did the person give you their undivided attention? Did they look directly at you, make eye contact and make you feel seen? Did they let you speak, without interruption, not cutting in to offer advice, but rather allowing you the freedom to express whatever it was you wanted to say – really making you feel heard?


Now think about another conversation you’ve had recently where you didn’t feel so listened to. Perhaps you got the feeling that the person you were talking to was just waiting for you to finish speaking so that they could give you an opinion on what you’d just said, offer some advice or tell you about a time when something like that had happened to them. Conversations like this can feel as though they are made up of two people jostling for air space – each person listening for just long enough until it’s their turn to speak.


Most of the time, conversing is a two-way street, with a lot of give and take, so it doesn’t always come naturally to us to enter a conversation with the intention of listening rather than replying. On top of this, life is full of busy distractions. It can often be difficult to feel heard. But this is why it’s so important to find the right time and place for listening and having a good, meaningful conversation.


At times, we all need to get something off our chests and have those long, winding conversations that end up somewhere unexpected. It might be that we need a good vent, or simply a chat to relieve boredom, lift the spirits and take our minds off the day we’ve had. But sometimes there could be more going on with someone, and you might feel like it’s time to have a deeper and more meaningful conversation, perhaps about a potentially sensitive or challenging topic. And you might worry that it won’t be easy – either for you, or for them.


Listening can remind someone you care


Often, when talking to someone about their day-to-day stresses and strains, just saying ‘Are you OK?’ can be enough to remind someone that you care – those three little words can make a really big difference. But if someone you know well is feeling low, suffering emotional pain, going through something that feels overwhelming, complicated and distressing, or has an ongoing mental health issue, then active listening can really help. Active listening is more than just hearing somebody: it involves really concentrating on what the other person is saying and carefully considering the points they are making, without interrupting or offering your own opinion. Lending an ear with empathy, and without judgement or advice, can be the most effective means of really helping the person you are talking to. Listening to others has an extraordinary ability to make them feel validated, give them back their self-belief and empower them to change the end of their story.


It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? And yet this simple act – one that we are all capable of – can make a huge difference to someone’s life. For over 65 years now, active listening is a model that has not only worked for Samaritans, but has been described by many as life-saving. We know that helping someone open up and explore their thoughts and feelings can be invaluable. Sometimes it’s enough in that moment to simply get everything off their chest; at other times, the conversation can be a catalyst for them to realise they need further help.




Communication is necessary for human survival


Talking – and being heard – is as necessary to humans as breathing, food and water. Speech is one of our first learned skills and it’s a key part of our interaction with others. Listening as you learn to communicate is a basic necessity. As we grow, we communicate with our parents, then friends and teachers, then colleagues and family members. The primary function of our speech is a need to be heard, to get our point across, to get the thing that we want – whether we’re asking for an ice cream or requesting that a deadline be moved. Because of the practical nature of this primary function, it can dominate over the secondary function of speech – actually being listened to.





Listening to someone helps them explore their feelings


Often, when we witness someone we care about going through something difficult, we don’t know what to do, or what to say. We want to find a way to help them as soon as we can, and make them feel better. But it can be difficult to know how.


You might try to help them fix the issue by offering advice about their problem, telling them what you once did in a similar situation, giving them tips on what works well for you, or trying to think of a solution. You might judge the situation first, to decide whether or not you agree with them. You might try to use your own experience, seeing the problem from your own point of view and projecting that back on to the person you’re speaking with.


A lot of the time, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that – particularly if that person is asking for advice. In normal day-to-day conversations, just airing our concerns can be enough, and sometimes it is useful to be offered a fresh interpretation or an idea that we might not have thought of. Those who know us well are often best placed to reflect on what’s worked for us before.


But if the person you’re talking to is experiencing anxiety or depression, or dealing with another mental health condition or illness, it can be frustrating for them to hear your viewpoint when, actually, you don’t know exactly how they feel, or exactly what they’re going through. How can you? We are all different, and so we all react differently. While our collective response to events may be similar, our personal reactions will always be specific to our own experiences. Even if we’ve been affected by the same kind of things – such as loss or hardship – we will all always behave and respond to them in our own individual ways.


Listening and hearing are two different things


Truly listening to someone in a way that allows them to feel heard is an entirely different experience to simply paying attention while someone talks. It’s about taking the time to understand what is really being said, and giving weight and meaning to what you hear. When you listen well, you are reading between the lines, paying full attention and trying to grasp what the other person is really trying to say.


As philosopher Roland Barthes puts it: ‘Hearing is a physiological phenomenon; listening is a psychological act.’1 We are always hearing, most of the time subconsciously – things like the radio, busy streets, background chatter. But listening is a choice. It takes will, concentration and empathy to pay attention to the meaning behind someone’s words as opposed to just hearing what is being said. If you really listen with the intent of understanding, rather than that of forming an opinion, or lining up a question in your head while the other person is still talking, you will generate a sense of trust that will allow the other person to really feel able to open up to you.


We can all be better listeners


But there are things that stop us from listening well. If we really want to help other people, there are certain challenges which need to be overcome: for example, the overwhelming urge to try and make everything better. When we face a situation where someone we care about is having a hard time, it is natural to feel a strong desire to help. This comes from a good place of love and support, but swooping in to try and fix the situation implies a level of control and dominance that might inadvertently do more harm than good. Most often, the thing that people really want is not for you to try and fix them. They just need you to be there for them.


Casting aside your own beliefs and ingrained knowledge in order to be open enough to listen and accept another’s perspective – especially when it conflicts with your own – takes grace, awareness and acceptance.


Samaritans is known for helping people experiencing times of intense emotional crisis and extreme distress. But that’s not all we do. A lot of the time, we find that the people who call us are just everyday human beings who are going through something that’s really difficult, and so they’ve ended up in a place where it’s hard for them to cope. Our trained volunteers are there to help people in their darkest moments, but they are not therapists who give advice. They are just ordinary people doing something extraordinary.


We know that exploring feelings alleviates distress and helps people reach a better understanding of their situation and the options open to them. We know and accept that we can’t fix someone. We can’t save them from what they’re feeling or going through. Our role is to simply be there alongside them until they are ready to save themselves. It is always our aim that, through listening to someone and giving them the time and space they need to talk things through, that person will make the right choice for themselves. People know their own thoughts better than anyone else, so it makes sense that they are best placed to find their own solutions. Often, they just need help in remembering that.
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Create a safe space


What we do at Samaritans is really simple. It is a natural conversation between two people. The incredible thing is that you can really connect with someone through nothing more than warmth and empathy – it is so powerful. And it has been really valuable for me to get to know and understand people in a different way. Eventually, it becomes part of your day to day, and part of who you are.


That connection between two people is one of the key things you can carry over into more everyday situations. The most important thing we do at Samaritans is create a safe space for people to talk about anything they want, without any fear of judgement. That allows them to really, truly be themselves in a way that they might feel they can’t be anywhere else.


Showing empathy is an incredibly important part of reassuring people and creating an environment where people are able to talk openly – and I’ve learned that this is also true in a more normal, day-to-day context. Just checking in and saying, ‘You alright? You don’t seem like yourself at the moment,’ is a simple, but effective thing to do. It all has to start with paying attention to what your friends and family are going through. At Samaritans, the listening we do is so active that you pick up on every nuance and every pause. You become kind of hypersensitive to what people are saying. I suspect that a lot of things in everyday life go unnoticed because we’re not really paying attention to each other. It’s not that we don’t care, but often we just don’t notice the signs or signals that indicate to us that something has been left unsaid or that something’s not right.


Being solutions-orientated can often be the biggest barrier for friends and family when it comes to listening to one another, because you’ve come to a conclusion about what they should do before the person has even finished speaking. But if you try and move away from the idea of finding a solution, then what you’re doing is exploring. You’re not worrying about what’s happening; instead, you are reflecting on what you’re hearing and playing it back through a different lens. That’s way more helpful to the other person’s thought process.


Samaritans training really forces you to rethink how you relate to people, how you think about emotional and mental health and what your role really is. One of the things that stood out for me in my training was being told to imagine someone who’s having a hard time, who is feeling depressed or anxious, as if they’re sitting in a pit. What friends and family will do, with the best of intentions, is try and help them out of the pit. But as Samaritans, what we do instead is get down into the pit and sit alongside them to explore with them what that feels like. If someone is depressed, they may actually experience the kind of care and help that friends and family try to give them as a form of judgement, because their friends and family want them to be a particular way – to be happy, and feel better, and function normally. Just bringing those ideas into a conversation, consciously or otherwise, is always going to feel like a form of judgement, as if they’re being told: ‘How you are now isn’t quite OK, we need to change it.’


It can help to research and read up on mental health and mental illness – to learn the difference between depression and low mood, or stress and anxiety, or how you would know if someone was bipolar or showing signs of psychosis. It’s not about diagnosing: it’s about familiarising yourself and trying to accept it for what it is. It will help you with the way you react. It’s about taking a deep breath and behaving in a way that will encourage people to talk.


We all play various roles in our lives – friend, colleague, parent, child – and these roles can get in the way of our ability to listen. They often stop us from being on a level playing field, and this can limit our ability to have truly non-judgemental, completely open conversations. One of the fundamental principles for Samaritans is the belief that everyone knows what’s best for them. You have to believe that a person will find their own answers when they’re ready to, in their own time. You don’t know what’s right for them. You never really know what people are truly thinking and what they’re really worried about. Therefore, the best way to listen and offer support to someone is to show that you care, to show warmth, and to be there. You can provide the safe space that they need and help them to rationalise what’s going on for them by talking through their feelings. I think anyone can do it.


If you start with a completely open mind, without any preconceptions or assumptions, other people will see that. If you don’t stigmatise mental health in everyday conversations, or casually refer to someone being ‘a bit nuts’, then when someone you know is struggling, they’re more likely to feel able to speak up. You can help contribute towards creating this kind of safe environment, whether as a friend, a leader or a colleague. Then it’s just a matter of paying attention to people and noticing if someone is acting differently to normal.


There is always this notion that you will make things worse if you explore certain subjects or ask certain questions, but actually, talking about difficult topics and letting people say their biggest worry out loud can really help them process what they are feeling.


The more you have these kinds of conversations, the easier they become: there’s no right answer, and you don’t need a script. Just focus on the human factor. The subject matter may be a bit unusual or a bit uncomfortable, but ultimately, this is just a chat with someone. Just you, talking to another person.


Jin was Chair of Trustees at Central London Samaritans and has been a listening volunteer for 10 years.







Listening Diary


Keep a listening diary for a week. Record how many times you listened really well. Note down what challenges and distractions you experienced, and what you think went well. Aim to learn at least one new thing about the person who is talking to you and note it down.










Being honest about how we’re feeling helps others to open up, too


Hope Virgo suffered with anorexia throughout her teens, before being admitted to the mental health unit of a hospital for a year. She now uses her experiences of mental illness to champion the rights of others, inspire them to get well, and help break the stigma of mental illness.


Having close friends and family to check in with and listen has been really important in Hope’s journey. When she was unwell, people knew that she was struggling because she was underweight. Since coming out of hospital, she’s had to be more vocal about how she’s feeling. She says: ‘I have to feel like I’m being listened to, because if I’m not, then my brain automatically switches to: “Right, this is how you can show people you’re not OK.”’


When Hope was first discharged from hospital, she realised how unprepared she was to go out into the world and deal with day-to-day situations. One of the things she voices in her campaigning work is how important it is to go back to your GP and ask for help, even if you get turned away. ‘When you leave treatment, you’re expected to just go out and have as normal a life as you can. But you’re not totally prepared with the skills or coping mechanisms to go into various situations. I had to try and learn to navigate those situations on my own – whether that was going travelling, or heading to uni – and find a way to stay in recovery in all these stages of my life. There is nothing wrong with going back and asking for help until you get the support you need.’


Almost 10 years on from her hospital stay, Hope suffered a relapse after the death of her grandmother. What followed was a couple of months of really struggling mentally, and her old coping mechanism of restricting food and over-exercising began again. ‘I tried to get support but wasn’t able to, because I wasn’t underweight. I had this four-week period where I just felt awful all the time. I’d get up in the morning and go to the gym, then cry my whole journey into work, but put on my make-up, say “Everything’s fine,” and wear a brave face all day. Then I’d get on the tube in the evening to go back home and just cry that entire journey again. I’d get home and be so emotionally, physically and completely exhausted. About three weeks after I’d been turned away, I came very close to ending my life. One of the reasons I didn’t was because my little sister rang me at just the right moment, and I had this realisation that if I did end my life, then she would fail her exams and it’d be my fault. So I went back to my GP the following week and got a prescription for antidepressants.’


The medication really helped Hope, but she was wary of telling people other than her close family and friends for fear of judgement. ‘The medication gave me energy to just get through the days and clear my head. It helped me to get back on track. I only told my boyfriend and my mum to begin with, then I gradually began to tell a couple of other friends. I think the main thing for me was getting over feeling guilty that I had to take it, and I was also really worried about it changing me as a person. But we all just need to start doing what’s best for ourselves and not stressing about what everyone else is thinking.’


Hope found that when she opened up, the people she was honest with would then start to share as well. ‘For me, something that’s really helped since going on medication is trying to be a little bit more vulnerable with my friends. It was actually quite a hard thing to learn how to do. I still find it hard. But when my friends message me now and ask how I am, I always try and be really honest. Showing that vulnerability gives others the space to open up as well. It means that, in our friendship group, conversations around mental health are really normal now.’


One of the other things Hope did when she wanted to reach out to others was to send a message to let people know how she was feeling, but also reassure them she was dealing with it responsibly, as opposed to asking them to help her. ‘When I had just come out of hospital and was at university, I would message my mum and just say “I’m not feeling OK today,” or “I’m struggling a bit.” It allowed me to share enough with her so that I didn’t have to show my distress through not eating, but it also didn’t give her the space to try and fix it because I wasn’t giving her too much information: one of my pet hates is people trying to fix me or people feeling sorry for me.’


Sometimes, when you’re struggling mentally, you don’t want to always talk about your feelings and your emotions. But don’t be afraid of being direct and asking questions about what’s going on. ‘It won’t trigger someone to start doing something, if you just say it out loud. When I relapsed, I went for a walk along the South Bank with my best friend, and she just said, very directly: “Are you counting your calories again?” Her being so straightforward really helped, because I was able to say, “Well, yeah, I am, but I’m getting help.” It was reassuring for me and for her, and having that to-the-point conversation was helpful. With eating disorders, they’re so wrapped up in shame. But by having a direct question like that, it took away the embarrassment associated with it.’


When Hope feels as if she’s not being heard, she backs away from opening up and starts to struggle with rumination. This is when you get stuck on certain thoughts that play over and over in your head. ‘If I voice it and share those thoughts, even though no one can solve that kind of rumination, it just helps. If I don’t talk and if I keep things to myself, I start to think about food again, because I start to feel myself thinking that I need to show people I’m struggling. I need people to see that I don’t feel great. So bad feelings manifest in behaviours like restricting or calorie-counting. Then I might start thinking, “I should just give up now and end my life,” and it can escalate into a pattern of negative thinking.


‘Sometimes wanting to talk to someone is about just having a normal chat, or needing to vent. Conversations about mental health can feel awkward and uncomfortable sometimes, but it feels so amazing when someone takes the time to just be there and listen. It’s such a simple thing to do, and anyone can do it. But quite often, we forget to.’


Hope’s advice on opening up:


• Listening is important, because it gives people the chance to feel heard and valued and deserving of support.


• It’s probably going to feel awkward if someone’s telling you a lot of personal stuff. But just let it be OK.


• At the end of the conversation, ask the person: ‘Is there anything that I can do to support you with this?’ It gives that individual the ownership to share if there is something more they need from you, and it also gives them the space to say, ‘No, I just wanted to talk about it,’ or, ‘Actually, I think I need further help.’


• Self-care is really important. It can be big things like therapy, or little things like listening to music. You have to be really disciplined with it. I know if I don’t do it, I’ll completely burn out.


• Sometimes, it’s just about being there to distract someone. If I’m feeling really rubbish, I might ring up my sister and say, ‘Can you just talk at me?’ And she will just talk about the most boring stuff ever and I’ll listen and it will take my mind off things.








[image: Illustration]





1 Barthes, Roland. The Responsibility of Forms. 1985. Hill and Wang, New York




Chapter 2:
Loneliness and togetherness


Humans crave attention. We thrive in groups. We are social animals and need other people around us. Feeling connected to others is a basic human need that is essential to our wellbeing. There is a wealth of evidence to show that social connections, whether with a partner, family, friends or work colleagues, can promote good health. Conversely, when we are isolated from others, we can become very unhappy; a lack of supportive relationships or simply a belief that there’s no one to turn to can lead to loneliness and, for some, extreme unhappiness and depression.


Loneliness can be in the mind rather than a physical thing. When we talk about loneliness and isolation, we’re not talking about living on a farm in the Outer Hebrides. You can be very lonely in a relationship if you feel disconnected, or when you’re not getting any validation from anybody else. You can feel alone when you’re in the middle of a crowd. You might feel lonely when you look at social media. That feeling of disconnectedness – I don’t belong, I don’t relate, nobody really gets me – can be exacerbated by digital networks, as the lives we see presented there are often not real and are viewed – quite literally – through a filter. Technology has given us endless possibilities, but we still need human connection to create meaningful relationships. Social media connections add huge value to our lives, but they can’t replace the real thing.


The support we receive and give makes us more resilient when bad times come along, and that needs to be nurtured. Listening can really enhance the notion of togetherness. A meaningful interaction between two people can result in authentic moments where we feel heard, recognised, understood and validated.


Human connection and the benefits we get from it can help make us more resilient when there is a crisis, as well as being a safety net for us when we face difficulties. Just being with someone in hard times can be a great support for that person. Our connection with other people – and theirs with us – makes us stronger. When the chips are down, we want to have people around us who care, in whom we can confide and from whom we can get help.


We gain empathy by learning about other people and their problems, and when life takes a difficult turn, we know it makes sense to reach out for help. People need people: they will never stop needing them. Listening and giving each other time is one thing we can resolve to do that will make a big difference.


Give someone your full attention to create a connection


If you take the time to show a friend or family member that you’re thinking about them, it’s very validating for that person. They might realise that you wouldn’t be thinking of them or reaching out unless you thought they were worth it. But our brains think much more quickly than the speed at which we listen, and that means we are often too distracted to listen with our full potential. If you’re with somebody who’s trying to talk to you and you’re looking at your phone, or thinking about what you’re going to say next, that stops the other person from talking openly, because they know you’re not really focusing on them. When you’re speaking to someone in person, you can show you are listening by making a connection through eye contact and not being distracted by your phone bleeping. You need to concentrate on what someone is saying and act appropriately. Time is the most valuable thing you can give people, particularly in a very busy world where there are plenty of constant distractions.
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For over twenty years I have been proud to be the Patron of Samaritans, supporting the
charity’s aim of assisting those in emotional crisis.

On 2nd November 1953, Chad Varah, a vicar and writer-cartoonist, answered the first ever
call to a new helpline for people troubled with thoughts of taking their own life. He and
his wife had been offering counselling to parishioners, but they wanted to do something
more to help people in intense emotional distress. And so, from the parish of St Stephen
Walbrook in the City of London, they started taking anonymous calls with the intention of
listening with empathy and without judgement.

Chad Varah took out a newspaper advertisement asking for volunteers who would use
“active listening therapy”. The idea was considered quite radical — because of course at
this time the act of suicide was a criminal offence. He let the volunteers sit with clients
waiting for a counselling appointment, and often found that the clients would pour out their
problems to the volunteers themselves and so felt no need to speak to him afterwards. The
power of those listening volunteers turned out to be the real strength of the service.

Today, Samaritans has over 20,000 volunteers and 201 branches across the United
Kingdom and Ireland. And every six seconds, a Samaritan responds to a call for help. The
24-hour listening service has come to be all that Chad Varah envisioned — and far more.
Each year Samaritans reach over half a million people via a 24-hour service, delivered by
phone, email, letter, face to face and through a Welsh language service, as well as through
work in schools, prisons, hospitals and local communities.

[ am immensely proud of the volunteers and staff who work so tirelessly, day and night to
provide this essential care to so many vulnerable people who often feel they have nowhere
else to turn.

By using the Samaritans’ compassionate model of active listening, it is my sincere hope
that we can all become better listeners. We all have it within us to be present for our loved
ones, friends, family and colleagues, in times of darkness and despair, and to use our natural
skills of listening with compassion to help others when they need it most.
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