




[image: Start of image description, The front cover of Listen Like you Mean it by Ximena Vengoechea. The sub-title reads, How to reclaim true connection. The cream coloured cover features a dark blue mug and a light blue mug pressed closely together. A yellow tea tag hangs over the lips of the light blue mug. A quote from Nir Eyal reads as follows. Could there be a more relevant book for our times?, end of image description]











[image: Title image: Listen Like You Mean It]



[image: Paragraph break image]


How to Reclaim 
True Connection


[image: Paragraph break image]


XIMENA VENGOECHEA


[image: Pan logo]









To my parents,
 who have always made me feel heard










INTRODUCTION



To Listen Is to Understand


Charlotte was quiet, and so was I. We were sitting in the research lab, in front of a one-way mirror through which my team was observing the session. We had reached a crucial point in our conversation about a difficult and often-taboo topic: personal finances.


It’s often easier to talk about pictures than to talk about something so intimate, so for this study on budgeting, I had asked participants to collect images of their ideal financial future to help guide our discussions. Each participant had a different vision for themselves. Some brought in pictures of luxury cars and extravagant homes to represent a future with more money than they needed, while others, like Charlotte, shared images that showed they aimed for that middle-class dream of home ownership and organic groceries. Still others brought images that indicated they longed for the bare necessities, like getting out of debt and out of the canned food aisle.


From my conversation with Charlotte so far, I knew that she was tired. She had quit a job she loved after having a baby to raise her son full time. Now, she filled her days with childcare and household planning while her husband worked. With a single salary and a third mouth to feed, her family budget had to be measured carefully. Every week she compared deals across local grocery stores, shopped creatively to keep her budget in check, and meal planned according to what was on sale. Every grocery run was carefully documented for her husband, who regularly reviewed their spending in an effort to keep their budget on track.


Some people enjoy the conquest of finding the best deals and will share these stories with pride and a glow in their eyes, but not Charlotte. She dutifully shared the necessary details with me, but I could tell she was not enjoying our conversation. She had increasingly begun to avoid eye contact, and her responses, once clear, were now little more than a mumble. My co-workers in the back room pinged me on Slack, “Can you ask her to speak up? Hard to hear back here.”


When I asked Charlotte what she thought it would take to get to her ideal financial state—shopping for fancy cheese at gourmet markets instead of the sales at Safeway—she gave me what I knew was a surface-level answer, the kind you give to quickly placate someone without actually saying what you mean. Just like saying “fine” when someone asks you how you’re doing, when you’re actually having the worst day ever.


“More budgeting, I guess,” she said. Then, she was silent, even a bit sullen. She sighed and looked away.


Sensing her unease, I wanted to let Charlotte off the hook and move on to the next topic. Part of me even wanted to bail her out entirely and say, “We’re all done here. Have a great day!” I wanted to interrupt wherever her train of thought was going—because it looked like it was a very stressful place. But I knew that if I did, I’d lose my chance to hear what she needed to say. So instead of moving on, I waited. Five seconds turned into ten seconds, and ten seconds turned into twenty. The silence felt interminable. I focused on my breathing, in and out, in and out, and waited some more. She turned to look at me, and I softly, quietly, held eye contact. And just when things began to feel really awkward, Charlotte spoke.


“I guess I don’t know how we’ll get there,” she said. “We want to buy a home, but it’s hard enough deal-hunting for groceries. Anything beyond that feels impossible—I’m not sure more budgeting can change that.”


Charlotte stopped, but I sensed she had more to say, so I summarized aloud what I had heard.


“It sounds like a difficult balance, to manage both your near-term needs and future dreams,” I said.


“You have no idea,” she said, and she proceeded to open up about her fears and frustrations.


A Researcher’s Tool Kit


For the past seven years, I have refined my listening skills as a user researcher, manager, and mentor at some of Silicon Valley’s top tech companies. My job is to understand the people who use or could someday use the various products we build, from mobile apps and websites to in-home devices and on-the-go experiences. With every conversation, I am required to quickly connect with strangers—sometimes on topics they don’t want to talk about, and often in front of an audience—and discover what makes them tick, what drives them nuts, and how and why our products play a role in their lives. It’s a challenging task, but a good researcher makes it feel natural and easy.


I’ve been a user researcher for nearly a decade now, but no matter how many sessions I’ve run, every interview has a moment like Charlotte’s: a participant is on the verge of sharing something important, until their emotions, temperament, focus, or even a desire to please get in the way, causing them to shut down and clam up. When this happens, every ounce of my body wants to pivot, interrupt, or save participants (and myself) from discomfort.


But I’ve got a job to do. In every study, I have to uncover a specific set of insights that will ensure that my team is building a product that’s actually useful—not just one they assume has potential. I have to know what a participant really thinks, whether by shadowing someone catching a rideshare to learn about their experience with a mobile app (Do they obsessively track their driver’s progress, or do they tuck away their phone and wait it out—and why?), asking a traveler how it feels when a vacation rental listing doesn’t line up with reality to help better set expectations in the future (How inaccurate is too inaccurate? What is considered to be misleading and what’s a simple mistake?), or even prompting a group of participants to critique our app, site, or real-world experience to understand how we can improve it (We know the app could be better—do they think so, too? If so, where should we start?).


So I’ve learned to get comfortable with discomfort. I’ve learned how to lean into it and show the other person that I am interested in what they have to say, and how to confirm my understanding of what I’m hearing in the moment. I’ve learned that to truly connect and understand my participant, I need to stay active in conversation—not by rushing things along or persuading others to come around to my point of view, but by listening thoughtfully to what’s being said, what’s left unsaid, and even what my own inner monologue is saying. Showing up—without engagement, attention, and encouragement—is not enough.


I became a researcher because I am naturally drawn to other people’s stories. The skills I’ve acquired have enabled me to make the space for Charlotte, and countless other participants, to be vulnerable and honest with me, a perfect stranger, about their true feelings on a variety of topics. But what I didn’t know when I first started is that the skills I was learning as a researcher would serve me not just in the lab but outside of it, too. Being patient, asking open-ended questions, facilitating a conversation—these techniques help me get to the bottom of a research question, but they also help me build better relationships with my colleagues, direct reports, family, and loved ones.


Most of us listen well enough, but without deliberate attention we may move through conversation with significant blind spots. It’s easy for us to learn only part of the story, or misunderstand it entirely. Miscommunication can escalate a neutral situation to a negative one, and make an already negative scenario worse. Whether our misses are big or small, when they happen, we may walk away feeling detached and isolated from others rather than connected to them. At a time when our relationships are increasingly mediated through devices that lack the warmth and honesty of a face-to-face interaction; when we are moving farther from home, and more frequently; when our social ties are weaker, our anxiety levels higher, and loneliness is on the rise; in a culture of self-promotion, overwork, and political and racial divisiveness; and in the midst of unexpected global crises that keep us not just culturally but physically far apart from each other, we need to feel connected more than ever—and listening provides a way forward.


Too often, we “solve” for miscommunication by focusing only on what we say and how we’re saying it: if we could only get our message across, things would be much easier. As a result, we may decide to adjust our messaging or dial up the volume. But when we focus solely on our capabilities as speakers, we risk turning our conversation partners into an audience rather than equal collaborators. It will be hard for others to relate to us, much less put their trust in us, if that happens.


Instead, if we want to unpack others’ behaviors, motivations, and the way they think about the world, listening can help get us there. When we want to hear someone’s candid feelings on a topic or understand their aspirations in order to best support them, listening is what creates the space someone needs to be honest. When an argument is underway or when we engage with those who hold values or beliefs opposite to our own, thoughtful listening can help us approach them with an open mind rather than push them away. Truly effective listening can even enable others to tell us when we ourselves might be in the wrong. Every conversation is an opportunity to understand and connect with others much more deeply, if we know how to listen.


Becoming a researcher changed my approach to everyday conversation in two ways. First, I began to be more self-aware of my own listening habits, catching myself when my attention or emotions were getting in the way of my hearing others and course correcting in real time. Second, in true researcher form, I began to observe what made others around me effective listeners. These individuals seemed to have many of the qualities we researchers are trained in: curiosity, empathy, and the ability to ask thoughtful questions. This was a helpful observation. It suggested that the traits many of us assume to be innate—and perhaps unattainable if listening does not come to us naturally—could also be acquired.


So I began to experiment, incorporating various listening techniques into my conversations to see what worked and what didn’t. Some techniques fit right into everyday conversation. Others needed minor adjustments to work in the real world, or were better for some scenarios but not others. I also discovered new techniques—techniques I would later bring back into my research practice. Sometimes a technique did not translate into the real world at all. And there were times when my own listening quirks would get in the way. 


This book is a distillation of what I learned as I deepened my listening practice—as a user researcher and as a manager but also as a sister, daughter, wife, and friend. It is my road map to becoming a better listener, the result of many hours of conversations with strangers, expert interviews with other professional listeners, and many personal experiments, too. I hope it proves useful as you navigate the relationships in your life, whoever they’re with.


If you are reading this book, chances are there is someone in your life you’d like to connect more deeply with. Perhaps you’d like to strengthen the bond between you and your partner, or deepen the ties between you and your child. Maybe you’d like to bring these skills to the workplace and utilize the power of listening to build trusting working relationships and more collaborative partnerships. Or, you may be in search of more authentic friendships than the ones you have today. Whatever your reason, I’m glad you’re here. The skills we’ll cover apply across these scenarios and more. With thoughtful and deliberate effort, we can be better listeners to those around us, no matter the situation.


Here’s a glimpse of what’s to come. In part I of this book, we’ll explore the conditions for successful listening—an open mind, deliberate attention, and keen observation. In part II, we’ll focus on how to best navigate the conversation as it unfolds. I’ll reveal research moderating tips and tricks of the trade, like how to identify unmet needs, when and how to advance conversations, and how to create space for others to share their honest concerns, troubles, personal hopes, and dreams. And because listening can take a lot of energy, in part III, I’ll share how we can support ourselves in our listening practice and recover from intense conversations.


I have been the student of many to get here: fellow researchers, therapists, coaches, journalists, and the natural-born listeners who bring empathy to the fore no matter the conversation and make up my favorite co-workers, friends, and family. Throughout this book, you’ll see stories of both listening at its finest and listening gone bad in a variety of scenarios—from the research setting, to the office, to the home.


You’ll also have many opportunities to put your newfound skills to practice through hands-on exercises and self-reflection prompts, and find scripts to help you go deeper in conversation. I invite you to adapt these learnings and scripts to the world you live in, and the unique scenarios and personalities you bring your listening practice to.


Along the way, we’ll also learn a lot about ourselves. We’ll bring self-awareness in to learn what our personal listening powers and pitfalls are and how to manage them. With practice, you’ll begin to notice when you may be projecting your experience onto someone else’s and learn to tame any instincts to interrupt, redirect, or appease others in conversation. Only in understanding ourselves can we begin to truly understand and empathize with others.


By the end of this book, I hope that you have a deeper appreciation for effective listening and an understanding of how it works—along with the support, encouragement, and practice to make it your own.


Before we get started, a note about what you’re about to read: Protecting the privacy of participants is a keystone of the research practice; anonymity goes hand in hand with studies and their results. In keeping with that research tradition, any studies you read about in this book have been anonymized, meaning that I have removed or altered details to protect the identity of my subjects, the companies I’ve worked with, and the products they build. The stories I share blend many studies and moments from my experience as a researcher, and have been distilled here to their most essential—and, for our purposes, illuminating—form. With the exception of my interviews with experts and stories of my dear husband and me, I have taken the same approach to anonymity in the anecdotes I present in this book, whether they take place during a research session or not.




EXERCISE: Establish Your Listening Baseline


Throughout this book, you’ll find exercises to help you practice what you’re learning. To start, take this brief quiz to assess your listening skills.




1.	A sibling is waxing poetic on a topic you don’t care for. Do you:





A.	Check your phone


B.	Change the topic


C.	Find something you can get curious about


D.	Nod and smile






2.	A partner is excited about a personal project. Do you:





A.	Tell them about a project you are excited about


B.	Start thinking about dinner


C.	Get excited with them


D.	Reaffirm they picked the right project




3.	A direct report tells you they are leaving the company. Do you:







A.	Talk about how you want to leave, too


B.	Get as much information as you can on their decision


C.	Try to understand their feelings


D.	Move on to the next agenda item




4.	A friend shares his relationship frustrations. Do you:





A.	Tell him you are on his side


B.	Give him advice on how to navigate his relationship


C.	Let him express himself


D.	Explain how his partner probably feels and where they might be coming from


Tally up! Did you get mostly Cs? Well done, you—you can skip to chapter 10. Mostly As, Bs, and Ds? Fear not, we are just getting started.













Part I



SET THE STAGE












CHAPTER 1



Cultivate a Listening Mindset


Eve, a young user researcher on my team, was conducting her first field study. By her side was her mentor, Mia. Their goal was to better understand the extent of cyberbullying on our platform, so that we could come up with an approach to tackle the problem. Eve and Mia would be interviewing celebrities and other public figures commonly targeted by cyberbullies “in the field,” meaning outside of a lab setting, in their natural environments: on set, in the office, on the court, or even at home.


The first few interviews went smoothly. But in the third session, when a participant began to describe some of the harassment he’d faced online, Eve broke a cardinal rule of research and interrupted: “And the people who write mean things about you—you just ignore them, right?”


In qualitative research, like the study Eve and Mia were conducting, there is a saying: In the first session, you learn that not everyone is like you. In the second, you learn that not everyone is like your first participant. The rule is that only around the fifth conversation do you hear the full range of possible responses to questions and begin to see patterns in attitudinal attributes like needs, motivations, and feelings. This is why most qualitative studies involve talking to at least five participants.


Eve was repeating a sentiment she had heard participants say in her earlier interviews—that the proper response to abusive comments is to simply ignore them. But this participant had yet to share how he handled trolls on the platform. In addition to interrupting, Eve was basing her response on what she had heard before rather than what was right in front of her.


“Oh, actually, it kind of stings,” the participant answered. “Online bullies can be hard to ignore, though it would be a lot healthier for me if I could.”


Only half listening, Eve glossed over her participant’s response. “Right, so you would ignore them, makes sense,” she said, before moving on to the next part of the interview.


Noticing that the participant’s response—and his underlying emotions—had gone unheard, her mentor, Mia, intervened. “Let’s take a few steps back for a minute,” she said. “What is it like to experience harassment online?” Tentatively at first, and then with vigor, the participant began to share his story.


“People think that because I’m in the spotlight I must not care what other people think—like I don’t have feelings,” he said. “But of course it hurts when someone says something mean about me, and especially when they attack my followers. I feel it’s my responsibility to protect them, even if it hurts me.”


The idea that trolling affects not just the individual but also their community was an insight we hadn’t heard before, but that would become a crucial recurring theme. If Mia hadn’t noticed that the participant’s perspective was being ignored and stopped the conversation to get it right, then his important insight would have gone unsaid. Our product strategy—and our participants’ experiences on the platform—would have suffered as a result.


We’ve all had conversations in which we’ve felt unheard, and we’ve all also had conversations in which we, like Eve, were the ones to miss our partner’s cues and failed to truly understand them. Ineffective listening is common and happens every day. We often stop listening because we think we know what the other person is going to say (She is so easy to read.), because we have an informed opinion about how they will respond (He always leads by playing devil’s advocate.), or because we have an idea of how we think they should respond (It’s obvious the correct answer is “yes.”). Sometimes we even assume our own experience is the same as others, and expect others will respond like we would (There’s no way I would take that project on given what happened the last time, and she won’t either.). But when we stop paying attention to our conversation partner and let our own thoughts and opinions run the show, we miss learning what our conversation partner really has to say. And, perhaps more importantly, we lose out on forming or strengthening a connection with that person, which can damage our relationship. This explains why some teams never seem to gel no matter how many team-building activities they try, why some siblings struggle to grow close despite their blood ties, and why even lifelong neighbors can still find themselves with little to say to one another years later. If we can’t hear what others mean or how they truly feel, it will be impossible to get to know them, much less feel close to them, despite our best intentions, or even the benefits of proximity.


In order to become the listeners we aspire to be, we’ll first need to distinguish what makes some kinds of listening effective and others not.


Stay Away from Surface Listening


When we, like Eve, fall into a passive state of listening, we partake in what is called surface listening. Surface listening is the act of hearing the literal—but not emotional—content of a conversation, often at the expense of our conversation partner’s feelings. In our over-scheduled lives, surface listening is nothing if not efficient. When we are on autopilot, we hear enough of what the other person is saying to hold a conversation, get our work done, keep in touch with our friends, and stay polite with our neighbors and shopkeepers.


Unfortunately, most of us spend the majority of our time in surface listening mode. It is how we listen when we aren’t paying attention. When we participate in surface listening, we tend to react based on how we wish to be treated, rather than respond to what our conversation partner is actually saying or in need of. For example, we seek to be useful, so we offer advice and problem-solve—even if our conversation partner doesn’t want this. Or we wish to make others feel better, so we validate their experience—even when they don’t need our words of encouragement. Other times, we seek to relate, so we share our similar stories—even though others are facing unique circumstances. And while our intentions may be good, this can cause us to miss our conversation partner’s point.


One of the most common—and easiest—listening mistakes we can make in surface listening mode is to project our own feelings, ideas, or experiences onto others. We may, for instance, assume that others relate to things in the same way we do, out of a desire to bond over a “shared” experience (You had a pet as a child? Me too. It was great, right?). But because we’re usually operating within the context of our unique experiences, we risk missing signals that our perspectives may differ (Yes, I had a cat. But it was awful—I was allergic.).


[image: Start of image description, A line drawing of a megaphone represents the concept of projecting. The words, Me, Me, Me are blasting from the megaphone. One of the most common listening mistakes we can make in surface listening mode is to project our own feelings, ideas, or experiences onto others., end of image description]


Surface listening can also include behaviors like multitasking, interrupting others, mentally checking out, or continually bringing a conversation back to what we want to talk about. Being on the receiving end of these behaviors can make one feel small and lonely. When a boss fails to hear our pleas for help during a one-on-one, we may conclude that we can’t ask them for support anymore. When a sibling appears distracted as we share a challenge we are going through, we may leave the conversation feeling worse than when we started. When we are excited to share a personal achievement with a spouse and they fail to acknowledge it in response, we may feel uncelebrated, even alone. Over time, such moments can start to compound and chip away at our sense of self and belonging, and we may begin to feel rejected or unworthy of being seen, heard, or appreciated for who we are.


Recognizing those moments in which we engage in surface listening is important—and lets us know that we can do better.


Embrace Empathetic Listening


To help us understand our conversation partner better, identify their needs, and decode the meaning of their unique speaking patterns and gestures, we must engage in a different form of listening. I call it empathetic listening, and it is this quietly powerful form of listening that we’ll focus on in this book. It is what allows us to be more effective listeners, no matter the scenario.


At its core, empathetic listening is about connection. It is what happens when we deliberately slow things down and seek to understand others’ inner worlds. It means taking in what another person is saying—or not saying—with the intent to understand and relate to them on a human level. When we listen with empathy, our conversation partner should feel not just comfortable but seen and known in some way. We do this by listening not just for what is said but also for what is meant—and then going deeper still to understand what is felt. With empathetic listening, it is much easier to see what our teammates need to confidently get their project over the finish line, when our partner can use our support, or when our friend must get something off his chest.


[image: Start of image description, A line drawing of an iceberg floating in the ocean represents the Levels of Listening. The section above the surface of the water is labelled, What is Said. This is the Literal. The section directly below the waterline is labelled, What is Meant. This is the Subtext. The final, deep section is labelled, What is Felt. This is the Emotion., end of image description]


Through empathetic listening, we can create a space in which others feel safe to be themselves, laying the foundation for open and honest communication between both the speaker and the listener. This virtuous circle of connection is what I call a listening loop. When the loop works, we entrust our conversation partner with our emotions and make it possible for them to do the same. It feels good to go deeper in conversation and to see and hear people as they truly are, rather than as we wish them to be. The more we tune in to others, the more they tune in to us. When reciprocated, empathetic listening is the strongest salve for our sense of disconnection.


[image: Start of image description, A line drawing illustrates the Listening Loop. The Listening Loop features 2 main stages. The first stage is labelled, I can be vulnerable. A curved arrow leads to the second stage which is labelled, I understand you. A second curved arrow leads back to the first stage. The 2 curved arrows create a flow cycle between the 2 stages and represent the Listening Loop., end of image description]




Self-Evaluate: Surface Listening or Empathetic Listening?


Assess your listening habits with the flow chart below.


[image: Start of image description, A flowchart illustrates the differences between surface listening and empathetic listening., end of image description]


If you find you spend more time surface listening, that’s OK.


In the chapters to come, we’ll look at key building blocks and learn how we can strengthen our listening muscles.


If you find you spend more time empathetic listening, you’re off to a great start!


Pay attention to where your natural strengths are; we’ll continue to reinforce these as we practice. Note where some of the gaps might be; we’ll spend time improving these, too.


If you find yourself toggling between the two, no judgment.


In later chapters, you’ll learn what circumstances, company, and topics might make it harder to stay in empathetic listening mode and how to lean into it no matter the scenario.





Cultivate a Listening Mindset


Now that we can distinguish between surface listening (where many of us commonly spend our time) and empathetic listening (the most effective mode for connecting), we can begin to hone our listening practice.


[image: Start of image description, An illustration is entitled, A listening mindset shifts our focus toward the other. The drawing is divided into 2 sections. Section 1, on the left, is labelled, Self-Centred. A drawing of the universe contains a large planet at the centre surrounded by smaller planets. The sub-heading of the drawing reads, The Universe revolves around us. Section 2, on the right, is labelled, Other-Centred. A drawing of the universe contains many small planets. The sub-heading of the drawing reads, We are part of the universe., end of image description]


To start, we must first do the work of getting into the right mindset. This means approaching a conversation with the intention to fully receive and engage with our conversation partner in an empathetic way. It means committing to meeting our conversation partner where they are, without expectations, and focusing less on our own inner narratives (and perhaps even our own needs) in the moment. Specifically, it means bringing an open mind—one of empathy (naturally), humility, and curiosity—to the conversation. Because each of these qualities asks us to shift our focus away from the self and toward the other, without this mindset, it is difficult to deliver on the promise of empathetic listening and truly connect with others.




We’ll talk about each of these qualities in detail next.


EMPATHY: PUT YOURSELF IN OTHERS’ SHOES


In my early days as a user researcher, I interviewed software developers about the pros and cons of using different tools on the job. On the surface, I shared almost nothing in common with the participants. Despite striving for a diversity of recruits, many fit the stereotype of software engineers in the Bay Area: often soft-spoken, introverted, and male, with hobbies like video gaming and coding. As a fairly outspoken, outgoing woman who can count on one hand the number of times she’s played a video game, we were hardly an obvious match. Having experienced more than a few awkward conversations with engineers of this kind at the office, I feared our sessions would be a slog, and that our lack of chemistry might make it harder to have a rich conversation. I knew I would have to work extra hard not to let these differences derail our sessions.


Yet through empathy, I discovered ways to understand and relate to my participants. Though I wasn’t familiar with the ins and outs of coding, I could appreciate their excitement at creating something out of nothing—I felt the same way at the end of a productive day of writing. I could sense their frustrations when faced with a problem they just could not solve in time, even if the details of their work were unlike anything I was personally familiar with. I could understand how gratifying it could be to finally discover the source of a problem that had left them stuck for days—a pesky bug in the code for them, or a tricky chapter structure for me. Despite our many differences, I was able to empathize with their feelings of stress, disappointment, and achievement—without making the conversation about me.


For instance, in a session, if a participant shared that a coding project was finally coming to fruition, I could ask them to say more and appreciate their journey—without sharing a similar story, giving advice, or comparing our unique experiences. Staying in their experience would allow me to ask more relevant questions. Rather than remain at the surface (How long did the project take?), I could tailor my approach given what I was learning (What was it like when it all fell through? . . . And how did you recover from that? . . . What else?). The empathy and understanding I brought to our conversation would also signal to participants that they could be honest with me (Truthfully, it hurt to see it all fall apart.). The more I empathized with them, the more I got to know them, the more personalized my questions became, and the more my participants opened up.


[image: Start of image description, A flowchart illustrates the positive impact of empathy. The flowchart contains 3 labelled circles, positioned side by side. Each neighbouring circle is connected by doubled-headed arrows, indicating that each circle influences each other. The circles are labelled as follows, from left to right. Circle 1, Empathy. Circle 2, Deeper Understanding. Circle 3, More informed questions., end of image description]


Empathy is this ability to imagine what someone might be feeling. It helps us understand how others’ personal experiences and backgrounds may have shaped who they are, what they believe, and how they behave. In many ways, empathy is the antidote to projecting—we do not need to share in others’ direct experience, we just need to imagine it. We can call upon our own experiences as a way to understand what others may be going through, but always keep the focus on the other person. Finding ways to personally relate—without making the conversation about us—allows us to better understand what is being said, not just at the surface level but also at the emotional level. When we practice empathy in conversation, we can get to know each other in a way otherwise inaccessible to us.


To put empathy into practice, try these tips:




• Let others’ perspectives take the lead.  Embrace the process of understanding your conversation partner’s lived experience by asking questions specific to them and giving them the floor to share more.


• Remind yourself that it’s not about you. If you find your mind wandering to, “I would have handled that differently . . .” do your best to table these thoughts. Think less about how you would have reacted if it were you and more about why your conversation partner may have made the choices he or she did.


• Tap into their emotions. Even if you do not have firsthand experience with your conversation partner’s exact experience, try to relate to the underlying feelings that may be driving the conversation.





With empathy as our starting point, we can begin to meet others where they are in conversation.


HUMILITY: ASSUME YOU DON’T HAVE ALL THE ANSWERS


At the start of each research session, I tell my participants I am like “neutral Switzerland”—I will pass no judgment on their opinion or perspective; I want to hear it all. “You cannot hurt my feelings,” I say, before inviting them to share with me the good, the bad, and the ugly. I also admit that I do not have all the answers and that I am ready to be wrong. In a way, I am asking them to be my teacher and am promising to accept and learn from the lessons they teach me.


Saying this takes only a minute but yields much more authentic responses from participants. In fact, most participants visibly relax when they hear this—they have agreed to share their opinions on a topic for an hour, without ever having met me, and sometimes without knowing what we’ll be talking about or even what company I represent. Some participants may fear offending me if a design turns out to be terribly unuseful, while others may be loath to admit that they just don’t understand how to use a feature. They may be so worried about saying the “wrong” thing that they stay mum altogether. Sharing my intention to practice humility in our session helps them set these concerns aside and tell me how they really feel about a product, feature, or idea. Our session goes from feeling like a test they must pass to a lesson only they have the expertise to teach.


This preamble is also an important reminder for me, as a researcher. If a participant struggles to complete a task my team believes should be a slam dunk, I know to not assume that it’s “them” but instead to allow for the likely possibility that it’s “us”—and do my best to understand why. A task that seems easy to us may be difficult for the participant because it was designed by someone who uses the product every day, rather than once in a blue moon, or because we’ve fundamentally gotten something wrong.


[image: Start of image description, An illustration is entitled, Humility requires a shift in mindset. On the left is a drawing of a person sitting on a chair with their arms crossed. This person is labelled, Expert. A left to right arrow leads to a drawing of a person reading a book. This person is labelled, Student., end of image description]


In a research session, my goal is not just to learn but also to be objective—but most day-to-day conversations don’t come with those kinds of guardrails built in. Outside the lab, listening with humility means releasing ourselves from judgment and the assumption that we already have the answer, in order to stay open to others’ ideas and opinions. It is particularly useful when we are discussing something uncomfortable, or are being criticized. With humility, we allow others to say what they need to say without fear of expressing the “wrong” thing. This allows us to be vulnerable with each other, generates intimacy between us, and can ultimately strengthen our relationships.


Without humility, we may not discover, for instance, how hard it was for our colleague to give us critical feedback, and how committed they are—despite their own discomfort—to being honest with us about something they are concerned might be holding us back. Or that our friend is not trying to pick a fight when they challenge our political views, but that their willingness to engage on this topic with us is a reflection of the deep level of trust they have in our relationship. Or that despite the heated debates and disagreement with a partner over a project we are excited about, they too share the same goal to make it the best it can be. In the absence of humility, these paths to better understanding each other would be shut.


Humility is also helpful if we find ourselves distracted by stereotypes or other assumptions that can make it hard for us to fully see and hear what is in front of us, or even blinded by our own expertise. Here our social bonds are even more at risk, since the more strongly we feel about something, the harder it is to be open to alternative points of view.


Of course, we all have limits—I am not suggesting we sit by quietly if others are offensive or go too far. Humility does not require us to reduce our point of view to a speck of dust, but it does mean being open to being wrong, and doing the very hard work of trying to understand others’ perspectives. Though we may still ultimately disagree with our conversation partner—and even voice this disagreement—humility protects us from reacting prematurely. Everyone gets a chance to express their opinion.


Below are a few tips to shift your mindset to one of humility.




• Let go of preconceived notions.  Loosen your grip on your opinions to make room for others to share their own. This allows you to hear things as they are or could be, rather than as you assume they are or wish them to be.


• Leave judgment at the door. Remind yourself that a difference of opinion is simply that—not better or worse, just different. This can help you stop yourself from shutting others down when they feel differently.


• Assume you are in the presence of an expert. Understand that others’ lived experience gives them unique expertise. This can help us to accept and respect their perspective, even when it is not like our own.





CURIOSITY: BE THERE TO LEARN


For years, my user research team was responsible for ensuring that the businesses, brands, and influencers who used our platform had an amazing experience. This required us to learn what it was like to run or work for a business, and in some cases, how businesses and brands leaned on advertising to grow their reach, drive traffic to their websites, or sell their product. In truth, talking about advertising does not make my heart beat faster—but I had a job to do. I had to learn to get curious.


Getting curious means being open to learning more about a topic, idea, or person—even if it does not initially pique our interest. Though it can, at times, feel like a chore, there are many benefits to being curious. According to author and psychologist Todd Kashdan, curious people socialize better with strangers and are perceived more positively by others than incurious people. They are more likely to get along with a variety of people, and with greater social intimacy. Not only do we feel closer to curious people, but Kashdan’s research even shows that we are more attracted to those who demonstrate curiosity than to those who do not.


“Being interested is more important in cultivating a relationship and maintaining a relationship than being interesting,” Kashdan says. “That’s what gets the dialogue going.”1 Curiosity is an invitation for others to say more in conversation—in other words, it is an olive branch for connecting.


[image: Start of image description, An illustration is entitled, Curiosity is an invitation to connect. A hand passes out an olive branch to another hand. The first hand is labelled, Tell me more. The second hand is labelled, I’d love to. The illustration visualizes the concept of curiosity being an olive branch for connecting., end of image description]


In the same way, curiosity also deepens our conversations. When we demonstrate an interest in our conversation partner, we make them feel valued and thus more willing to open up, which allows us to get to know them better and more intimately. Perhaps that’s why we are drawn to curious people in action, whether on talk shows or interview podcasts—they can unlock a depth of conversation and intimacy seemingly effortlessly and give us insight into others’ thoughts and feelings that might otherwise be inaccessible to us.


On the flip side, when we do not demonstrate curiosity, we might inadvertently discourage our conversation partner from sharing before they have the chance to open up. You’ve probably felt this yourself in everyday conversations—if a colleague’s eyes glaze over as you tell them about your weekend, or a friend glances at their phone while you share a personal story. Though perhaps unintentional, these reactions can feel like rejection. If it seems like your conversation partner isn’t interested in what you have to say, you may begin to close the conversation: What’s the point in continuing if you’ve lost your audience?


That’s why instead of going into research sessions with advertisers assuming I’d be bored, I began to challenge myself to find an insight that could spark my curiosity. With intention, I was always able to find something to get curious about. Like, for instance: How confident do advertisers feel day-to-day in their decision-making? How do they stay productive despite sometimes using subpar tools? What kinds of unique pressures exist in a high-stakes, big-spending business like theirs? By finding something to be curious about, I was able to genuinely encourage my participants to share their honest experience with me, which allowed me to uncover compelling insights I could take back to my team.




EXERCISE: How Curious Are You?


Let’s reflect on your baseline curiosity in conversation. Because we tend to be more curious about topics we are interested in, we’ll focus on understanding your baseline when the topic is not one you’re naturally drawn to. Consider the following scenarios:




1.	At lunch, a co-worker shares a detailed account of a recent camping trip, down to the size of her hiking boots and what she ate for breakfast. You:





A.	Jump in to share your favorite breakfast spots in the city. It’s not camping, but it is delicious.


B.	Mentally catalog all the chores you meant to do this weekend.


C.	Make an excuse to leave—your inbox is calling your name.


D.	Ask your colleague how she got into camping, and what she loves so much about it.




2.	Your sibling is recounting his rescue dog’s latest shenanigans. You:





A.	Remember a funny thing your dog did last night—and immediately tell the story.


B.	Check your phone for new notifications. Pretty sure you’ve heard this one before.


C.	Imagine how your dog would have behaved—she is much better trained.


D.	Listen closely to hear what new trouble his pup has gotten into. Maybe this will spark a gift idea for your brother’s birthday.




3.	You’re at a dinner party and the conversation turns to politics. A fellow guest is eager to defend a candidate for election. You:





A.	Fact-check your dinner companion, ready to chime in with an update. Can’t trust anyone’s “news” sources these days.


B.	Finally unsubscribe from all those promos crowding your inbox.


C.	Help your host do the dishes or clear the table—anything to get out of the room.


D.	Ask the guest what drew her to that candidate. You wonder what led her to support them.


If You Answered Mostly As, You Might Be a Pivoter


You have a habit of changing the conversation to make it more relevant to you. Often, you are ready to jump in with an idea, story, or correction. Since your wheels are already turning, you might miss out on what’s being said.


If You Answered Mostly Bs, You Might Be a Distractor


You are a pro at finding creative ways to distract yourself from a discussion if it isn’t interesting to you. As a result, you end up catching only bits and pieces of a conversation.


If You Answered Mostly Cs, You Might Be a Withdrawer


You don’t care much for subtlety if a conversation isn’t of interest. Your preferred strategy? Leave! And if you can’t physically escape, a daydream will do the trick.


If You Answered Mostly Ds, You Might Be an Explorer


You tend to understand where others are coming from and have been known to remember the details about a person that make them unique. You are naturally positioned for empathetic listening.





BUILD YOUR CURIOSITY MUSCLE


Now that you are aware of your baseline curiosity, we’ll explore how you can foster it in conversation. Because practicing curiosity is so integral to cultivating connection with others, as you’ll see in the pages to come, I’ve devoted more time here on how best to do that. The tips below will help you get curious regardless of the scenario.


Look for Interesting Edges


My husband and I have opposite conversation styles. In a chat, he is more fact-driven and prone to googling to answer trivia or confirm a historical stat; I am more socially driven and likely to recall interpersonal details that tell me something about people and personalities. It’s very easy for me to forget that the facts and stats he brings up are his way of keeping the conversation going, in the same way that when I recount an anecdote about a friend or co-worker, I am inviting him to chime in. To avoid missing each other’s bids for connection, and inadvertently dismissing each other, we both have to make an effort to find interesting threads to pull.


Tugging at interesting threads in a conversation means paying attention to what’s surprising or compelling to you so that you can stay engaged—and possibly even ask about it later—instead of tuning out. This is something many of us neglect to do in everyday conversation, despite having practice with it. For instance, think about all the new social situations you’ve encountered in your life—meeting new people, interviewing for a new job, even going on a first date—and the curiosity you displayed then, relative to your average conversation. Now, see if you can tap into that capacity for curiosity with the co-workers, friends, and family you talk to every day. Try to channel that feeling where everything is shiny, interesting, and new to you, even when it feels like a stretch. To do this, find your “in”—a thread or detail you are naturally drawn to—and seize it by asking questions like, “What was that like?,” “How did you learn that?,” or “Tell me more about this part of what you said . . .” to help you go down the rabbit hole of curiosity together. 


Now when my husband brings up, for instance, basketball stats, I no longer automatically tune out. Instead, I tug at what’s interesting to me and ask about the players and personalities behind the numbers. I hear about the drama, about the parties, about the coaches with interesting team traditions, like Gregg Popovich, the Spurs coach who takes his team out to Michelin restaurants after games, and about the strength and tradition of the venerable PB&J sandwich in the basketball world.2 My husband gets to share what he knows about a favorite topic, and I get to savor the details about people along the way.


[image: Start of image description, An illustration of a Venn diagram visualizes the sweet spot between Facts and Stories. The light grey circle on the left is labelled, Facts. The dark grey circle on the right is labelled, Stories. The overlapping section between the 2 circles is labelled, The Sweet Spot., end of image description]


Ask: What Else?


After numerous research sessions with small business owners over the years, I can probably tell you what their primary challenges are. I know many struggle to manage their time and may lack the resources and expertise to take their business to the next level. I also know they tend to be scrappy, entrepreneurial, and hardworking, driven by a deep commitment and enthusiasm to share their passions with others. Because I know all of this, I might be tempted to think that I don’t need to interview this group anymore (I already know what to expect.). But if I were to stop there, I’d never deepen my knowledge of this very interesting group, and I might miss out on crucial information—and, as a result, fail to take the products we create for this group from good to great.


Instead of approaching these sessions as a checklist to confirm what I already know, I can attempt to unearth the details that will transform my general knowledge of small businesses into a richer and more nuanced understanding. For example, perhaps I know time is a scarce resource for small business owners. But what exactly do their daily schedules look like? How do they manage the busiest days of the year, like Small Business Saturday, relative to an average or even a slow day? What emotional impact do milestone moments like these have on them?


By remaining curious even when we have a strong baseline of knowledge, we can deepen our expertise and in turn better get to know others. If you are well versed in a topic, don’t stop there. Instead, ask yourself: What details might I be missing? What else can I learn? How might my understanding of this subject be incomplete?


Discover the Why


A colleague once scheduled a meeting to discuss what a team should be called. “The team has too many names and it’s confusing to everyone involved,” she explained. She reserved thirty precious minutes for five managers to pick a new name and discuss how it should be rolled out in the organization.


My first instinct was: this is not a good use of time. Why pull this many busy people into a room to create a naming convention for a team we aren’t even on?


But then I stopped myself and got curious. What was driving this conversation? Why was my co-worker so passionate about something as seemingly trivial as a team name? Through careful observation and a few pointed questions (What outcome are you working toward? How would you prioritize this against other tasks on our plate?), I learned that, for her, it is extremely important that her direct reports have a shared understanding of a team’s goals, processes, and, yes, even their name. In the end, I could agree with the spirit of her argument—the importance of clarity to enable great work—even if I hadn’t at first understood her intentions or her approach.


This was a helpful learning in the moment but also for the future. When a conflict between two of our direct reports surfaced later on, I remembered this particular manager was driven by process and clarity above all. So instead of focusing on why these two specific individuals were not partnering well, I framed the situation as an example of how our teams could collaborate more closely—if only we had a shared framework and set of best practices for how they should partner together. In emphasizing the need for clarity and alignment, I made it easy for her to genuinely want to partner with me. Because of this, together, we not only addressed the conflict between our two reports but tightened the partnership between our teams overall.


What can a person’s choice of topic tell you about them? Getting curious about why this person is so drawn to this topic helps us silence our old friend, projection. The following thought starters can help:




• How important does this subject seem to my conversation partner?


• Which part of our conversation are they particularly passionate about? Not passionate about?


• What might be driving their [enthusiasm, frustration, disappointment] for this topic? Could there be an emotional, contextual, personal, or even historical reason for their choice of topic?


• What might be motivating their reaction to what’s been said? Might their personal history play a part?





Prepare Yourself


The older we get, the more distinct our tastes, preferences, and interests can become. There’s nothing wrong with not being curious about certain topics—you can honor your selective interests and still show up for others.


Instead of dreading conversations about topics you’re not particularly interested in, or with people with whom you have little in common, you can proactively combat boredom with a simple pep talk. First, acknowledge that this conversation isn’t interesting to you, whether you’re listening to your co-worker talk about the latest biography she’s reading, a genre of book you have never voluntarily picked up, going deep with your nephew on the intricacies of science fiction characters you’ve never heard of, or talking politics at a dinner party when you’d rather not, thank you very much. Then, tell yourself something like: This may not be my favorite subject, but I can handle it. Or, This might be a boring topic, but I can manage this. From there, challenge yourself to stay active and alert in the conversation you’re in, rather than playing it easy and zoning out.


BEFORE YOU FORGET


The easiest place to be in conversation is in our own heads—judging, assuming, and projecting our experience onto others. The best way to get out of this kind of surface listening is to put yourself in other people’s shoes, stay humble, and get curious. Bringing these qualities into conversation sets us on the path to connection.
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