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Introduction: Perspectives 
on Listening in the 21st Century
Andrew D. Wolvin

Listening and Human Communication 
in the 21st Century

The twenty-first century brings with it any number of challenges to the 
world order. Nation states are in disarray as rulers make life-ending 
decisions for thousands of followers. Natural resources are in limited 
supply, and the fury of nature has threatened to bring devastation to 
entire countries and regions throughout the world. The fragility of eco-
nomic systems is revealed in major ways, impacting millions of people 
who find it increasingly difficult to afford their present lifestyle. Human 
medical advances cannot keep up with the mutations that continue to 
bring down, or threaten to bring down, vast numbers.

Against the doom and disaster of today’s dysfunctional world, people 
are embracing new ways to connect with each other through modern-
day technology, through religious organizations, and through renewed 
attention to personal and professional relationships alike.

Never has it been so apparent that the world needs listeners. Leaders 
need to listen to their followers to formulate policy and create programs 
that will be responsive to the needs of their constituents. And people 
need to listen to each other throughout the world to increase interna-
tional understanding and bring a sense of order to world affairs.

Getting people to listen to each other, however, is not an easy objec-
tive. Unfortunately, listening has come to be viewed, at least in American 
society, as a passive, simple act that we just do. The word “just” is all 
too frequently used to describe listening in the admonition “Just lis-
ten.” This reduces listening, then, to the non-active, receptor, part of 
human communication.

              



2 Andrew D. Wolvin

To establish the listener as a serious, active participant in the com-
munication process, it is necessary to understand what is involved in 
this highly complex aspect. Indeed, listening may be one of the most, if 
not the most, complex of all human behaviors.

Listening scholars have made remarkable strides in attempting to 
understand the complexities of listening and, at the same time, encour-
age more engaged, purposeful behaviors on the part of listeners in both 
personal and professional settings. This collection of essays by some of 
the leading listening scholars in the field is designed to document some 
of those remarkable strides in what we know about listening in human 
communication. The essays review the theory and research paradigms 
used to study listening. And applications of our understanding of lis-
tening focus on pedagogy and practice. The chapters are structured so 
that the reader will first have a theoretical overview of what we know 
about listening and an introduction to research methods that guide lis-
tening scholars in the study of listening. Essays about listening as a cog-
nitive and relational activity follow these introductory chapters. The 
final part of the book, then, situates listening in particular contexts.

In the first part of this book, Theoretical Overview of Listening, Wolvin 
begins with a framework for listening theory: applying theoretical per-
spectives of some disciplinary paradigms to understanding listening. 
We then turn to the research methods, Listening Research Methods, both 
qualitative and quantitative, used by researchers to study systemati-
cally this complex process. Purdy analyzes the state of qualitative 
research in listening, while Bodie and Fitch-Hauser examine the role of 
quantitative research in listening scholarship. Both chapters offer solid 
advice to readers interested in conducting listening research.

Part III, Listening as a Cognitive and Relational Activity, offers cognitive 
and relational perspectives on listening. The authors provide an 
expanded view of the complexities of listening from their various theo-
retical and research agenda. Imhof, a cognitive psychologist, takes us 
into the intricacies of listening cognition. Floyd develops a model of 
listening as dialogue, while Brownell looks at listening as a communi-
cation behavior. Flowerdew and Miller review the research on second 
language listening and draw implications for learning and teaching 
language skills.

Other listening scholars offer contemporary perspectives on listening 
in specific contexts in our final part, Listening in Contexts. Bentley looks 
at listening practices in the corporate setting, while Janusik reviews 

              



Introduction 3

what we know about listening instruction. Beall provides a global view 
of listening in the intercultural context, while Corley Schnapp summa-
rizes the role of listening in spirituality and religion. Thompson and 
colleagues provide an integrative model of listening that establishes an 
interesting foundation for educating today’s listeners.

From this overview of perspectives on listening, the reader should 
gain an understanding of the state-of-the-art of our present knowledge 
on listening cognition and behavior as it is central to human communi-
cation. Hopefully, such an understanding can enhance decisions on 
how to make the world a better listening world where all of us, as glo-
bal citizens, willingly engage in listening to each other.
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Theoretical Overview 
of Listening

              



              



1

Listening Engagement: 
Intersecting Theoretical 
Perspectives
Andrew D. Wolvin

In this chapter Wolvin reviews some of the principal research and theory in listening in 
order to provide a foundation for building listening theory. Recognizing that a great deal 
of work has been done in the study of listening, he proposes that this work can be char-
acterized from physiological, psychological, sociological, and communicative perspectives 
which frame an engagement theory of listening. These perspectives can enable listening 
scholars, teachers, and practitioners to identify more fully the principles underlying their 
work in this important communication function.

Powers (1995) has offered a conceptual model for understanding the 
intellectual structure of the communication field, suggesting that we 
can organize our knowledge into tiers: content and form of messages; 
communicators; levels of communication; and communication con-
texts. Interestingly, most of the theory that groups in the “communica-
tors” category centers on the communicator as producer/sender of the 
communication messages.1 The communicator as receiver/processor 
has been given short shrift in the communication discipline (Hewes 
and Graham, 1989). A look at the texts designed for the “Introduction to 
Communication” course so popular in the 21st century communication 
curriculum demonstrates how little attention we pay to the receiver. 
Littlejohn’s (1999) seminal text with its chapter on “Theories of Message 
Reception and Processing” is one important exception.

Yet a theoretical foundation for understanding the message receiver, 
the listener, is critical to an integrated theory of communication. 

1 Powers does offer some recognition of the decoding and processing of messages and 
the effects of messages on recipients in his consideration of the nature of the individual 
communicator.

              



8 Andrew D. Wolvin

Littlejohn (1999) guides us to nine functions for integrating theory, 
functions that support the need for building a solid theoretical founda-
tion to inform our understanding of the complexities of listening behav-
ior. According to Littlejohn, theory serves to (1) organize and summarize 
knowledge; (2) focus on variables and relationships; (3) clarify what we 
observe; (4) offer a tool for observation; (5) enable us to predict out-
comes and effects; (6) generate research – the heuristic function; (7) pro-
vide a forum for communicating our research and ideas; (8) establish 
norms of performance; and (9) generate change (pp. 30–31). Indeed, 
theory provides the foundation to generalize from examples of some 
phenomenon with some degree of probability.

Kuhn (1977) offers criteria for evaluating theory. He suggests that 
good theory is accurate, consistent, broad in scope, simple, and capable 
of generating research “fruitful of new research findings … that … dis-
close new phenomena or previously unnoted relationships among 
those already known” (p. 322). Craig (1993) argues that good communi-
cation theory should meet these goals of good empirical social science 
for building knowledge. Additionally, he notes, theory must contribute 
not only to knowledge but also serve pragmatically as “an integral 
component of an engaged social practice” (p. 31).

Ever mindful of the need to build a strong theoretical foundation for 
the study of listening behavior, the International Listening Association 
sponsored a “state of the art” of listening theory and research in 1989. 
Witkin (1990), reviewing the state of listening theory at that time, 
 concluded that listening research and instruction lacked a solid theo-
retical foundation, with an emphasis on “A basic issue that has rarely 
been addressed by researchers is how well the concept of ‘listening,’ 
plays the role of a hypothetical construct in theory building and 
research,” (p. 19).

Witkin’s analysis offered a useful stimulus for a decade of research in 
listening behavior that has moved forward the study of listening. 
However, the advances in listening research may still fall short in the-
ory building. In an analysis of listening research reported in the 
International Journal of Listening, Wolvin, Halone, and Coakley (1999), 
determined that work that could be characterized as listening theory 
(in contrast to research, instruction, assessment, and practice) was the 
least prevalent in the 11-year history of the journal. Hence, authors of 
communication theory texts may not be so out of line in their focus on 
theories of communicators as message producers/senders only.

              



Listening Engagement 9

On the other hand, the study of listening has not proceeded from a 
totally atheoretical perspective. Admittedly, much of the listening 
instruction model has focused on a “quick fix” list of skills. But even 
that skill set has a solid empirical origin. In a pioneering study, Nichols 
(1948) subjected the incoming University of Minnesota freshmen to a 
battery of tests to determine what makes for good and poor listening in 
the classroom student context. His profile enabled him to describe some 
familiar characteristics of poor listening: (1) condemning a speaker’s 
subject as uninteresting; (2) criticizing the speaker’s delivery rather 
than focusing on the message; (3) preparing an answer to a point or 
question before comprehending it; (4) listening only for facts; (5) wast-
ing the advantage of thought speed over speech speed; (6) tolerating or 
creating distractions; (7) faking attention; (8) permitting personal preju-
dices to interfere; (9) avoiding difficult material; and (10) attempting to 
take outline notes even when the message isn’t structured to be out-
lined. To this day, these characteristics (essentially the Ten Command-
ments of listening) continue to be listed (see Gilbert, 1988) for students 
as the issues to overcome in order to be good listeners.

Missing from this instructional recipe is the foundation for under-
standing why these are listening issues. Overloaded with messages, a 
listener may find faking attention to be a workable strategy in today’s 
work environment, for example, if the communication relationship and 
the outcome of the communication really are not all that important. 
Listening competency, like any communication competency, builds on 
a tripartite cognitive, affective, and behavioral foundation (Wolvin and 
Coakley, 1994). The listener needs to know what he or she is doing (and 
why), be willing to be engaged in the communication, and – finally – 
perform the necessary behaviors that counter some of what Nichols’ 
popular magic list of poor listening habits suggests.

As a result, listening scholars have explored the listening competency 
model in an effort to develop listening theory that can inform/support 
our claims. A group of listening specialists participated in a summer 
conference sponsored by the International Listening Association to 
establish a definition of listening so that we may begin to work from a 
more unified perspective. That definition – “Listening is the process of 
receiving, constructing meaning from, and responding to spoken and/
or nonverbal messages” (An ILA Definition of Listening, 1995) – can 
frame theoretical perspectives underpinning listening instruction and 
listening research. The definition effectively organizes the elements of 
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the listening process into the physiology, psychology, sociology, and 
communication perspectives of this complex communication pheno-
menon. These theoretical perspectives intersect to provide for building 
a foundation of listening engagement.

The Physiology of Listening

Entering into the communication, the listener must receive the verbal/
nonverbal message. The auditory reception of this (usually) vocal mes-
sage is a detailed audio-logical process involving the intricate, delicate 
hearing mechanism. The sound enters the middle ear, setting into vibra-
tion the tympanic membrane, and conducts through the inner ear to the 
brain (Newby and Popelka, 1992). Problems with the hearing mechanism 
compound this receptive process. Researchers at the National Institute on 
Deafness and Other Communication Disorders (1996) estimate that as 
many as 28 million Americans have some type of hearing impairment. For 
some listeners, this loss, which can block or distort sound reception, can 
be profound. Excessive exposure to noise pollution and to loud music on 
headsets is of particular concern to researchers in the field of audiology.

Frequently, the listener also receives visual stimuli – the speaker’s non-
verbal cues such as facial expressions, body language, eye contact, and 
appearance. The visual process occurs when light rays, reflected from an 
object, fall on the cornea in the front of the eye. The rays then pass through 
the liquid aqueous humor contained in the anterior chamber behind the 
cornea. The rays pass through the lens and the vitreous humor behind 
the lens to the retina, the innermost part of the eyeball. The back of the 
retina contains the optic nerve fibers which pass to the visual cortex 
where the nerve fibers are formed into images. Cataracts usually result 
from the aging process and macular degeneration, a deterioration of the 
retina that leads to progressive loss of central vision, is a leading cause of 
blindness in people between the ages of 45 and 74. The National Eye 
Institute (2002) estimates that as many as 2 million Americans suffer from 
glaucoma, a disorder which usually begins in middle age or later.

The physiology of listening extends to the neurology of the process 
(Goss, 1995). Once the auditory and/or visual receptors have received 
the message stimulus, that stimulus is recorded in the brain. The brain 
contains billions of neurons, the transmitters of the electrical-chemical 
information throughout the brain. The occipital lobe (the visual area) 
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and the temporal lobe (the auditory area) in the cerebral cortex 
 coordinate the association and storage functions. Specifically, the 
Wernicke’s and Broca’s regions of the brain are activated in response to 
auditory stimuli (Just, Carpenter, and Keller, 1996), and the prefrontal 
cortex is where comprehension is believed to occur (Kane and Engle, 
2000). Brain damage can, of course, interrupt the processing of messages. 
Neurological research on the effects of aging on the brain (Salk Institute, 
2002) most currently supports the view that the nerve cells – neurons – in 
the brain regenerate through mental use throughout one’s lifetime.

Clearly, listening is a highly complex physiological process involving 
the human receptors and influenced by the human sensory capacity. 
The genetic structure of these receptors has a profound effect on the 
listener’s sensory capacity. MRI brain research at the Indiana University 
School of Medicine (Phillips, Low, Lurito, Dzemidzic, and Mathews, 
2001), for example, illustrates that male listeners process language 
through the left side of the temporal lobe. Female listeners were seen to 
process language in the temporal lobe through both sides of the brain. 
However, a larger scale MRI study (50 men and 50 women) concluded 
that men and women actually do not have substantive differences in 
lateralization of brain activity or brain activation patterns during a lis-
tening task (Frost, Binder, Springer, et al., 1999).

The physiology of listening has received some attention from listen-
ing researchers. Villaume, Brown, Darling, et al. (1997), for example, 
looked at the effects of presbycusis (age-related hearing loss) on con-
versation characteristics of elders. Beatty and McCroskey (Beatty, 
McCroskey, and Valensic, 2001; Heisel, McCroskey, and Richmond, 
1999) argue that communication theory must account for the human 
biological system, that communication is a biological process. And 
nowhere does this have greater bearing than in our efforts to under-
stand the complex process of listening behavior. The neurobiology and 
the psychobiology of the listener are at the core of his/her functioning 
as a listening communicator.

The Psychology of Listening

The operationalization of listening extends beyond the physiology of 
the process to the psychological functions as well. After the message 
has been received through the auditory and visual channels, it must be 
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attended to through the short-term memory system. While researchers 
disagree as to how the short-term memory system receives and holds 
the information, they do agree that the attention span is quite limited, 
possibly as short as a few hundred milliseconds to a longer phase of up 
to about 30 seconds (Cowan, 1995). Cognitive psychologists (Lang and 
Basil, 1998) have come to understand attention as a limited resource of 
a fixed capacity of sensory systems and memory mechanisms. Janusik 
(2005) stresses that listening researchers need to apply the principle of 
working memory (in which information is both processed and stored 
synergistically) originally conceptualized by Baddeley and Hitch (1974) 
to explain the listener’s attention limits. This theory of attention, which 
guides attention and memory research today, explains how the listener 
shifts stimuli from and into long-term storage while, at the same time, 
creating meaning.

Attention to the message is affected not only by the listener’s work-
ing memory system but also by the listener’s perceptual filter. The per-
ceptual filter serves to screen the stimulus so that one’s predispositions 
alter the message received. The listener’s background, experience, roles, 
and mental and physical states make up this filter and shape the lis-
tener’s expectations for the messages being presented. Studies suggest 
that “the louder, the more relevant, and the more novel the stimuli, and 
the more likely they are to be perceived by the listener” (Barker, 1971, 
p. 31; Driver, 1992).

Once the message has been received by the listener through the audi-
tory, visual, and attention processors, the message must be interpreted. 
This stage of the process involves fitting the verbal and/or nonverbal 
messages into the proper linguistic categories stored in the brain and 
then interpreting the messages for their meanings. Van Dijk and Kintsch 
(1983) suggest that this interpretation results from three different men-
tal representations: a verbatim representation; a semantic representa-
tion that describes the meaning; and a situational representation of the 
situation to which the message refers. Lundsteen (1979) describes this 
as the internal speech process during which the listener “may give to a 
word or message a meaning that probably includes an internal picture 
of the thing or event named by the word (p. 34).” Burleson (2007) depicts 
the interpretation process as multi-dimensional; listeners interpret 
 others’ meanings, intentions, and motives. This interpretation usually 
occurs at the surface level, though at times the listener may be required 
to engage in-depth processing through a systematic analysis of the 
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speaker and/or the message. Decoding the verbal and nonverbal 
 language varies according to each listener’s perceptual filter and linguis-
tic category system. Consequently, the original intent of the speaker’s 
message may be interpreted, misinterpreted, or even changed as the 
listener assigns semantic meaning in this cognitive process.

Early theory and research in attitude change supports our under-
standing of this process. For example, Osgood’s (Snider and Osgood, 
1969) semantic space is descriptive of this function. The listener may 
interpret messages according to a sense of evaluation (good or bad), 
activity (active or inactive) and potency (strong or weak). Likewise, the 
interaction of the listener’s values, attitudes, and beliefs (Rokeach, 1969) 
shapes the meaning that is constructed in the listener’s cognition. 
“Selective attention is not so much the conscious ‘tuning out’ of incon-
sistent information as it is the unconscious ‘tuning in’ of consistent 
information” (McCroskey, 1971, p. 172).

The cognitive process of assigning meaning is understood by cogni-
tivists as mental schema. Schema theorists (Edwards and McDonald, 
1993) describe the decoding/interpreting process as a mental organiza-
tional task. Humans carry schemata, mental representations of knowl-
edge, in the brain. These organized information structures consist of 
nodes (concepts, events, objects) and links (relationships of the nodes). 
New information is first run through these existing schemata – scripts – 
and then interpreted. Smith (1982) suggests that these generic scripts 
serve important listening purposes in telling us to what we should 
attend; serving as the framework for interpreting incoming informa-
tion; and guiding the reconstruction of messages in memory. Those 
who are perceived to be more competent conversationalists have a 
better schema for processing conversation (Miller, deWinstanely, and 
Carey, 1996).

A listener’s processing requirements vary as the length and the 
speed of the message varies. Beatty (1981) identifies “cognitive back-
log” as a significant part of this process: the listener continually adds 
(backlogs) material to be remembered for later recall. Listeners who 
confront increased message length and/or speed may experience 
higher levels of listening anxiety and diminished listening ability (King 
and Behnke, 2004).

The reconstruction of messages in memory returns us to the listener’s 
working memory capacity and how the listener is, then, able to recall 
and to use the information which has been communicated. Thomas and 
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Levine (1994) have argued that verbal recall and listening are related 
but separate constructs. They call for more research on how recall fits 
into the theoretical model of the listening process: “As each element of 
listening – hearing, attending, understanding, and remembering – is 
more fully explored, a more contemporary theory of listening becomes 
attainable” (p. 122).

The psychological functions that bear on listening behavior are pro-
found. Halley (2001) characterizes how listeners make meaning of the 
messages they have received and attended: “Meaning is assigned 
based on what is organized, the listener’s intent, the listener’s value 
system, and the expectations of the listener or the probability that a 
particular pattern should occur based on the experience of the lis-
tener” (n.p.). As the listener creates meaning, the “degree of congru-
ence between the cognitions of a listener and the cognitions of a 
source” (Mulanax and Powers, 2001, p. 70) yields listening fidelity 
(accuracy). Listening research demonstrates that many psychological 
variables – including listening styles (Johnson, Weaver, Watson, and 
Barker, 2000; Mullen and Narain, 2005; Worthington, 2004), apprehen-
sion (Schrodt and Wheeless, 2001), and perceptions (Ryan, Kwong 
See, Meneer, and Trovato, 1994) – influence the way listeners create 
their meaning from the listening experience. “Successful message 
reception … requires an understanding of the goals and intentions of 
the communicator as well as the literal implications of the message 
being transmitted,” note Wyer and Adaval (2003, p. 292), confounded 
by the listener’s purpose and expectations of the complexities of the 
communication.

The Sociology of Listening

Once the listener receives and interprets the message through his/her 
cognitive psychological process, he/she then responds to the message. 
This response, the listener’s feedback, takes listening beyond the inter-
nal, self-controlled cognitive processing and back into the communica-
tion relationship. Some listening scholars (Wolvin, 1989) argue that 
overt listener responses go beyond the act of listening, that listening is 
limited to the receiving/decoding process. Perry (1996), in his review of 
feedback, concludes that it is a separate function: “Knowledge effects, 
the reconstruction of memory, and the evocation of schemas before 
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response all point toward a complex series of steps that make feedback 
distinct from the three stages of listening” (pp. 23–4). And indeed, the 
complexity of the listening stages does support this perspective. Others 
argue that listening within the context of communication must include 
an overt response in order to distinguish the act of listening from cogni-
tive processing (Janusik, 2002).

However, the listener’s feedback is an essential part of the communi-
cation function of the interaction. As Daly (1975) observes, “No matter 
how effective, skilled, or competent an individual is in listening, unless 
he or she is perceived as listening by the other interactants, little may be 
accomplished” (pp. 1–2). The perception of being listened to is important 
and difficult, for, as Beach and Lindstrom (1992) observe, “speakers also 
rely upon recipients to display whatever effect(s) speaker’s utterance(s) 
might have in the course of their delivery” (p. 27). And Cooper and 
Husband (1993) demonstrate that these perceptions created by feedback 
behaviors that “show an accurate understanding of the message as well 
as demonstrate support for the relationship between the communication 
participants…” (p. 13) really define listening competency.

The listener’s feedback puts listening into the relational context, pro-
viding a more complete picture of the listener/communicator. Rhodes 
(1993) has noted that the transactional perspective requires that we “look 
at a ‘listener’ in relation to a ‘speaker’ – to look at both parties simultane-
ously – to look at both parties together as a whole” (p. 224). Pecchioni and 
Halone (2000) have built a construct of relational listening in social and 
personal relationships. Others have looked at listening in family interac-
tions (Coakley and Wolvin, 1997; Ross and Glenn, 1996) and in profes-
sional settings such as health care (Arnold and Shirreffs, 1998; Trahan 
and Rockwell, 1999). Imhof (2004) developed a profile of listeners across 
contexts made up of professional, instructional, family, and friends. 
Further, the concept of empathic listening requires that the listener must 
attempt to understand why the fellow communicator is responding as 
he/she responds (Walker, 1997). And I would argue that a meaningful 
interpretation of any message requires listening empathy, situating the 
competent listener front and center in any communication relationship.

Purdy (2003) emphasizes that “listening creates community” (p. 1). 
Historical roots of communication in Western society, he observes, center 
on the speaker. “With the advent of the late modern world, communica-
tion can no longer be speaker dominated. It is now critical that listening 
also be central to the shaping of community …” (Purdy, 2003, p. 1).
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The sociology of listening, then, extends beyond the relationship to the 
culture of the listening community itself. As Purdy (2000) stresses, 
“Different cultures express their listening differently …” (p. 65). Edward 
Hall’s (Hall and Hall, 1989) model of low and high context cultures sug-
gests that listeners in high context cultures rely on a common under-
standing of cultural values and rules whereas listeners in low context 
cultures must attend more explicitly to the verbal message. “In high con-
text cultures, it is the responsibility of the listener to understand” Reisner 
(1993) explains, while “in low context, it is the speaker who is responsi-
ble for making sure the listener comprehends all” (p. 31). Thomlison 
(1997) identifies any of a number of cultural variables –  values and 
beliefs,  language, nonverbal codes, cognitive processing – that bear on 
listeners’ attempts to reduce uncertainty and gain understanding across 
cultures. In their interesting contrast of American and Swedish conversa-
tion patterns, Beach and Lindstrom (1992) illustrate intercultural listen-
ing as “passive recipiency” in their research on Swedish conversational 
interactions that move toward fuller participative “speakership” (p. 34).

The notion of speakership suggests that listening theory does not 
necessarily have to center on the listener only. Admittedly, most of what 
we know about listening behavior has been applied to our understand-
ing of listening competence (Wolvin and Coakley, 1994). Rubin (1993), 
however, argues that what we know about listening supports a model 
of “listenability,” text that is oral-based and rhetorically considerate of 
the listener’s perspective. Listenable prose, he (Rubin, Hafer, and Arata, 
2000) has discovered, contains “less dense syntax, greater frequency of 
personal pronouns, more verb-based rather than nominal construc-
tions, and less lexical diversity than literate-based style” (p. 130). Earlier, 
Weaver (1972) offered a listenable model couched in terms of “what the 
talker can do to help (p. 107).” Stressing the need for speakers to create 
and present listenable messages, Wolvin, Berko, and Wolvin (1999) 
center listenability on the clarity, conciseness, and color of the commu-
nicator’s language.

The Communication of Listening

Effective listening and listenable speaking ultimately converge into 
the communication perspective of listening behavior. Adapting 
Johannesen’s (1971) theory of dialogue as communication, Floyd (1985) 
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describes this as dialogic listening. He characterizes the listener who 
truly engages in the dialogue with his/her fellow communicator: 
(1) genuineness; (2) accurate empathic understanding; (3) uncondi-
tional positive regard; (4) presentness; (5) spirit of mutual equality; and 
(6) supportive psychological climate. And it is the listener who assumes 
an active role in the interaction who can be characterized as a commu-
nicator. For he or she will consciously share the responsibility for the 
outcome of the communication and will engage in these behaviors that 
furthers/supports that outcome. Roberts and Vinson’s work on willing-
ness to listen (1998) offers further empirical support for listening atti-
tudes and behaviors as positively correlated with communication skills. 
Their scale accounts for the level of acquaintance (friend, stranger, 
acquaintance), physical location (school, work, interperson), communi-
cation context (dyadic, small group, public speaking) and mediated/
face-to-face interaction. Their research suggests that, while listeners are 
possibly predisposed to be willing listeners through personality trait, 
they can and do manipulate their level of listening willingness.

Interestingly, Cornwell and Orbe (1999) note that “throughout our 
research on building dialogic relationships, listening received very lit-
tle explicit attention, if any at all, from scholars,” leading them to con-
clude that “conceptualizing communication as dialogue … requires a 
reconceptualization of listening” (p. 86). As we reconceptualize listen-
ing communication, Bentley (1997) argues that we need to pay more 
attention to speaker expectations in defining and describing effective 
listening, because effective listening behaviors in real-time listening are 
behaviors that are speaker-determined. “Listening as a linking func-
tion,” explains Purdy (1997), “serves to build relationships. We build 
strong links with others by listening to why they are and what they 
mean” (p. 10).

Grounding Listening Theory

The construct of listening from physiological, psychological, sociologi-
cal, and communication perspectives yields a description of how 
 listeners (and listenable speakers) behave or ought to behave in com-
munication transactions. Some researchers (Imhof, 1998; Stein, 1999) 
have expanded the methodological base to provide elaborated models 
of listening behavior before, during, and after the listener performs. 

              



18 Andrew D. Wolvin

Goss (1995) stresses that the ability to gather, store, and retrieve 
 information (human information processing) is at the center of our 
understanding of the intrapersonal, listening communicator. Beatty 
and Payne (1984) associate cognitive complexity with the listener’s 
information processing ability.

This human information processing perspective of listening, how-
ever, is not without critics. Thomas (1992), for instance, argues that the 
information processing model is at best a metaphor, not a representa-
tion, for human developmental and communication processes. He 
notes that humans are not mechanical information processing devices. 
Humans are distinguished by continuously changing brain structures, 
ability to self-regulate, self-awareness, and internal processes. Emmert 
(1989) has emphasized that it is important that we abandon the notion 
of listening as “a” process and “begin to develop a multivariate/multi-
ple process view of listening in our theories and definitions …” 
(pp. 12–13). Janusik (2002) stresses that current models of listening 
neglect the more widely-accepted notion of working memory over the 
traditional short-term memory/long-term memory models, thereby 
limiting our conceptualization of the process.

Purdy (2000) also argues for an expanded model of listening. He 
believes that this cognitive, rational approach to understanding listen-
ing by focusing on stages in the listening process limits listening theory: 
“Listening (and actually most of communication) theory works to 
develop constructs that lump the characteristics/attributes of listening 
together into categorizations that fit some preconceived or data directed 
conception that can be perceived and interpreted in different ways 
(pp. 48–9).” Purdy (2000) suggests that listening research needs to 
expand beyond the more traditional qualitative and quantitative meth-
odologies to a descriptive/phenomenological approach in order to 
reflect better the complexities of listening behavior. After all, Purdy 
(1991) notes, the resulting meaning that is constructed in a communica-
tion is more of a community event, something more than the results of 
the listener’s assigned meanings alone.

While such an approach can indeed enrich our understanding of listening, 
it should be recognized that our (Halone, Cunconan, Coakley, and Wolvin, 
1998) quantitative analysis of our qualitative exploration of the dimensions 
of listening does support a preliminary conceptualization of listening. The 
identifiable cognitive, affective, and behavioral dim ensions of listening 
further the understanding of listening behavior as a  multidimensional 
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communication phenomenon. And this multidimensionality also has 
been demonstrated (Halone, Wolvin, and Chung, 2001) in how listeners 
symbolically conceptualize what listening is/is not in human interaction. 
Additional support for our theoretical framework of listening competency 
suggests that listeners recognize behaviors specific to the taxonomic level 
of listening – discriminative, comprehensive, therapeutic, critical, appre-
ciative – in which they engage (Ford, Wolvin, and Chung, 2000).

An Engagement Theory of Listening

It is clear that the listening models which have been developed to date 
assume that the listener is engaged in the communication with the 
speaker. (Beyond the scope of this chapter, another exploration of lis-
tening could take us to a consideration of non-human listening: listen-
ing to animals; listening to music; listening to the environment.) As 
Roberts and Vinson’s work on willingness to listen exemplifies, the lis-
tening models assume listener engagement in the communication.

An engagement theory of listening might borrow from Shneider-
man’s work on the concept in electronic and distance education envi-
ronments. “The fundamental idea underlying engagement theory is 
that students must be meaningfully engaged in learning activities 
through interaction with others and worthwhile tasks,” note Kearsley 
and Shneiderman (1999, p. 1). Applying the model to computer-based 
learning, they argue that engagement offers a more sophisticated per-
spective on how students engage, not just interact, in cyber-learning. 
Using engagement as a conceptual framework for technology-based 
learning and teaching, Miliszewska and Horwood (2006) suggest that 
engagement theory may serve as a valuable paradigm for understand-
ing how learners behave.

Extending this educational model, it is possible that the concept of 
engagement can serve a useful framework for understanding how lis-
teners (like learners) function. Given the multidimensionality of listen-
ing competency, it is recognized that listeners are guided by their 
communication goals.

The taxonomy of listening functions, expanding on previous work 
on the hierarchical nature of listening skills by Lundsteen (1979), 
 correlates with five general purposes of listeners – purposes which 
should be aligned with the speaker’s goals (Wolvin and Coakley, 1979). 
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There are specific listening skills unique to each of these listening pur-
poses, skills which operate in a hierarchical sequence depending upon 
the  listener’s need or objective at any particular time. Discriminative 
listening enables the listeners to distinguish the auditory and/or visual 
stimuli at the sensory level. Comprehensive listening requires the lis-
tener to use the discriminative skills while functioning to understand 
and recall the speaker’s information. At a higher order, listeners build 
on their discriminative and comprehensive listening skills to be thera-
peutic (providing a sounding board for a person to talk through a prob-
lem), critical (assessing the acceptability of the speaker’s message), or 
appreciative (enjoying the stimulus) listeners.

This taxonomy of listening functions, which has shaped instruction in 
listening skills, knowledge, and attitudes (Wacker and Hawkins, 1995), is 
consistent with perspectives that have been developed in communication 
theory. In a series of studies, for example, Berger and colleagues have 
utilized a communication plans model for understanding how communi-
cators organize knowledge and skills necessary for reaching communica-
tion goals (see Berger, 2007, for a summary of this work). Berger suggests 
that understanding the interaction of communicators’ planning dialogues 
and verbal dialogues could be useful to communication scholars to 
explain what is communicated and how. And uncovering these dialogues 
also may help explain how we decode messages from others.

Indeed, Imhof’s (1998) important work elaborates students’ listening 
plans with a model of communication content-related activities that lis-
teners strategize before (“Before going to class, I think about the subject 
matter that I might be expecting”), during (“When I take notes, I am 
trying to catch every detail”), and after (“After class, I go over my notes 
as soon as possible”).

Likewise, Stein’s (1999) research on student listening described a 
similar metacognitive planning model: processes before listening (con-
structs goals and prepares to listen); processes during listening 
(evaluates, expresses affective reactions, infers, interprets, monitors 
and activates comprehension, selectively attends, integrates, and takes 
notes); and processes after listening (evaluates retrospectively, notes 
relevance to goals, asks questions, interprets retrospectively). Similarly, 
Pecchioni and Halone (2000) model listening in a relational context as 
pre-interaction, during interaction, and post-interaction.

A related communication perspective that can inform listening enga-
gement theory is communication scholars’ work on communication 
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goals. Kellerman (1992) notes that “communication is goal-directed … 
We don’t communicate (i.e., engage in symbolic exchange) randomly” 
(p. 289). Clark and Delia (1979) identified the need for interaction goals 
which must be negotiated for the desired outcome of the communica-
tion to be achieved. Communicators may have both primary and sec-
ondary goals that drive their interaction behaviors. Dillard, Segrin and 
Harden (1989) have looked at influence goals in communicating: “the 
primary goals serve to initiate and maintain social interaction, while 
the secondary goals act as a set of boundaries which delimit verbal 
choices available to sources” (p. 32). Building on a model of interper-
sonal support in which listeners were found to assess a speaker’s goal 
as the basis for establishing a listening goal (Horowitz, Krasnoperova, 
Tatar, et al., 2000), Young and Cates (2004) looked at the listener’s goals 
in providing social support in peer mentoring. They determined that 
emotional listening (expressing empathy, support, sensitivity) and 
directive listening (offering opinions and perspectives) were negotiable 
listening goals that furthered the communicators’ relationship.

Another relevant perspective for understanding how listeners engage 
as communicators is Searle’s (1969) speech acts theory. Searles notes 
that “speaking a language is engaging in a rule-governed form of 
behavior” (p. 16) which results in speakers uttering words, referring 
and predicating propositions, and/or performing illocutionary acts 
such as stating, questioning, commanding, and promising – all of which 
are designed to fulfill an intention. If the speech act is successful, the 
listener will understand the speaker’s intention. It would follow, then, 
that listeners must engage in the process and negotiate their listening 
intentions with the speaker’s intentions in order to accomplish their 
communication objectives. Much like speech acts, listening acts derive 
from negotiated communication goals that are subject to variables (see 
Wolvin and Coakley, 1996, ch. 4) that can be manipulated and modified 
in the process.

The level of listening engagement also is guided by the listener’s 
level of involvement. Chaiken (1980) outlined a dual processing model 
of decoding messages. In her important work, recipients of persuasive 
messages were found to employ systematic information processing 
strategies (detailed processing of the persuasive content and strate-
gies) when the messages triggered high involvement. Low involve-
ment in the messages, however, led listeners to use heuristic 
processing strategies (utilizing simple rules from past experiences and 
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 observations). Petty and Cacioppo (1986) expand on this dual  processing 
model with their Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion. When 
exposed to persuasive messages, this model describes, listeners may 
take a central route to cognitively process the information, thoughtfully 
examining content issues. Rather than engaging in full elaboration of 
the content, however, listeners frequently use a peripheral route for 
processing in the information. Using simple decision rules, they may be 
more influenced by such heuristic factors as the speaker’s credibility, if 
they like the speaker, or if they perceive that others believe/support the 
speaker’s claim. Not surprisingly, much of what we receive as listeners 
(and that increases significantly in today’s information-overloaded 
society) is processed peripherally. Only that information which we per-
ceive to be of high personal relevance usually makes it into our central 
processing. Expanding this dual-processing theory beyond critical lis-
tening, interpersonal communication scholars are making some inter-
esting applications of the model to listening outcomes in supportive 
communication (Burleson, 2009).

A listener’s level of engagement in processing messages requires self 
regulation. We can turn back to work in the field of education on self-
regulated learning to study how listeners can manage their listening 
engagement. Self-regulated learning has been defined as “an active, con-
structive process whereby learners set goals for their learning and then 
attempt to monitor, regulate, and control their cognition, motivation, and 
behavior, guided and constrained by their goals and the contextual fea-
tures of the environment” (Pintrich, 2000, p. 453). Pintrich’s influential 
education model of self-regulated learning organizes the regulatory proc-
esses in four phases: planning; self-monitoring; control; and evaluation. 
Pintrich’s model, much like the work on listening strategies by Imhof 
(1998), Stein (1999), and Pecchioni and Halone (2000), aptly describes self-
regulated listening – as listeners set goals for their listening and then 
apply their knowledge, attitudes, and skills as communicators to their 
listening acts. The core of listening self regulation is metacognitive self 
monitoring. Lundsteen (1993) has explained how listeners use their meta-
cognitive capacity for “monitoring their comprehension processes, select-
ing and implementing specific strategies in pursuit of a goal” (p. 107). She 
observes that “younger and less able listeners tend not to apply produc-
tive metacognitive strategies” (p. 121) as they engage as listening com-
municators.
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Thus, listeners bring different levels of engagement to the listening 
process. These levels of engagement will be modified depending upon 
the communication goals of the listeners (and their speakers) and the 
perceived degree of involvement the listeners bring to the process.

To expand the theoretical frame by which we study the complexities 
of listening behavior, then, we need to recognize from whence we come. 
The human information processing perspective has allowed us to build 
a theoretical base for explicating the definition of listening as receiving, 
constructing meaning from, and responding to spoken and/or nonver-
bal messages. The qualitative/quantitative approach to this model has 
enabled us to establish a theory by which we can, as Littlejohn (1999) 
stresses, functionally organize and summarize, focus, clarify, observe, 
predict, research, and communicate what we have come to know about 
listening communication. Indeed, we are at an important intersection 
whereby we can use the theoretical grounding of listening cognition, 
affect, and behavior to understand more fully how listening communi-
cators function at various intrapersonal and interpersonal levels. At the 
same time, this theoretical grounding can help us shift our paradigm 
and lead us beyond describing how listeners function to understanding 
more fully what listening is – the complex construct of listening (see 
Halone, Wolvin and Chung, 2001, p. 15).

As we expand our study of listening in the 21st century, we can be 
informed by the physiological, psychological, sociological, and com-
munication perspectives that ground our theoretical base. The intersec-
tion of these perspectives offers considerable opportunity for broadening 
our framework to listening cognition/behavior/affect in the broadest 
sense of listening engagement.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1 What is listening? How should listening be defined? What characteristics of listening 
should be included in a definition of listening?

2 Discuss the perspectives on listening that inform a theory of listening: physiological, 
psychological, sociological, communication. Which perspective seems to offer the best 
approach to understanding the complexities of listening.

3 The research on listening and related human behaviors and cognitions demonstrates 
that listening is very much a multidimensional construct. What variables appear to be 
most relevant to understanding the complex nature of listening? What variables ought 
to receive more research attention?
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4 How do the different perspectives on listening (physiological, psychological, sociologi-
cal, and communication) intersect to create a listening model that could be used as 
the basis for listening research and listening instruction?

5 What is listening engagement? How does this serve as a foundation for understanding 
the self-regulated listener?
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Qualitative Research: Critical 
for Understanding Listening
Michael W. Purdy

This chapter uses an autobiographical history of qualitative research to discuss listening 
behavior as experiential and grounded. The first concern is the lack of qualitative listening 
research. Purdy reviews the research that has been carried out and evaluates its relevance 
for understanding listening. He offers concrete steps for doing qualitative research and he 
suggests directions for future work based on a philosophical approach. The chapter ena-
bles listening scholars, teachers, and practitioners to think and conceptualize listening dif-
ferently, as well as to consider diverse research methods.

At the very moment when Descartes introduces his analytic method – a 
method which is invariably quantitative – Pascal is drafting his philoso-
phy of the heart, preeminently valuative and qualitative in character, 
(Guardini, cited in Gebser, 1985, p. 401)

The study of listening is approached from many perspectives. Each 
must be understood in its own manner. One way of understanding lis-
tening is to describe it as it is manifested in behavior. The first study of 
listening by Rankin in 1928 was a measurement of the time spent in a 
typical day listening, speaking, reading and writing. Many of the early 
important studies of listening were attempts to measure listening abil-
ity before and after listening instruction or training. There were other 
studies which attempted to measure perceptions of effective listening 
such as measures of how well managers were perceived to listen by 
their employees. These studies, which are designed to quantify listen-
ing outcomes, begin with concepts about listening; some attempt to fur-
ther conceptualize our understanding of listening.

The qualitative approach to listening starts with the realization that 
the strength of quantitative research – attempts to measure and quan-
tify in some way what listening is – must begin with an understanding 
of the experience of listening. The experience of listening is not just 

              



34 Michael W. Purdy

what an individual thinks or perceives listening to be, or how they 
behave when they listen. Listening is not only an ability we learn while 
growing up, but is also a practice reinforced by our family, social/ ethnic 
group and culture. Any serious study of listening, then, must begin by 
understanding where and how we get our conceptualizations for 
research, what listening means, and how it is performed in our per-
sonal, social and professional lives. This chapter is a historical but also 
a personal journey to understand the role of qualitative research in the 
understanding of listening.

Qualitative Research: Critical for Understanding 
Listening

This chapter is central to the spirit and direction of this book. In par-
ticular, my intention is to demonstrate how qualitative research and 
even a particular version of qualitative research is necessary for the 
study of the full experience of listening.

Accomplishing that will take us through the following steps:

● my own growth through various understandings of qualitative 
research;

● the limited focus for conceptualizations of listening;
● how a broad sense of qualitative research is critical to understanding 

listening;
● a brief review of the qualitative research in the listening/communi-

cation field; and
● qualitative methods that could be useful for the study of listening.

My Research Education and the Nature 
of Qualitative Research

To understand my research growth, you should understand that I was 
a total positivist as an undergraduate in the 1960s with a major in math-
ematics, followed by a masters in rhetoric and public speaking and then 
a PhD minor in empirical research methods. My research philosophy 
began as similar to Pythagoras’ thought – an ancient Greek philosopher 
who believed that mathematics accurately represented the structure 
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and harmony of all that exists. In my graduate statistics classes in 
Psychology in the early 1970s, I was taught statistics as a pragmatic 
way to figure out the patterns of the social world. However, I also came 
to a fundamental awareness about the nature of statistical analysis. My 
studies covered the gamut from simple linear to non-linear and com-
plex, multi-variate methods, including the latest Bayesian theory. From 
Bayesian statistics I began to appreciate that human judgment could be 
useful input for a statistical argument. A Bayesian approach allows for 
the use of subjective probabilities as part of the statistical inference 
process. One inputs personal, expert knowledge as a probabilistic state-
ment at the start of building a statistical argument for a study.

Another significant learning along the way came from a graduate 
Psychology paper on the philosophy of statistics. I learned that all statis-
tical methodology involves two interpretations critical to the argument 
being made: we interpret human experience as we reduce it to numbers, 
and then we must interpret again to understand the results in a social 
context after crunching the numbers. That is to say, when we decide to 
study something from a quantitative perspective, we take the fullness of 
a lived context and we identify and measure certain concepts indicated 
by behaviors in the context we are studying. That phase of the research 
leaves us with the bare numbers on which we can freely perform statis-
tical operations according to the structure of the argument we have set 
up. When the tests are completed we end up with another set of num-
bers according to our statistics, (F’s, t’s, etc.), and these must be under-
stood, but they can only be interpreted sensibly in a particular context.

My research education continued with a PhD minor in empirical 
research methods which fortunately included a solid dose of phenom-
enology. Phenomenology is a philosophy developed by Edmund 
Husserl (1859–1938) at the beginning of the 20th century, but it is also a 
very rigorous descriptive method which allows the experience of the 
facts to speak for itself. The method of description is much more than 
self introspection (an early misunderstanding of the method). My study 
of phenomenology brought a turn toward an awareness of the critical 
role of qualitative research. Phenomenology is initially descriptive and 
qualitative, but it doesn’t reduce the contextual data to numbers; all 
experience, behavioral and otherwise, is allowed its richness and diver-
sity. In the application of phenomenology to cultural and anthropologi-
cal studies – such as ethnomethodology – the result is called thick 
description because it is rich with cultural detail. An  excellent book for 

              



36 Michael W. Purdy

 understanding the basics and conducting this type of research is 
Experiential Phenomenology by Don Ihde (1986).

My educational experience in the 1960s and early 1970s prepared me 
for my professional career. Since the 1970s each decade has brought a 
different understanding of qualitative research in the communication 
field. Whereas in the earlier decades, quantitative research was domi-
nant, by the early 1980s quantitative and qualitative research were 
beginning to be perceived as complementary. Each had something to 
offer to the other. Qualitative provided the rich contextual study and 
quantitative research came up with pragmatic conclusions based on the 
hard data available.

By the late 1980s, I had begun a radical shift to agree with those who 
argued that all experience was essentially qualitative and that quantita-
tive research was a subset of qualitative (Purdy, 1986, 1988, 1989). Some 
careful thought about the grounded role of contextual study shows that 
this clearly makes sense.

The way research was being redefined during the 1980s and 1990s 
led me to realize that qualitative research had been co-opted by the 
authority of the dominant quantitative milieu. That is, qualitative 
research had a respected place in research but there was a demand for 
clarity, certainty and rigor – the metaphysics of modern thought – before 
qualitative research could be accepted. This led me to develop a third 
research category – phenomenological (or descriptive) – a method 
which doesn’t have to squeeze itself into a rigorous practice to be 
accepted. I realized qualitative research could not be free to do the work 
of rich, thick description if it had to meet the rigorous demands of the 
dominant research paradigm. Qualitative research had to adapt its 
methods to the demands of the contextual experience being studied, 
and not to some pre-given rigor like quantitative research.

Denzin and Lincoln (2005), who have edited the definitive handbook 
on qualitative research, say that qualitative methods are now more 
accepted in research. Perhaps that is true, but a look at other contempo-
rary research texts indicates that perhaps the situation is otherwise. 
Babbie’s The Basics of Social Research (1999), doesn’t even define “quali-
tative research,” but does recognize “qualitative analysis.” Qualitative 
“analysis” is not good enough.

To understand the phenomenon of listening we require robust 
qualitative research, a wholistic and open project for the understand-
ing of human experience in situations of receptivity or listening. Even 
Denzin and Lincoln’s basic understanding of qualitative research is 
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what they call a “narrative turn” (2000, p. x). To be fair, this handbook 
includes more than narrative approaches, calling in addition for a 
blurring of disciplinary boundaries. However, the authors’ overall 
orientation is limited by the narrative framework. The narrative 
approach to communication is one of the latest ways to study human 
experience, but the approach does not begin to exhaust human inter-
action. For example, in listening we may focus on interpretive aspects 
of perception, or cognitive elements of memory. Narrative is one level 
of analysis – that of human interactive episodes or stories – and misses 
some experiences of both micro and macro levels of listening.

The Limited Sense of Thinking about Listening

I have read and continue to read a great deal of the literature about lis-
tening. Sources like Steil and Bommelje’s weekly online ListeningLeader, 
which extracts listening commentary from the popular culture and the 
press, is invaluable particularly with regards to institutional leadership. 
I also have a large collection of quotations about listening from Egyptian 
and Hebraic times forward, and have researched and written several 
papers on historical and philosophical approaches to listening (Purdy, 
1998). The quotes do not make sense unless one realizes that aside from 
one essay by Plutarch, only brief statements about listening were pub-
lished until the 20th century. While writing my chapters for the text, 
Listening in Everyday Life ( co-edited with Deborah Borisoff), I surveyed 
most of the writing in the field. In addition, my roles as a member of the 
International Listening Association, and as an editorial assistant of the 
International Journal of Listening, have led me to read a lot of current lis-
tening research. From this overview, I can make some general conclu-
sions about the field of listening.

In a nutshell, most modern thought about listening is severely lim-
ited by its grounding in cognitive psychology (for a review of this argu-
ment see Cronen, 1998). Unlike the communication field in general, 
listening has been slow to cut its attachment to the psychological, ideal-
ist philosophy that meaning is in people. If there is one “essence” in the 
broad experience of listening/communication it is that communication 
is about connection and relationship. Therefore, the study of the indi-
vidual and how she/he makes meaning alone doesn’t cut it. That is, if 
meaning is in people, then we must each make our own unique  meaning. 
The emphasis on meaning leaves the results of our studies focused on 
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the cognitive/interpretive level and generally ignores relationship, 
 ethnicity, politics and culture. Of course, this is a generalization and 
there are exceptions, some of which I will discuss briefly.

Qualitative Research is Critical to Listening

One way to transcend the limitations of the cognitive/interpretivist 
perspective of listening is to adapt, as critical, a broad and encompass-
ing sense of qualitative research. Until listening scholars begin to under-
stand listening as a social, political and cultural process, as essentially 
about connection and relationship, we will continue in our present rut. 
What broader philosophical and cultural studies of listening tell us is 
that we are already connected in our social world through listening. As 
Fiumara illustrates (discussing Heidegger), to listen is to gather our 
world (1990, p. 1), so at any given time we are already living a shared 
social world gathered through our receptivity. Then within that world 
we foster and build relationships through interactions facilitated by 
and grounded in listening. (One would be tempted here to call this 
active listening, but listening is always a more or less consciously 
engaged activity and always active to some degree.)

I believe an open-ended project of qualitative research, what Denzin 
and Lincoln call a “generative form of inquiry” (p. x), would open new 
ways of understanding listening. Most critical research is cross-cultural 
research. It is important to move beyond the listening practices of our 
own ethnicity, society, and culture to understand how broad our under-
standing of listening could be. I have sketched some of this in my papers 
on listening and cultural consciousness (Purdy, 1982, 1995). We best 
understand our own cultural situation when we can get perspective 
from another experiential vantage point.

Some of the methods that are useful include (ordered from philo-
sophical to concrete): phenomenology; hermeneutics; ethnography; 
historical; grounded research; case study; interview; narrative; dis-
course analysis; biography and autobiography; participatory and per-
formance studies; and clinical approaches (for other methods see the 
range of methods represented in Cassell and Symon, 2004). My only 
challenge to this typical list is that phenomenology and its interpretive 
offshoots such as hermeneutics are the philosophical methods that 
ground all of the others, as well as being methods in their own right.
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Qualitative Research in the Listening/
communication Field

I am not aware of a plethora of qualitative research on listening. One of 
the more interesting methods for getting new ideas about listening has 
been reading the research of other fields (anthropology, sociology, 
music, philosophy, etc.) to see what has been said about listening. Some 
of us in the listening field were part of a project led by Witkin (see 
Witkin and Trochin’s 1997 work on mapping constructs for listening) to 
carry out these explorations – the research wasn’t limited to qualitative 
methods. The group’s research did not turn up much qualitative 
research that related to listening. In my own work I have found a 
number of studies that are important to consider.

Two immediate studies that open new approaches are the study of 
“Listening and landscape among the Blackfeet” by Carbaugh (1999), and 
Adelmann’s study (2001) of the listening repertory of participants in an 
educational setting. The Carbaugh study is a listening ethnography of the 
Blackfeet Native Americans. Its uniqueness is its descriptive method; it 
treasures the reported listening experience of the Blackfeet without 
imposing a modern cognitive perspective and hence finds something 
quite amazing in the experience of listening in and among the landscapes 
of the Western plains. Native Americans have a listening connection with 
the landscape itself. Adelmann, on the other hand, begins with an educa-
tional setting (a teacher training seminar) and maps the way ideas are 
gathered and used in the group process. The study is purely about the 
description of patterns of receptivity; how ideas are picked up and used 
through listening. Carbaugh is a great model for appreciating the differ-
ent experience of listening in varied cultures and Adelmann is a model 
for tracking the way listening is used in social/organizational structures.

There also are many survey studies of listening, but most validate a 
few “theories” which are already assumed to be the patterns of listening 
behavior. Some candidates include listener styles, listening profiles and 
listener preferences. Solid, rigorous qualitative research should go back 
to the listening experience and attempt to understand and “validate” 
how these labels or concepts of listening fit within social and cultural 
context. We assume these models are the shape of listening experience 
and then precede to show how the cookies are cut out of the assumed 
social pattern rather than how the cookie cutter got to be this shape.
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The broadest and most fascinating studies I have found are 
 philosophical studies by Heidegger (1962), Fiumara (1990), Forester 
(1980), Gadamer (1976), Ricoeur (1981), Ihde (1976) and Smith (1979). 
They shed light on the cultural role of listening in Western culture and 
consciousness (the structure of our thinking and behaving), and hence 
show us the limits of our thinking about listening. Philosophy typically 
provides the most encompassing context for qualitative work. Two 
examples would include Gadamer’s work which speaks of listening as 
a fusion of individual life horizons (contexts). This fusion/mediation 
through listening means we have an inexhaustible “source of possibili-
ties of meaning (Gadamer, p. xix).” The second would be Fiumara’s 
discussion of the originary meaning of listening in Western culture. She 
suggests that we might think of listening as midwifery, as helping to 
give birth to ideas in the mind of the other.

Qualitative Methods that Might be Most Useful 
for Listening

I think all of the cultural methods of qualitative research are useful, but 
especially those that study cultures or compare across cultures. 
Philosophical studies at times do give a cross cultural comparison of lis-
tening, but mostly they hold up a mirror so we can perceive our own 
culture. Some of the useful cultural methods include: historical and cur-
rent first person ethnographies (narratives); and ethnographic (case) 
studies of other cultures (especially those that begin with the local expe-
rience as described by natives in their own linguistic and cultural con-
text). For example, Zulick has done a fascinating study of listening and 
persuasion in early Hebraic civilization. Zulick, writing in Rhetorica 
(1992), discussed the act of persuasion in biblical Hebrew and noted that 
the hearer was assigned the role of rhetorical agent – the active party in 
a rhetorical interaction. She wrote that phrases such as “Hear, O Israel 
(Deuteronomy 5:1; 6:4)” “throw responsibility to the respondent, making 
the hearer rather than the speaker the deciding figure in a rhetorical act.” 
Studies of ancient Egyptian culture show that the culture was very much 
structured by hierarchy and status; one listened to those who were in 
social and religious positions requiring reverence (Purdy, 1998).

Another ethnographic study is Fletcher’s 1999 study of listening to 
police narratives. She studied the experience of being a cop (both male 
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and female), but the process of learning how to listen to and collect 
 narratives required learning about listening. She discovered over time 
that both silence and giving up control of the interview proved to be 
effective skills for her work.

Halley has carried out two International Listening Association pro-
grams collecting listening stories from US residents and others – this is 
the beginning of interesting work. I still have notes of listening stories 
and commentary from Hindu “mythology” that I gathered from expert 
sources in India and which needs to be developed into an article. Also, 
at the 2003 joint International Listening/Western Communication 
Association conference in Sweden there were the beginnings of pro-
grams to share cross-cultural experiences of listening; these efforts are 
to be encouraged.

I know this is not extensive, but I hope it offers direction for the criti-
cal importance of qualitative research in the study of listening, and also 
that it offers some suggestions on what has been done and what is left 
to be done.

Guidelines for Conducting Qualitative Research

There are guidelines for doing qualitative research. They are not abso-
lutes, qualitative research is always a creative and flexible process, but 
they are useful for maintaining rigor and method:

1 One of the most important considerations in qualitative research is 
investigation of the assumptions that underlie the research. 
Qualitative research must be transparent if it is to be useful. In a 
recent qualitative research support group qualitative researchers 
were discussing their research. During the conversation, I probed 
for the research assumptions of each researcher. Researchers made 
statements like: “I want to change how we train people,” “the organ-
ization needs to be changed,” and “I want to get them to change the 
way they …” In qualitative research assumptions cannot be hidden 
if the research is to be well founded. These hidden assumptions 
were indicative of the intent of the researchers, but also indicated 
that the researchers needed to do qualitative (descriptive) research 
first to find out what was happening in their organizations before 
suggesting change. Some researchers add a section as a preface to 
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their study telling about assumptions or biases. Others add a section 
at the end where they either discuss personal biases about the 
research or report the perspectives of other researchers that might 
reveal different assumptions or interpretations.

2 In order to know what your assumptions are, you must interrogate 
yourself or have others help you ask questions to become aware of 
your assumptions. However, it is also very important to know the 
research context from literature searches across as many disciplines 
as might be useful. Equally important is to acquire firsthand experi-
ence of the culture being researched and to do a phenomenological 
description of the context.

3 Organize your literature search and then ask questions that are appro-
priate to the specific method being used. Asking questions will begin 
the focusing process necessary for conducting quality research. For 
example, if you are doing narrative research the questions, as in the 
Fletcher study mentioned above, would include broader methodo-
logical questions such as: “What are the ways of listening that will 
best gather the stories from the police culture I am researching?” Then, 
there are the specific research questions, such as: “Are the stories of 
female police officers different from those of male police officers?”

Another aspect of qualitative research include what one “must do” and 
“must not do” – some further guidelines for research if you will:

1 Consult and work with others. Many heads can make better sense of 
the cultural meaning of listening, of how to structure research and 
how to make sense of the results of research. You will find that many 
scholars and researchers are more than willing to help you with 
your research. Some will even offer to work with you.

2 Use the feedback from others, as well as your own intuition, to be as 
“rigorous” (as in critical and creative) as possible. Research that 
does not make a reasonable argument – and research is about mak-
ing an argument – is not of much use. The argument is built as you 
present the literature review to show what has been done and what 
questions need to be answered. Then the research question(s) and 
how the research answers those question(s) is critical. Finally, the 
discussion of the research presentation interprets the results to 
argue for the interpretation the researcher has concluded is most 
meaningful.
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3 Conduct a pilot study with a small sample, or in a limited context – 
a class, a family or a social group.

4 Continually question what you are doing throughout the research 
process and continue to ask others for their feedback and evaluation.

Things you should avoid doing include:

1 Don’t work in isolation, research benefits from social interaction 
with other researchers.

2 Don’t think your idea is not worthwhile. Talk over your ideas with 
other researchers in the area and let them help focus your research. 
Often you haven’t seen similar research because it hasn’t been done 
yet. You are breaking new ground.

3 Don’t be afraid to fail. Great research is often the result of several 
stages of research where the questions, the understanding and the 
methods are refined leading to better results.

Conclusion

There has been a consistent bias against qualitative research in some 
areas of communication study. Unfortunately, listening is one of those 
areas where this research approach is yet to be embraced. In my auto-
biographical and historical approach to research I have attempted to 
demonstrate that bias, but also to show the rationality and importance 
of privileging a qualitative approach to listening. Without the qualita-
tive, contextual grounding of listening the quantitative research cannot 
be explained fully. Certainly qualitative and quantitative research com-
plement each other, but without the richness of qualitative understand-
ing, quantitative research is sterile and limited in its applicability. 
Finally, it is imperative to realize as well that there are many approaches 
to doing qualitative research and attempts to make qualitative research 
imitate quantitative research in its rigor are certainly self defeating.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1 What does listening mean to you?
2 How would you define listening? What concepts are central to your definition?
3 How would you describe your own listening and the listening of those around you?
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4 Each of the first three questions are places for beginning to structure qualitative research, 
how would each lead to different thoughts about and approaches to studying listening?

5 One of my qualitative studies began by using others to help me collect descriptive 
data about the characteristics of listening. Each person was asked the question: “think 
of someone who is an effective listener, and then list 12 attributes of that listener.” Do 
the same for an ineffective listener. Compare your results with others in your class, or 
with other research or listening books that describe an effective listener. How would 
the above results differ if the questions asked about “good” and “bad” listeners?

6 Research one of the core qualitative methods and conduct a mini-study using that 
method. For example, read a few articles about auto-ethnography and then do an 
ethnography of listening in some area of your life: listening in your family.
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Quantitative Research 
in Listening: Explication 
and Overview
Graham D. Bodie and Margaret 
Fitch-Hauser

In this chapter Bodie and Fitch-Hauser examine the role quantitative methods can play in 
listening research. They begin with a general overview of quantitative methods to orient 
the reader for a discussion of some of the quantitative listening research conducted in the 
past six decades and its contribution to our body of knowledge about listening. A final 
section suggests areas of vital importance for the future of listening research and theory.

Quantitative Research in Listening: Explication 
and Overview

Quantitative research attempts to quantify the relationship between 
two or more phenomena. While a qualitative researcher might ask, 
“What is the nature of lecture listening?” a quantitative researcher aims 
to be more specific in his or her examination of topics such as lecture 
listening. A more quantitatively oriented question concerning lecture 
listening might be, “How much are certain characteristics of the situa-
tion and the individual related to lecture listening?”

This does not imply the superiority of one method over the other. 
Rather, each method has its relative strengths and weaknesses. Qualitative 
research allows for deeper understanding and appreciation of phenom-
ena, whereas quantitative research allows for more precise analysis and 
prediction. Choice of methodology should always be driven by theory 
and the nature of substantive research questions. These two methodolo-
gies are also similar in that they are both systematic attempts to examine 
concepts. In fact, having a system or following a process is a defining 
principle of research whether it is labeled quantitative or qualitative.
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There are, however, appreciable differences between these two 
 methods. Purdy (this volume) has offered his insights into qualitative 
research. The purpose of this chapter is to answer how quantitative 
methods can be used to study an abstract concept such as listening. In 
service of this aim, this chapter is divided into three main sections. First, 
we provide and dissect a definition of quantitative research and use an 
extended example to illustrate our points. If you have been exposed to 
an introductory methods class, this section might seem basic. Our goal is 
to ensure all readers have an idea of the language, logic, and limitations 
of quantitative research before we review the extant research that has 
utilized this perspective in the domain of listening; a brief overview of 
this research is the focus of our second main section. Finally, the chapter 
concludes by offering three areas ripe for future quantitative research.

Defining Quantitative Research

Before presenting and explaining a working definition of quantitative 
research, it is important to note this type of research is only useful to the 
extent that it answers theoretical and/or practical questions. Science, as 
a way of knowing, is driven by the prime component of understanding 
(see Berger, 1977). As the natural sciences were created to understand 
the natural world, the social sciences were created to understand the 
social world. Natural and social scientists alike are interested in “sense-
making” – solving puzzles, understanding patterns, and investigating 
social problems (Bodie, 2009a). Thus, to the extent a researcher is inter-
ested in understanding a concept such as listening, she should be 
equipped with tools necessary to engage in this understanding. One set 
of tools available to the listening scholar is the broad realm of quantita-
tive research. This type of research relies on (a) operationalization of 
empirical data which is (b) collected from a sample and translated into 
(c) numerical form that can then be (d) subjected to one or more statisti-
cal tests from which the data are (e) generalized to a larger population 
and (f) claims are made about the “true” nature of the phenomenon 
under study. In the next several sections we dissect this definition.

Operationalization of empirical data

Empirical data are observable units of analysis such as a conversation 
between two strangers or the listening patterns of college-aged males. 
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The first step in quantitative research is to choose an object of study 
(e.g., listening) that can be usefully narrowed to a manageable topic 
area (e.g., listening patterns of college-aged males) and observed in a 
laboratory or “natural” environment. Listening – like other phenomena 
such as communication, intelligence, and learning style – is an abstract 
concept. We cannot touch, taste, smell or otherwise measure listening 
directly. Instead, social scientists choose theoretically relevant opera-
tionalizations to study concepts of interest.

Critical to working with any concept that is both hypothetical in 
nature and very real as a life skill is the ability to operationalize it in a 
useful way. Operationalization is a way of making an abstract concept 
(like listening) more concrete and measurable. The ability to add a con-
crete dimension to the abstract is one of the advantages of quantitative 
research. Doing so allows researchers to clearly define the boundaries 
of a concept for a particular study. For example, by operationalizing 
effective listening as the score on a specific listening test, we have a 
concrete measure of “listening comprehension.” This ability to achieve 
momentary clarity allows quantitative researchers to address very spe-
cific research questions.

The term most closely associated with operationalization is variable. 
Quantitative researchers most often talk about two types of variables. The 
dependent variable (DV) is the outcome of interest. A researcher interested 
in studying listening comprehension could operationalize this concept in 
several ways such as the amount of lecture material recalled after lecture 
exposure. An independent variable (IV) is any aspect of the environment 
or individual thought to have an influence on the DV. IVs can either be 
manipulated by the researcher (part of the environment) or be character-
istic of the participants in a sample. In our case, we could manipulate the 
length of the lecture, the subject material presented in the lecture, and/or 
the credibility of the lecturer. Similarly, we could be interested in how 
much information is recalled by students of different  genders, class 
ranks, or Grade Point Averages (GPAs). These latter variables – those 
intrinsically associated with participants and out of direct control of the 
researcher – are called classification IVs. This distinction is important 
because conclusions about causation are most strongly made when the 
researcher has direct control over manipulated variables; conclusions 
regarding causation with classification IVs are more speculative.

Since quantitative researchers depend on numerical data, they must 
rely on variable scaling, or the assignment of numbers to observations. 
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How a variable is scaled determines what types of statistical tests are 
appropriate. The most widely used classification system was introduced 
by Stevens (1946) and includes four types of scales: categorical (nominal 
scale); ranked (ordinal scale); and continuous (interval and ratio scales). 
When a variable is scaled as nominal independent categories are created 
and numbers are assigned arbitrarily to these categories. If we were 
interested in differences in listening comprehension based on biological 
sex, for example, we could assign all males in the sample the number 
one and all females in the sample the number two. These numbers do 
not have a meaningful numeric value but, instead represent a qualita-
tive difference between individuals in the sample based on biological 
sex. Ranked data is said to have an ordinal scale. In our example, we 
could rank participants based on their listening comprehension score 
with those ranks corresponding to increasing/decreasing scores on our 
measure of comprehension. Operationalizing listening comprehension 
as the amount of information recalled after lecture exposure, however, 
provides a continuous measure of the concept; not only is a higher score 
greater than a lower score (information that ranking would provide), we 
also know how much greater. For instance, a score of 20 is five pieces of 
information more than 15. This difference is the same as the difference 
between 10 and 15, thus our scale is at the interval level. Very similar to 
interval level scales, a second type of continuous scale is a ratio scale. 
With a ratio scale it is possible to obtain a score of zero. In our running 
example, since an individual can recall zero pieces of information, our 
scale is a ratio scale. If we did not have a true zero point, as with seman-
tic-differential (bipolar adjectives) or Likert scales (e.g., I was able to 
comprehend lots of information scored from Strongly agree – Strongly 
disagree), then our scale would only be at the interval level.

Populations, samples, and research design

After making decisions about concept operationalization, the next ques-
tion a quantitative researcher must answer is, “Whose listening is of inter-
est?” Suppose we are interested in learning the extent to which college 
students comprehend lecture material. Our population is college students – 
the specific group we are interested in studying. Since it is impossible 
for a researcher to study listening comprehension of all college students, 
a sample of people must be selected from that  population (e.g., college 
students attending a Midwestern university). Once the population is 
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 narrowed down to a sample and variables have been determined, the 
researcher’s next task is to determine the appropriate research strategy.

Two basic strategies or designs employed in quantitative research are 
post facto and experimental. Post facto research “begins with a measure 
of the dependent variable and then retroactively looks at preexisting 
subject independent variables and their possible influence on the 
dependent variable” (Sprinthall, 2003, p. 213). In other words, post 
facto research relies on classification IVs as opposed to IVs directly 
manipulated by the researcher. For example, we could be interested in 
how a person’s typical communication style (e.g., dominant, dramatic, 
relaxed) is related to the ways in which he prefers to receive informa-
tion (see later section on listening styles; Bodie and Villaume, 2003). To 
study this we could have participants fill out questionnaires that assess 
their general communication and listening styles. We would then run 
one or more types of statistical analyses to ascertain if communication 
and listening styles are associated. Although post-facto research is use-
ful, it is often misinterpreted. The only warranted conclusion one can make 
with this type of research is that there is a relationship between the variables. It 
is theory that helps the researcher determine if a particular cause – effect 
sequence makes more sense than other possible sequences.

If researchers are concerned with causal relationships (as we often are 
in the field of listening) a more appropriate design is the experiment, offer-
ing full control over the IVs under question. Typically, we talk about 
experimental conditions within this type of research. If we chose to study 
the impact of lecture length on listening comprehension, then we would 
randomly assign participants into two groups.1 One group would be 
exposed to a long lecture and the other group would be exposed to a short 
lecture; as with all other concepts, long and short are operationalized 
depending on theoretical or practical considerations. Using our same DV, 
we would look at the difference in the amount of information recalled 
between the groups. Given our groups do not  differ on other characteris-
tics, we could attribute the cause of this difference to lecture length.

1 It is important to note here that a true experiment requires that all participants are 
randomly assigned to conditions. As a subset of experimental design, quasi-experimental 
studies are those in which in tact groups are used. For instance, if a researcher used one 
introductory speech class as one condition and another class as the second condition, this 
would not be what is generally labeled a true experimental design. The reader is referred 
to Shadish, Cook, and Campbell (2002) for an in-depth treatment of experimental and 
quasi-experimental design.
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Suppose we find students in the long lecture condition recall an 
 average of 15 pieces of information, and students in the short lecture 
condition recall an average of 20 pieces of information. A cursory look 
at this data would suggest short lectures enable people to comprehend 
material better than long lectures. Instead of making an intuitive guess 
about the difference between two scores in the population of interest, 
 however, researchers utilize statistical techniques to test the signifi-
cance of the association between variables.

The use of statistical techniques to assess 
relationships between variables

When quantitative researchers begin a study they generally have an 
idea of the relationships they will find from the data. In our case, we 
may have a theory that allows us to hypothesize that short lectures will 
enable people to comprehend material better than long lectures. 
Although it is ideal to test this hypothesis directly, quantitative research-
ers generally use null hypothesis significance testing (NHST). The null 
hypothesis “is never proved or established, but is possibly disproved, 
in the course of experimentation” (Fisher, 1935, p. 19). This logic is con-
sistent with the fact that although one can never establish proof for the 
existence of a claim in the social sciences, one can provide proof of its 
falsity (Popper, 1965; see also, Phillips, 2000). The null hypothesis is 
generally conceptualized as the hypothesis of no difference (in the case 
of comparing group means) or no association (in the case of establish-
ing a relationship between groups).2 At the most basic level, when we 
test the null hypothesis we are attempting to rule out random error as 
an explanation for the relationship between variables since our theory 
proposes some systematic source of variability, namely, the difference 
between the two groups. If you recall, the more we can control for the 
influence of other variables (e.g., by random assignment to condition), 
the more confident we can be that our result is the product of researcher 
manipulations or participant classifications.

2 The null hypothesis is not always represented as no difference or no association. The 
hypothesis of no difference/association has been labeled the “nill hypothesis” (Cohen, 
1988) and is widely overused in the social sciences. However, for the sake of simplicity, 
we will refer to the null hypothesis in this sense. For further reading about the misuses of 
NHST, the reader is referred to Chow (1996), Cohen (1994), and Daniel (1998).
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In our example, the null hypothesis is: lecture length has no effect on 
recall. In other words, the difference between the amount of information 
recalled by participants exposed to short versus long lectures is not differ-
ent enough to conclude length of lecture has a systematic effect on listen-
ing comprehension. In most research, rejection of the null hypothesis is 
desired. If the null hypothesis is rejected, the researcher is warranted to 
accept the alternative hypothesis: length of lecture does have a systematic 
impact on the amount of information recalled. The more evidence gath-
ered that an effect is due to some systematic variability, the greater confi-
dence we have in our theory that produced this hypothesis.

Let’s assume we have a theoretical rationale that proposes short  lectures 
enable people to comprehend the material better than long lectures. To 
test this hypothesis let’s suppose we collected data from 100 college stu-
dents and that 50 students were randomly assigned to listen to a short or 
long lecture. After listening to their lecture, students were asked to take 
five minutes to recall as much of the lecture as they could. After this data 
is coded based on a researcher defined rubric, we find that the average 
(mean) recall score of the short lecture group was 20 pieces of information 
and the average recall score of the long lecture group was 15 pieces of 
information. After entering our data into a statistical program (e.g., SAS, 
SPSS), we subject it to statistical analyses that compare the means of these 
two groups (see later discussion on ANOVA for a more sophisticated 
treatment of group differences). The test statistic generated from this 
analysis will be some number that the computer program compares to a 
critical value. If the test statistic falls above this critical value, our result is 
considered “statistically significant” at some predetermined value. In 
most social sciences, that value is generally .05, and the significance level 
is generally labeled as p ≤ .05 where p is the likelihood we have rejected 
the null hypothesis when that hypothesis is actually true in the popula-
tion. In other words, at a .05 level of statistical significance, there is a 5 
percent chance we made a mistake in attributing length of lecture to the 
differences in groups (Type I Error). This also means there is a 95 percent 
likelihood this result is not the product of random error; the difference 
between the groups is likely due to some systematic variation.3

3 If a researcher does not find a statistically significant result, this does not automatically 
mean there is no difference between the groups that can be attributed to systematic variation. 
We may not have had enough people in our sample to generate a statistically significant result 
of a particular magnitude. According to Cohen (1988), the social sciences are traditionally
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A few questions remain after we conclude our results are statistically 
significant. First, statistically significant does not necessarily mean 
practically significant or important. In fact, as critics of NHST have 
pointed out, given enough people, virtually any test of significance will 
likely be deemed statistically significant (Meelh, 1990). Cohen, Cohen, 
West, and Aiken (2003, p. 5) describe this:

Statistical significance only provides information about whether the rela-
tionship exists at all, often a question of trivial scientific interest … The level 
of statistical significance reflects the sample size, incidental features of the 
design, the sampling of cases, and the nature of the measurement of the 
dependent variable; it provides only a very pale reflection of the effect size.

Thus, we need some measure of practical significance that does not 
depend on these other factors.

Although not consistently reported, measures of effect size (e.g., d, f ) 
are useful in the interpretation of results. An effect size is the magnitude 
of difference between variables. In our case, while the difference 
between 15 and 20 might be shown to be statistically significant, 
we should always look at how much variability in the recall scores can 
be attributed to the length of lecture. Similarly, confidence intervals 
provide estimates of the actual value of information likely to be recalled 
from the population given our experimental conditions. A confidence 
interval is a range of possible values within which the population 
parameter will fall a certain percent of the time (with p ≤ .05, the per-
centage would be 95). Wide confidence intervals tell us our point esti-
mate of the population (the mean of each sample group) is poor. Narrow 
confidence intervals tell us our point estimate of the population is bet-
ter. The better our estimate, the more confidence we can have that an 
effect of a particular size exists in our population of interest.

Assuming our statistical test of significance allows us to reject the 
null hypothesis and our results have been interpreted as meaningful 
in some sense (by looking at the effect size, confidence intervals, etc.), 
our next step will be to generalize these findings to a larger population 
(for example, college students). In fact, one of the distinctions between 

under powered; this means that even if there was a significant difference in the population, 
our study is not likely to detect it. Issues such as the trade off between significance level and 
power (Type II Error) are important to consider before conducting quantitative research.
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qualitative and quantitative research is the ability to generalize beyond 
the sample studied; however, researchers must be careful. Since our 
sample was derived from a specific population it might not be war-
ranted to conclude these results are applicable to, for example, all 
Americans (or even all college students). For instance, our college stu-
dent sample is likely to be more educated, come from a more affluent 
background, and be younger than the average of all individuals in this 
country. If, however, our results are to be of any theoretical or prag-
matic import, we must extend beyond those individuals directly tested. 
Considerations of sample size, the nature of sampling, and theory can 
aid in decisions about generalization (Shadish et al., 2002).

Summary

As this brief introduction has demonstrated, researchers interested in 
studying the nature of an abstract concept such as listening may choose 
to utilize quantitative methods. Such methods rely on empirical obser-
vations, operationalizations, variables, sampling, statistical techniques, 
and generalization. This next section gives an overview of general 
quantitative methods.

Types of Quantitative Methods

As implied above, there are several types of methods captured by the 
umbrella term “quantitative methods.” In some research, scholars are 
interested in the relationship or association between variables. In other 
research (like our example of listening comprehension as influenced 
by lecture length), scholars are interested in the difference between 
two or more groups on some outcome variable. In all research, we are 
interested in how well our measurement instruments have captured 
our concept (Have we operationalized our concept in an appropriate 
way?). Several statistical measures have been developed to answer dif-
ferent realms of research questions. Three broad types are measures of 
association, measures of variability, and measures of reliability and 
validity.

The measures of association and variability we outline below are 
referred to as inferential statistics since we are interested in inferring 
information about a population based on data gathered from a sample. 
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All inferential statistics rely on descriptive statistics that describe the 
nature of the data. Descriptive statistics tell us information about the 
average or typical scores in a dataset as well as the variability of scores 
within that dataset. An important step in any statistical analysis is to 
inspect variable distributions including values of central tendency and 
values of dispersion. A typical measure of central tendency is the mean 
or arithmetic average of all scores; other common measures are the 
median (middle-most score) and the mode (most frequently occurring 
score). Measures of dispersion include the range (difference between 
the biggest and smallest score in a dataset), standard deviation (how 
much all scores in a distribution of scores typically deviate from the 
mean), variance (average of the squared deviations about the mean), 
and average deviation (average of the absolute value of difference 
between each data point and the mean).

Measures of association

When a researcher is interested in the relationship or association 
between two variables, she will most likely run an analysis from the 
correlation family. The most basic correlation statistic is the Pearson 
product-moment correlation coefficient which provides infor-
mation about the linear relationship between two variables (bivariate 
 relationship) scaled on the interval or ratio level. The correlation coeffi-
cient (symbolized as “r”) ranges from −1.0 to +1.0 and describes the 
degree to which two variables vary together. If r is positive, the value of 
one variable gets larger as the other gets larger. If r is negative, the value 
of one variable gets larger as the other gets smaller. If r is close to 0, 
there is no systematic relationship between the variables; a high score 
on one variable is just as likely to be related to high and low scores on 
the other variable. The closer r is to +1 or −1, the more closely the two 
variables are related. Thus, r gives information about the direction and 
strength of a bivariate relationship.

Although the correlation coefficient is a useful value, what is often 
more interesting is r2 – called the coefficient of determination – which 
represents the percent of variation in one variable related to variation in 
the other. The average score of a given variable always varies since 
there are a range of scores that have produced this average. When the 
variability of two variables collectively fluctuates to some degree, 
squaring the correlation coefficient tells us the amount of information 
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about one variable that is contained in the other variable. For example, 
if we find a Pearson’s r of .5 between listening comprehension and GPA, 
squaring this value gives us .25. Therefore, 25 percent of the informa-
tion contained in listening comprehension scores can be explained by 
GPA, and 25 percent of the information contained in GPA can be 
explained by listening comprehension. In other words, the variation in 
listening comprehension scores would decrease by 25 percent if every-
one in our dataset had the same GPA (and vice versa).

According to Cohen (1988), effect sizes in the social sciences are gen-
erally classified as small, medium, and large. If a study reports an r2 of 
.01, the researcher has found a small effect; a value of .06 is considered 
a medium effect, and a value of .14 is considered a large effect. Our 
value of .25 would be considered a large effect by these standards.

A direct descendent of correlation is regression; in fact, studies that 
report results of a regression analysis usually begin by reporting r val-
ues. A regression analysis attempts to predict values of the DV when 
given values of one or more IV. If only one IV is specified, the researcher 
will use bivariate regression techniques. More common is multiple 
regression in which a DV is predicted from values of two or more IVs. 
If you understand the basic premise of correlation, then understanding 
regression is easier.

Any given participant in a research study can be described by his or 
her scores on relevant DVs and IVs. These scores can be graphed with a 
scatterplot – a graphical representation of where each person falls with 
respect to all variables of interest. An example of a scatterplot is show 
in Figure 3.1 which portrays what a correlation of .50 between listening 
comprehension and GPA would look like graphically. As seen in this 
figure, both the magnitude and direction of the relationship between 
listening comprehension and GPA can be gleaned just by inspecting the 
distribution of scores. Although one should rely on statistics to verify a 
relationship exists, simply looking at this graph suggests the two vari-
ables are positively and strongly related.

In ordinary least squares (OLS) regression,4 there are an infinite number 
of lines that can represent a set of data points like the one  presented in 
Figure 3.2. The job of OLS regression is to choose the “best fit” line which 

4 Other regression techniques do exist but for simplicity sake they are not discussed in 
this chapter. The reader is referred to Cohen, Cohen, West, and Aiken (2003) for an 
 in-depth exploration of correlation and regression techniques for social science research.
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is said to be BLUE (the best linear unbiased estimator) when certain 
assumptions are met (when these assumptions are not met, this type of 
regression analysis is not appropriate). Best fit refers to the line that 
reduces the squared residuals. A residual is the error that occurs due to 
the fact the model is predicting values of one variable based on the val-
ues of other variables; error comes from measurement error, unrepre-
sented variance, and other sources. This best fit line is represented by:

Ŷ = b0 + b1x1 + b2x2 + … bnxn

where Ŷ is the predicted value of the dependent variable, b0 is the value 
of Y when X = 0 (called the intercept), and b1 – bn are values for the 
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Figure 3.1 Scatterplot representing a correlation of .50 between listening comprehen-
sion and GPA
Notes: This data do not represent actual data gathered from actual college students but are simulated 
data based on preset values for illustrative purposes.  The authors would like to thank James LeBreton 
of Purdue University with his assistance in accessing the SPSS syntax to generate this data.
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respective independent variables when the other IVs are in the equa-
tion. Another way to understand b1 – bn is that these values are the rela-
tive importance weights assigned to given IVs based on their ability to 
predict variability in the DV. For our two variable example, the line that 
best represents their relationship is presented in Figure 3.2. This line 
was generated by a statistical program (SPSS 16.0) that (conceptually) 
fits a series of lines to the data points in order to come up with the best 
prediction of our dependent variable of interest (listening 
 comprehension) from the students’ GPA. The program also provides 
values for the regression equation along with a measure of statistical 
significance and an R2 value (effect size) that tells the researcher how 
much of the variance in the DV is accounted for by the set of IVs. Since 
there is only one IV in our example, R2 is equivalent to the bivariate r2 
which, in our example, is .246, and the standardized regression coeffi-
cient is equal to the correlation coefficient.
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G
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–5.00 –2.50 0.00

Listening Comprehension

R Sq Linear = 0.246

2.50 5.00

Figure 3.2 OLS regression line representing the “best fit” between listening compre-
hension and GPA for a correlation approximating .50
Notes: The actual correlation between these variables in this dataset is .496, p < .001.
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In sum, by fitting a least squares line to a given set of data points, 
statistical programs estimate the value of a DV for each participant 
given values of one or more IVs and how well this equation does its job 
predicting. Also obtained from the analysis are relative importance esti-
mates for each individual IV along with statistical significance for those 
values. From this information, the researcher can ascertain the specific 
IVs that contribute meaningfully to predicting scores on the DV and 
which ones are less important.

Testing differences between groups

Frequently, researchers are curious about the differences between 
groups of participants (as with our example of long versus short lec-
tures and recall of information). Although these techniques are often 
described as exploring differences in means, they actually compare 
variability between and among the groups.

Suppose we wanted to know if men and women differ in their listening 
comprehension. The average score for men in the experiment and the 
average score for women in the experiment could be compared by a t-test. 
Although a thorough explanation of formulae for different types of t-tests 
is beyond the scope of this chapter, we should note here that variability in 
scores within the different groups are also taken into account for any t-test 
formula. If there are more than 2 groups, researchers use what is called an 
ANOVA.5 ANOVA stands for analysis of variance, and the test compares 
the variability of a given DV between the groups versus the variability of 
a given DV within each group. In other words, ANOVA answers whether 
the groups vary more than individuals vary within the same group.

In our example, we are interested in answering whether the variabil-
ity of men’s scores significantly differs from the variability of women’s 
scores. A test of statistical significance is run with the value of the t-test 
(t-value) or the value of the ANOVA (F-test). If the test statistic is greater 
than its critical value (determined from a table of critical values) then 
we conclude our result is statistically significant; we can conclude the 
groups differ more than they would by chance because the variability 
between the two groups was greater than the variability within each 
group (men differed from women more than individual men vary 
from individual men and individual women from individual women). 

5 This test is called a MANOVA when dealing with more than one DV.
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In other words, group scores on a DV were more discrepant than were 
individual scores on that DV in each group.

Assessing reliability and validity

The final issue to be addressed in this section concerns issues of reliabil-
ity and validity; together these terms reference the quality of the link 
between a theoretical construct and its operationalization. Measures 
that are relatively free of random error are said to be reliable. Reliability 
is a necessary but not sufficient condition for score validity or the degree 
to which a test or instrument actually measures the construct it claims 
to measure. Since quantitative researchers rely on the operationaliza-
tion of concepts into strictly defined variables, these issues are impor-
tant. If we are not measuring what we claim to be measuring (validity), 
our results cannot be taken seriously. Similarly, even if our scales and 
surveys are accurately measuring the variables we set out to measure, 
if those scales and surveys are full of errors, then we cannot reliably 
assess our concept under question.

There are three basic methods for assessing reliability: test-retest, 
internal consistency, and intercoder reliability. With test-retest  reliability, 
a researcher administers identical forms of a test across two or more 
time periods, usually several weeks or more apart. If the test is reliable, 
the scores reported at time one should be very highly correlated to later 
time periods. Internal consistency reliability is also concerned with self-
report scales but its advantage is that a test only has to be administered 
once. Several types of internal consistency reliability are available 
including split-halves and alternate forms (see Johnson and Frandsen, 
1963; Roach and Fitch-Hauser, 1984; Watson and Barker, 1988), but the 
most common in quantitative listening research is Cronbach’s alpha – 
given by the symbol α. This statistic is derived from the correlations 
among individual items in a scale; thus, alpha typically increases as 
correlations among items increases.6

A higher order method of reliability analysis is called factor analysis. 
Although there are many variations of factor analysis (principle compo-
nents, principle axis, exploratory, confirmatory, etc.), all of the  techniques 

6 Several variables affect Cronbach’s alpha including the number of items in a scale. The 
reader is referred to Shevlin, Miles, Davies, and Salker (2000) for a good summary of how 
to interpret alpha coefficients.
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under this label are used “when the researcher is interested in discover-
ing which variables in the set form coherent subsets that are relatively 
independent of one another” (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007, p. 607).

Suppose a researcher has a large set of items that measures several 
underlying aspects of listening behavior (e.g., verbal behavior, nonver-
bal behavior, affective components). The items designed to measure 
verbal components of listening should be more highly correlated with 
each other than they are with nonverbal components of listening. The 
most closely related items are said to compose factors “which reflect 
underlying processes that have created the correlations among [the 
items]” (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007, p. 607). Watson, Barker, and 
Weaver (1995) used a form of this method to assess the factor structure 
of their listening instrument, the Listening Styles Profile, and Villaume 
and Weaver (1996) used factor analysis to assess the factor structure of 
two commercial tests of listening comprehension.

In addition to being a stable measure of a concept, a test also needs 
to be a valid measure of that construct. One type of validity is face valid-
ity, whether the test appears to appropriately measure the intended 
concept. However, this is not adequate as a full test of measurement 
validity. Validity can also be measured quantitatively. Two types of 
quantitatively determined validity are convergent and discriminant 
validity. Convergent validity measures the degree to which two or more 
attempts to measure the same concept are in agreement. If two listening 
tests are measuring the same aspect(s) of listening, scores on each 
should be highly related – they should have a high correlation. 
Discriminant validity is the degree to which a concept is different from 
other concepts – the degree to which there is a small correlation between 
a recently developed measure and established measures to which it 
should not be related. For example, if listening and reading are two 
distinct skills, the relationship between scores on a listening test and a 
reading test should be minimal.

Summary

The above discussion has been only a brief overview of quantitative 
methods; much more should be considered before engaging in research 
using these methods. This overview should, however, help the reader 
understand the extant research employing quantitative methodology, a 
review of which follows.
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Quantitative Listening Research: An Overview

Listening has been identified as a hypothetical construct (Fitch-Hauser 
and Hughes, 1987). As such, the concept of listening is recognized as 
being abstract. Consequently, researchers have attempted to put bound-
aries around, or clarify just what the concept is and is not (Bodie, 
Worthington, Imhof, and Cooper, 2008). This theoretical work is impor-
tant and provides the impetus for using certain methods to answer 
questions about the nature and correlates of listening. Unfortunately, it 
will not be possible to cover all of the quantitative research conducted 
over the past 60 or so years. The following sections will discuss only a 
small sample of that research.

Listening: The early years

Quantitative researchers generally trace the origins of listening research 
to the late 1940s and the work of Ralph Nichols whose main research 
interest was how students retain information in the classroom. Using 
factor analysis, Nichols (1948) made an early attempt to identify listen-
ing as a distinct concept by identifying “factors influencing classroom 
listening comprehension” (p. 161). College students in this study were 
asked to listen to a lecture then answer a series of multiple choice ques-
tions about its content. The multiple choice questions served as the 
measure of listening, defined as the ability to attend to information pre-
sented aurally. This groundbreaking research opened the door to fur-
ther research by providing some specific measures of listening as well 
as identifying related constructs. One particularly influential study is 
represented by Spearritt’s dissertation and subsequent monograph 
(1962) which showed listening emerged as a separate factor when a bat-
tery of tests (reading span, intelligence, general mental ability, etc.) was 
administered to a group of undergraduate students.

Of course, not all researchers were convinced that listening was a 
distinct ability. Kelly (1965) operationalized listening as an individual’s 
score on two related tests of listening comprehension. His study found 
these measures of listening were strongly correlated to a test of general 
mental ability but only weakly correlated to each other. From these 
results he concluded listening comprehension was not a unique com-
ponent of listening; instead, he concluded listening comprehension was 
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more related to memory. This type of controversy led scholars such as 
Kittie Watson, Larry Barker, and Robert Bostrom in the 1970s and 1980s 
to attempt the development of more reliable and valid measures of lis-
tening comprehension. These researchers assumed listening is a set of 
skills related to, but distinct from, other abilities; the problem thus far 
was an inability to find a reliable and valid way to measure it.

The measurement of listening comprehension

The research conducted during the 1970s and 1980s conceptualized lis-
tening as a complex, multidimensional process. Although this was a 
shift from the unitary skill perspective, the research still equated listen-
ing with listening comprehension or a unique language comprehension 
skill that refers to the “active process of constructing meaning … by 
applying knowledge to … incoming sound” (Buck, 2001). In other 
words, listening was operationalized as a complex but interrelated set 
of abilities to attend to orally-presented information.

Quantitative researchers have put forth considerable effort develop-
ing a variety of listening tests. Four of the most popular are (1) the 
Brown-Carlsen Listening Comprehension Test (Brown and Carlsen, 
1955), (2) the Sequential Tests of Educational Progress III Listening Test 
(STEP III) (Educational Testing Service, 1979), (3) the Kentucky 
Comprehensive Listening Test (Bostrom and Waldhart, 1980b, 1983), 
and (4) the Watson-Barker Listening Test (Watson and Barker, 1983, 
1988, 2001).

Brown-Carlsen and STEP III

The Brown-Carlsen Listening Comprehension Test (Brown and Carlsen, 
1955) was the first mass produced test of listening and claims to examine 
five components of listening comprehension: immediate recall; follow-
ing directions; recognizing transitions; recognizing word meaning; and 
lecture comprehension. The STEP III (Educational Testing Service, 1979) 
is a general test of learning ability and recall. It includes a listening por-
tion that attempts to test a single listening comprehension component.

Although popular, there are measurement concerns related with both 
the Brown-Carlesen and STEP tests. For example, correlations com-
puted between the tests as well as with general tests of mental and 
reading ability found, “they are no more similar to each other than 
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either is to a test of mental ability or to a test of reading ability” (Kelly, 
1965, p. 142). A factor analytic study conducted by Fitch-Hauser and 
Hughes (1987) also disputed the validity of each test concluding, “[no] 
systematic pattern of loadings appeared in any of the factor analyses 
that corresponded to the pattern that the test authors had suggested” 
(p. 143). More recent measures have tried to rectify these deficiencies.

KCLT and WBLT

The Kentucky Comprehensive Listening Test (KCLT; Bostrom and 
Waldhart, 1980b, 1983) and the Watson-Barker Listening Test (WBLT; 
Watson and Barker, 1983, 1988, 2001) were both designed to measure 
listening comprehension across five dimensions. The KCLT was struc-
tured to test (1) short-term listening, (2) listening with rehearsal, 
(3) interpretive listening, (4) lecture listening, and (5) overcoming dis-
tractions (Bostrom, and Waldhart, 1983). The WBLT was structured to 
test: (1) evaluating message content; (2) understanding meaning in con-
versations; (3) understanding and remembering information in lectures; 
(4) evaluating emotional meanings in messages; and (5) following 
instructions and directions (Watson and Barker, 1988). Both measure-
ment instruments have reported acceptable reliability (Bostrom, 1984; 
Roberts, 1986) and internal validity (Bostrom, 1990; Roberts, 1988). 
Additionally, Applegate and Campbell (1985) found correlations 
between scores on each test; however, the results indicated neither test 
“is exhaustive [nor] all-encompassing” (p. 9). Perhaps the most com-
prehensive projects addressing the reliability and validity of these two 
tests involved executing factor analysis to statistically determine the 
factorial validity of the two listening tests.

Fitch-Hauser and Hughes (1987) sought to address the reliability 
and validity of these two tests by comparing each test to a factor struc-
ture designed around the components each test reported to measure. 
Unfortunately, neither test adhered to this structure; thus the external 
validity of the tests was reported as questionable. The authors concluded 
the tests are either “testing something in addition to listening [or] the 
tests are tapping more listening constructs than they claim” (p. 146). 
Extending these findings, Villaume and Weaver (1996) conducted 
first and second order factor analyses on both the KCLT and the WBLT. 
Each of the tests ultimately indicated a lack of external validity, which 
mirrored prior concerns (see Roberts, 1988). However, as Villaume and 
Weaver suggest, perhaps by administering both tests or constructing a 
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test that combines the best elements of the KCLT and the WBLT a better 
test of listening comprehension can be developed. This work has yet to 
be done.

Although the majority of research using the KCLT and WBLT has 
been devoted to reliability and validity issues, there are several studies 
that attempt to determine characteristics of good and poor listeners as 
defined by scores on these tests. For instance, Bommelje, Houston, and 
Smither (2003) researched the relationship between personality and lis-
tening in an attempt to identify the personality characteristics of good 
listeners, defined as individuals with high scores on the WBLT. Using 
scores on the WBLT and the Hogan Personality Inventory (HPI), the 
researchers found weak, but statistically significant relationships 
between listening and two personality dimensions identified by the 
HPI, success in school and caring. In an attempt to clarify the relation-
ship, the researchers employed OLS regression using the HPI elements 
as IVs, and the WBLT total score as the DV. The results yielded a small, 
but statistically significant relationship between listening comprehen-
sion and the HPI element of “caring.” This result linking personality 
and listening opens the door for further research in this area.

The main importance of this and other, similar studies (e.g., Bostrom, 
1990) involving personality and listening is the support they give to 
Worthington’s (2003) conclusion that “the listening process does not 
occur in a vacuum” (p. 81). Several studies show pre-existing condi-
tions within the listener have an impact on listening behavior and com-
prehension (see, Bodie et al., 2008; Imhoff, this volume). Consequently, 
if a measure of listening identifies the relationship between listening 
and those pre-existing conditions, the listening test has a degree of 
validity.

Other scholars question the validity of listening tests because they 
are “measures of the acquisition of information” (Bostrom, 1990, p. 24). 
Although “[retention] of information is a reasonable goal of listeners” 
(Rasmuson, 1987, p. 114), the measurement of this goal falls short of 
tapping into the cognitive realm of the listening process. Attempts to 
remedy this problem have come from the research of Powers and col-
leagues into the concept of listening fidelity.

Listening fidelity (LF) refers to “the degree of congruence between 
the cognitions of a listener and the cognitions of a source following a 
communication event” (Mulanax and Powers, 2001, p. 70). Rather than 
having participants recall specific aspects of a verbal message, LF meas-
ures listening comprehension as one’s ability to draw a  geometrical 
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 figure explained by a confederate. The accuracy with which partici-
pants replicate the figure gives a measure of the degree to which the 
participant was able to understand the confederate at a fundamental 
level; since the same explanation is shown to all participants, the influ-
ence of basic communication fidelity (see Powers and Lowry, 1984) is 
controlled. As argued by Powers and Bodie (2003), “[this] approach to 
the measurement of listening skill is as fundamental to the listening 
process as a measure of hearing and the necessary starting point in 
establishing a theoretically sound measure of competence in listening” 
(p. 24). Mulanax and Powers (2001) claim concurrent validity of the 
measure based on its correlation with receiver apprehension (see below 
for an explanation of receiver apprehension), and Fitch-Hauswer, 
Powers, O’Brien, and Hanson (2007) provide evidence that LF is a 
measure of fidelity by reporting (a) LF scores vary as a function of 
potential fidelity of a message as well as (b) significant correlations 
between the measure of LF and scores on the WBLT.

Where this test can be most readily criticized is in its ecological valid-
ity: does it measure some aspect of listening that can be translated into 
practical advice for the listener? Perhaps studies that attempt to replicate 
results found with basic communication fidelity (Powers and Lowry, 
1984) where individuals have a goal and attempt to communicate this 
goal to a confederate (Powers and Spitzberg, 1986) will show some level 
of correspondence and increase our confidence in LF results.

Another line of research that seems promising has been recently 
advanced by Janusik (2005, 2007). Janusik has proposed a model of lis-
tening grounded in the work of Baddeley (1986) on working memory. 
In testing her model, she has explored the relationship between a meas-
ure of conversational listening span and three other span measures 
based in working memory. By identifying a significant relationship 
between her measure of conversational listening and other cognitively-
based measures, she was able to support the perspective that listening 
is a cognitive process; this validates the supposition that her measure 
taps some concept called listening. The most important extension this 
research provides is that the measure assesses listening within the con-
text of conversation; from a communication perspective this is the core 
feature of listening (Bodie, 2009b). This is important because it moves 
the study of listening comprehension beyond “the correct/incorrect 
 measure used by traditional listening tests” (Janusik, 2007, p. 149) 
which may measure memory as opposed to listening per se.
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The above is far from a comprehensive review of listening  assessment 
tests. Researchers in education, second language learning, linguistics, 
psychology, and discourse studies, just to name a few, all have much to 
say about listening comprehension. Given the multi-disciplinary 
nature of listening, it is no surprise that tests tend to measure listening 
in slightly nuanced ways leading one to question the ability to ever 
capture the true and complete essence of listening (see Buck, 2001, 
Chapter 4, for a similar argument). Most test designers would agree, 
however, that a set of skills comprising “listening” exists. Indeed, 
authors of listening comprehension tests set out with a particular 
framework that offers a theoretical conceptualization of the skills com-
prising listening. The constructs deemed central to listening within 
this framework are then operationalized by creating test items that 
seem to provide some level of face validity. Researchers then seek to 
demonstrate reliability of different test sections and validity of the test 
as a whole. Researchers and others interested in listening must keep in 
mind there are dozens of tests of listening comprehension available for 
individuals of different ages and abilities. The reader is referred to 
Buck (2001) for a review of these tests and a more thorough treatment 
of his systematic approach to developing listening tests. Moreover, 
working with listening assessment is only one way researchers have 
used quantitative methods.

Listening as more than mere comprehension

Janusik’s recent work attempts to shift the study of listening from meas-
uring “mere recall” to measuring listening as a process. Her research 
builds on past efforts to demonstrate listening is either related or simi-
lar to elements of memory but still a distinct and separate skill. Early 
attempts by Bostrom and Bryant (1980) and Bostrom and Waldhart 
(1980a) compared listening with memory and found listening and 
memory comprised different constructs. Specifically, they found short-
term memory and short-term listening were different. In this research, 
the authors (see also Bostrom, 1996) posit, like memory, listening 
includes short-term and long-term components. The research sup-
ported this hypothesis by showing evidence for three types of listening 
based upon specific listening tasks. These three types of listening were 
short-term, short term with rehearsal, and long-term. Their research 
also supports the conclusion that the three types of listening are 
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 independent of each other. That is, being an effective “short-term 
 listener” did not correlate with being an effective “long-term listener.”

Other research has found correlations between listening and reading 
(Caffrey, 1953), listening and receiver apprehension (Fitch-Hauser, Barker, 
and Hughes, 1990; Roberts, 1988), and listening and cognitive complexity 
(Beatty and Payne, 1984). All of these studies suggest listening is more 
than the recall of orally-presented information. This same line of thinking 
led Thomas and Levine (1994) to test three models of listening, all of 
which included verbal recall, listening, and listening behaviors. The 
model that best fit the data posited “verbal recall ability was antecedent 
to listening, and listening was antecedent to gaze, nods, and [short back 
channel responses]” (p. 119). Although this study sparked a short but 
heated debate (Bostrom, 1996; Thomas and Levine, 1996), further research 
to extend these findings is lacking. Similarly, a model forwarded by Goss 
(1982) has yet to be fully tested or expanded since its introduction.

Although less common than correlational studies, some have used 
experimental methods to study listening. For example, Fitch-Hauser 
(1984) focused on the role of inference-making in story recall. Her study 
provides evidence that existing mental constructs or schema aid listen-
ers in making sense of their social world. As stated by Fitch-Hauser 
(1990), listeners “use some type of plan or blueprint to interpret, store, 
and recall information” (p. 77). This conclusion was based on manipu-
lating the content of messages (the IV) and testing what participants 
“remembered” hearing (the DV). Interestingly, subjects “remembered” 
things not present in the stimulus stories. In other words, they inferred 
information so the reconstructed story fit their schema.

In sum, as the research discussed in this section suggests, listening is 
more than just the comprehension of a message. In order to truly under-
stand listening as a process, we must also understand how listening 
and aspects of information processing – like memory – work together 
to allow a listener to receive a message, interpret it, process and store it, 
and ultimately recall a message that in someway resembles the original 
message (see Imhof, this volume).

Variables that impact and are impacted by listening

Other conceptualizations of listening propose that certain listening 
traits influence information acquisition (listening comprehension) and 
motivate individuals to listen (or not to listen) (Roberts, 1988). Studies 
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 conceptualizing listening in this manner either treat listening as an 
IV or a DV, whereas research on listening comprehension focuses solely 
on listening as a DV. In other words, listening preferences or beliefs can 
influence comprehension or other communication-related phenomena. 
Likewise, listening comprehension might influence motivation to lis-
ten. Research of this type attempts to answer questions such as, how 
individuals come to have certain listening preferences and how listen-
ing preferences are related to other individual differences. In addition, 
this research focuses on how these variables are likely to influence lis-
tening comprehension.

Several personality-type measures have been developed by quantita-
tive scholars attempting to understand listening. These measures are 
usually developed as self-report instruments and administered with 
other tests in order to establish concurrent and discriminant validity. 
Several concepts and their associated measures will be reviewed below, 
namely listening styles, willingness to listen, receiver apprehension, 
and interaction involvement.

Listening styles, preferences, and conceptualizations

Based on Shiffrin and Schneider’s (1977) claim that people tend to  listen 
in a habitual manner, Langer (1980) proposed that individual’s may be 
prone to utilize one particular listening style regardless of the situation. 
This theoretical work led Watson, Barker, and Weaver (1995) to develop 
the Listening Styles Profile (LSP-16), a sixteen-item self-report scale that 
allows respondents to characterize their preferences, concerns and 
emphases while listening to other people. In an exploratory factor anal-
ysis of several items, Watson, Barker and Weaver (1995) reported a 
four-factor solution identifying four sets of listening concerns oriented 
about people, action, content, and time; each scale contains four items.

People-oriented listeners usually try to find common ground among 
interlocutors and remain nonjudgmental. These individuals can be 
characterized as caring, understanding, and concerned about the “emo-
tional states” of others (Watson, Barker and Weaver, 1995, p. 5). Typically 
labeled relationally-oriented, people-oriented listeners are often sought 
for their emotional support skills.

Content-oriented listeners often listen for complex information, 
and thoroughly evaluate the content of a message before drawing con-
clusions. This style is characterized by a preference to listen to highly 
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credible sources and the tendency to ask questions to gain more 
 information. Likewise, content-oriented listeners are generally unbi-
ased because of their willingness to listen to both sides of an argument 
(Barker and Watson, 2000).

Action-oriented listeners have a preference for focused and organ-
ized information. This type of listener is bothered by disorganization 
and can come across as overtly critical. Individuals utilizing this style 
are often labeled task-oriented, and are often contrasted with people-
oriented listeners (Barker and Watson, 2000).

Time-oriented listeners tend to verbalize the limited amount of time 
they are wiling or able to devote to listening. Individuals operating 
under this style, more than the other three styles, are more likely to 
interrupt others and signal disinterest via nonverbal cues such as look-
ing at clocks or watches (Barker and Watson, 2000).

Research conducted with the LSP-16 has shown preference for a par-
ticular listening style or a set of styles is correlated with other individ-
ual difference variables including sex, gender, personality, and 
communication-related traits. Luttrell (1992) reported that men show a 
preference for action-oriented listening, while females show a prefer-
ence for the people-oriented style. As we discussed above, however, 
statistical significance should not be the only criterion for judging dif-
ference. In Lutrell’s study, sex explained less than 1 percent of the vari-
ance in reports of the action-oriented style. With the people-oriented 
style, sex explained roughly 10 percent of the variability in scores. This 
sex main effect was also qualified by a significant interaction between 
biological sex and psychological gender. In the case of people-oriented 
listeners, sex-typed males reported the lowest while sex-typed and 
aschematic (showing both agentic and communal orientations) females 
reported the highest levels of this preference. Moreover, inspection of 
means suggest that cross-sex-typed males and females report quite 
similar levels of this listening preference. In fact, Lutrell’s results sug-
gest that sex-typing might be driving most of the differences between 
the sexes in terms of listening styles. Johnston, Weaver, Watson, and 
Barker (2000) provide evidence for this gender-based explanation; they 
report individuals possessing a communal orientation (more tradition-
ally characterized as feminine) prefer a person-centered listening style, 
while individuals embracing an agentic orientation (more traditionally 
characterized as masculine) prefer a more task-oriented listening style 
(a combination of action- and content-orientations).
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Another focus of listening styles research attempts to discover 
 personality traits that might underlie these preferences. Utilizing 
Eysenck’s framework, Weaver, Watson, and Barker (1996) found extro-
verts preferred a people-centered style, neurotics were more prone to be 
concerned with time constraints when listening, and psychotics 
embraced a socially callous listening style. Working from the Five Factor 
model, Worthington (2003) hypothesized relationships between person-
ality elements identified by the Keirsey Temperament Sorter (KTS) and 
listening styles. To test her hypotheses, Worthington ran correlations 
between the four listening styles identified by the LSP-16 (people, action, 
content, time) and the four personality types identified by the KTS 
(extraversion/introversion, sensor/intuitor, thinker/feeler, judger/per-
ceiver). The data analysis supported three of the four hypothesized rela-
tionships by producing statistically significant correlations between 
three listening styles and personality types. Specifically, significant, but 
weak, correlations were reported between a people LS and extraversion, 
intuiting, and feeling. Content LS correlated with judging and thinking. 
Action LS was weakly, but significantly correlated with sensing, think-
ing, and judging. Finally, although the fourth hypothesis was not sup-
ported, the results indicated a relationship between Time LS and 
introversion, thinking, and sensing.

Having found support for the hypothesized relationships between 
LS and personality, Worthington wanted to understand the relation-
ship more clearly, so she submitted the data to a canonical correlation 
analysis.7 This analysis revealed that the vast majority (79 percent of 
the  variance) of the systematic relationship between the four listening 
styles and four personality categories can be explained by the interac-
tion of people LS and the personality categories. This result seems to 
indicate personality characteristics associated with the People LS have 
a tremendous impact on how people listen. In turn, when combined 
with the findings of the gender-based research discussed above that 
shows People LS and communal gender orientation are correlated, the 
findings may imply listening is strongly influenced by a combination 
of personality and gender schematicity. Clearly, there is still much for 
us to learn about listening through this type of research.

7 Canonical correlation is a multivariate technique that assesses the degree of associa-
tion between two sets of variables. This is an extension of the bivariate case discussed 
above. See Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) for a general overview.
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Another important line of research using the LSP-16 has been 
 spearheaded by Bodie and Villaume (2003; Villaume and Bodie, 2007), 
and questions the scoring procedures of the scale. Traditionally, 
respondents who score in the upper tertile for one of these four orienta-
tions are identified as having the corresponding characteristic listening 
style. Many individuals cannot be characterized as having one listening 
style because they score highly on more than one listening orientation 
(Watson, Barker, and Weaver, 1995). Taking this knowledge under con-
sideration, Bodie and Villaume (2003) proposed an alternative scoring 
method for the LSP whereby participants’ scores on the listening orien-
tations were treated as continuous variables (interval level scaling). 
Utilizing the multivariate technique known as canonical correlation 
(the same method used by Worthington, 2003), the authors found three 
patterns of association between the set of four listening style orienta-
tions measured by the LSP and a set of communicator style and appre-
hension variables.

First, people-centered listening is manifested in a relationally- 
oriented speaking style characterized by a low level of dyadic commu-
nication apprehension. Second, the combination of high content- and 
action-orientations is associated with an attentive, precise style of argu-
ing the issues that tends to leave an impression on people. Finally, the 
combination of high action- and time-orientations (and to a lesser extent 
people-orientation) with low content-orientation is associated with 
higher apprehension toward receiving information, lower dyadic com-
munication apprehension, and a dramatic, animated and forceful style 
that dominantly asserts one’s goals/concerns.

Since this was the first use of this technique with the LSP-16, a second 
study was conducted that included several other individual difference 
variables (e.g., Eysenck’s BIG THREE, interaction involvement, inter-
personal communication motives, gender role) to test the robustness of 
these findings (Villaume and Bodie, 2007). Results indicated a similar 
pattern of listening styles is found regardless of the variables under 
question adding validity to the newly formed scoring method for the 
LSP. Of course, the method employed by Bodie and Villaume does not 
remedy the issue of low internal consistency estimates for each LSP sub-
scale (Bodie and Worthington, in press). Ongoing research is seeking to 
remedy this issue by proposing a new version of the LSP-16 that will 
consistently produce reliability estimates more indicative of a “good” 
scale (Nunnally, 1978).
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The only other scale that attempts to measure listening styles was 
published in 2003 by Pearce, Johnson, and Barker. This scale has 
respondents rate the extent to which they engage in certain listening 
behaviors or preferences (e.g., I ask questions when I don’t fully under-
stand a speaker’s message; I want to listen to what others have to say 
when they are talking). Scores are tallied on these items and  respondents 
are placed into one of three listening styles: active; involved; or passive. 
The 2003 study reports efforts to establish reliability by using factor 
analysis and test-retest methods. However, the report of convergent 
validity only references qualitative means. As previously mentioned, 
qualitative methods do not provide a true test of convergent validity, 
thus opening this scale up for future validation research.

Although not called a measure of listening style, a recent study con-
ducted by Imhof and Janusik (2006), reports a measure of listening con-
cepts. This measure has individuals report the extent to which they 
believe 65 activities associated with listening (e.g., hearing, observing, 
evaluating) are similar to what they think of as “listening.” The authors’ 
claim this measure can be used to test different models of the listening 
process to determine the extent to which, for instance, listening concepts 
determine listening behavior. In other words, how individuals conceptu-
alize listening is likely to influence how they go about processing infor-
mation in different situations. Their 2006 study reports the first use of 
the scale as well as preliminary evidence of its factor structure. Future 
research should confirm this structure and provide further evidence of 
its validity.

Willingness to listen

Willingness to listen was originally conceptualized as the “other half” of 
the willingness to communicate (WTC) construct developed by 
McCroskey and his colleagues. Since the WTC scale (McCroskey, 1992; 
McCroskey and Richmond, 1987) was solely focused on an individual’s 
propensity to speak in certain situations, Roberts and Vinson (1989) 
sought to develop a similar scale that assessed an individual’s motivation 
to listen. The original scale was modified (Roberts and Vinson, 1998) and 
preliminary evidence gathered of its reliability and validity. Unfortunately, 
there has been no published research on this scale in nearly 10 years, 
although Richmond and Hickson (2001) claim a modified version of this 
scale is reliable and valid for use in the public speaking classroom.
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Receiver apprehension

Receiver apprehension refers to a fear of inadequately processing or 
psychologically adjusting to spoken discourse (Wheeless, 1975). Two 
measures have been created to test receiver apprehension. The first 
(RAT; Wheeless, 1975) includes 20-self report items referencing how the 
individual generally feels while listening rated on 5-point scales. Beatty, 
Behnke, and Henderson (1980) provided preliminary evidence that 
this 20-item scale achieved adequate internal consistency and test-retest 
reliability as well as correlated significantly with an established meas-
ure of anxiety, which lends credence to its concurrent validity. A revised 
16-item version (RRAT; Wheeless and Scott, 1976) includes fewer 
items in each of the three conceptual categories proposed by its defini-
tion: situations where messages are encountered; generalized affective 
responses to categories of messages; and cognitive reactions to mes-
sage-processing tasks.

A meta-analysis conducted in 1990 by Preiss, Wheeless, and Allen 
organized 28 manuscripts into five categories.8 Based on this analysis, 
the authors found receiver apprehension to be negatively related to lis-
tening comprehension, information processing capacity, information 
processing effectiveness, and education level and positively related to 
information processing anxiety. Although these relationships make 
conceptual sense, this study is over 15 years old and some of the opera-
tionalizations of the DVs seem speculative; more importantly, all of the 
data is self report which introduces a method bias to the results. Thus, 
future research in this area is certainly warranted.

Interaction involvement

The last concept, interaction involvement (II), is defined as “the extent 
to which an individual participates with another in conversation” 
(Cegala, Savage, Brunner, and Conrad, 1982, p. 230). Involvement in 

8 Lipsey and Wilson (2001) explain that “meta-analysis can be understood as a form of 
survey research in which research reports, rather than people, are surveyed” (p. 1). 
The techniques involved allow the researcher to make generalizable claims across a 
greater number of individuals and explore potential moderators for the effects between 
variables. Readers are referred to Hunter and Schmidt (2004) for a thorough treatment of 
meta-analysis.
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conversation has been shown to predict others’ perceptions of a 
speaker’s communication effectiveness (Downs, 1985); this makes 
sense given that individuals low on II are less attentive to others and 
less able to determine effective conversational strategies (Cegala, 
1981, 1984).

The scale that measures this construct, the Interaction Involvement 
Scale (IIS), assesses three II components. Responsiveness is the tendency 
for an individual to respond appropriately during conversations. 
Perceptiveness is one’s ability to “read” or assign meaning to other’s 
behavior. Finally, attentiveness refers to the aspect of II most closely 
related to listening; this is validated by an inspection of the items that 
measure this factor (e.g., “My mind wanders during conversations 
and I often miss parts of what is going on”; “I listen carefully to others 
 during a conversation”). In the third study in the Cegala et al. (1982) 
report, the authors attempt to correlate the three aspects of II with 
nonverbal indicants of listening (e.g., eye gaze, body focused gestur-
ing) while individuals were not engaged in a speaking turn. These 
results did not reach conventional levels of significance for any of the 
listening variables. Two later studies (Villaume and Cegala, 1988; 
Villaume, Jackson, and Goldsmith Schouten, 1989) have, however, 
found that low involved conversation partners have more difficulty 
responding to ongoing conversation, an indication of a lack of skill or 
motivation to listen.

Summary

This section has summarized the relevant research on four individual 
differences proposed in the quantitative listening research: listening 
preference; willingness to listen; receiver apprehension; and interac-
tion involvement. This research has individuals self-report about their 
listening behaviors, preferences, motivations, and/or abilities and 
looks at relationships between these preferences and other variables 
(which are usually also self-reported). Such research helps us more 
clearly understand listening as a complex process. By conducting 
quantitative research of this type, we expand our theoretical base by 
furthering the boundaries of understanding the dimensions of listen-
ing. Another aspect of expanding theory is examining the effect of a 
construct in specific situations.
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Applied Research in Listening

The research discussed so far has looked very generally at listening. 
Many researchers have chosen to look not at listening as the unit of 
study, but the use and impact of listening in specific areas. The final 
area of quantitative research we will discuss looks at how the skill of 
listening affects outcomes in several applied areas of practice.

Health and healthcare

One applied area that has received attention is medicine. An early study 
in this area looked at the listening habits of first year medical students. 
Watson, Lazarus, and Thomas (1999) administered the Listening 
Preference Profile9 to students in a Foundations of Medicine class. The 
researchers were interested in whether listening preference would 
change as the students went through the class. The study results indi-
cated a large number of medical students experienced a change in their 
listening preference during the first year of medical school. Specifically, 
they found subjects who tested as people-oriented listeners at the begin-
ning of the semester reported listening avoidance or no listening prefer-
ence by the end of the semester. No significant change occurred in the 
other categories. These results indicate that something about the set-
ting, whether it is listening burnout from listening to lectures or a shift 
from an empathic to a diagnostic orientation, has an impact on listening 
behavior. The authors propose the results of this study be used to help 
train medical students in the communication skills necessary for the 
successful practice of medicine. However, before this can happen, fur-
ther research needs to identify what elements contribute to the change 
in listening preferences. Moreover, specific skills needed to effectively 
listen in the medical field must also be uncovered and placed within a 
coherent theoretical framework.

Several lines of research that might aid such efforts have explored the 
impact of physician–patient communication (of which listening is 
included) on outcomes such as emotional health, symptom resolution, 

9 The Listening Preference Profile and the Listening Styles Profiles are similar instru-
ments. The test authors chose to use preferences rather than styles for their “business” 
version of the scale which includes one more item per factor than the “research” version 
of the scale. The reader is referred to Barker and Watson (2000) for this scale.
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physiological measures, pain control, and medication compliance. One 
meta-analysis reported effective physician communication was posi-
tively correlated with beneficial health outcomes (Stewart, 1995). 
Although listening was not isolated in these studies, given the impor-
tance of listening to effective communication, it follows that this skill 
likely has a unique impact on health.

Consistent with this line of reasoning, research by Cegala and his col-
leagues suggests listening is important in the medical interview. The cat-
egory of talk labeled “information verifying” includes “fidelity- enhancing 
utterances” (Cegala, 1997, p. 186) and is most closely related to what lit-
erature typically defines as an effective listening strategy, namely pro-
viding feedback that one has understood another. One additional and 
particularly relevant aspect of the physician’s ability to listen reflects the 
notion that listening involves “filling in gaps” provided by the use of 
indirect communication strategies of patients (Cegala, McNeilis, and 
McGee, 1995; see also Fitch-Hauser, 1984). Of course, the patient’s rela-
tive listening abilities are also important, which has been recognized in 
recent research as well (e.g., Post, Cegala, and Miser, 2002).

Other research in this area points out the economic as well as the 
health benefits of listening in the medical context. For example, Lee 
(2000) found physicians fail to identify the patient’s reason for visiting 
in 77 percent of medical interviews primarily because physicians inter-
rupt 69 percent of patients within 18 seconds of the patient beginning to 
speak. It is no wonder many patients report their doctors lack concern 
and empathy (Korsch, Gozzi, and Francis, 1968; Lane, 1983; Schulman, 
1978; Zimmerman and Arnold, 1990)! As one would expect, patients 
with health care practitioners who use more patient-centered commu-
nication, including listening, are more satisfied with their practitioners 
and their overall medical care (Wanzer, Booth-Butterfield, and Gruber, 
2004). In fact, Wanzer et al. (2004) report effective listening, including 
showing empathy, is a predictor of patient satisfaction. Consequently, 
these patients are less likely to sue their physicians. Research in 1992 
revealed two-thirds of malpractice cases were linked to communication 
problems (Hickson et al., 1992).

These findings have led some researchers to wonder why the medi-
cal community has failed to focus more on listening training, particu-
larly in light of research that reveals listening contributes to the quality 
of health care without putting additional time pressure on the physi-
cian. Hausman (2001) found when both the physician and patient 
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engaged in active listening the patient’s compliance increased. This 
finding is even more important in light of research that indicates cancer 
patients are more satisfied with their oncologists when those physi-
cians engage in shared decision-making strategies that include active 
listening (Brown et al., 2002). The type of patient – physician interaction 
described in these findings is called biopsychosocial. This type of 
approach includes expressing empathy, involving patients in decision-
making, asking open-ended questions, and listening attentively. 
Research has shown physicians who use a biopsychosocial approach 
with patients take no more time per average office visit and have the 
added bonus of a more satisfied patient who is more willing to follow 
prescribed treatment (duPre, 2000).10

Listening and social support

Similar to the importance of listening to satisfaction in the healthcare 
setting, the perception that support is available and the reception 
of quality support when facing everyday hassles and major life stres-
sors have both been linked to numerous beneficial outcomes includ-
ing  overall health and well-being (e.g., Burleson and MacGeorge, 
2002; Dunkel-Schetter, Blasband, Feinstein, and Herbert, 1992; 
Herzberg, Hammen, Burge, Daley, Davila and Lindberg, 1999; Lakey 
and Lutz, 1996; Wethington and Kessler, 1986). Theorists within and 
beyond the communication discipline have developed sophisticated 
models of supportive people, supportive messages, and supportive 
interactions in order to map the causal mechanisms earlier work had 
implied by this link. Unfortunately, our scholarship is fragmented, at 
best, with respect to the role of listening in supportive interactions 
(Bodie, 2009a).

One important line of research has been conducted by Burleson and 
his colleagues for over 30 years (see Burleson, 2003 for a review). 
Stemming from constructivism – a general theory of communication 
skill (Burleson and Bodie, 2008) – research on supportive communica-
tion has consistently shown that messages high in person centeredness, 
the explicit recognition and legitimization of thoughts and feelings 
about a stressor, are functionally more sophisticated than messages low 

10 We would like to acknowledge the help of Chris Bond with locating the research 
associated with this section.
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in this quality (that is, messages that implicitly or explicitly deny and 
delegitimize the other person’s thoughts and feelings or tell them how 
he or she should feel).

Unfortunately, even when experiencing major life difficulties, indi-
viduals often receive unhelpful or even harmful support. For example, 
Dunkel-Schetter and Wortman (1982) report potential support provid-
ers believe cancer “patients should avoid thinking or talking about 
negative aspects of their situation and try to be as cheerful and optimis-
tic as possible” (p. 82). Dakof and Taylor (1990) found, in general, vic-
tims of major life stressors having been exposed to (a) inappropriate 
responses (e.g., minimization, criticizing), (b) individuals who fail to 
express concern, empathy or affection, and (c) avoidance from one or 
more network members including medical professionals. Similarly, 
Perrine (1993) reports potential support providers have a greater ten-
dency to want to solve problems than to engage in supportive listening 
behaviors (the adage, think before you speak comes to mind here). In 
other words, informal help providers may avoid listening to the dis-
tressed other due to burnout or anxiety; this may lead the distressed 
other to feel worse rather than better.

In research with the bereaved, Lehman, Ellard, and Wortman (1986) 
found the two most “helpful” listening behaviors are (1) providing the 
opportunity to ventilate, and (2) presence (“being there”). These same 
behaviors are likely to be perceived as helpful in other supportive contexts. 
Generally, supporters who are effective listeners provide more direct eye 
contact, are receptive to disclosures, and ask more follow-up questions 
(Miller, Berg, and Archer, 1983). Does the reception of unhelpful support or 
the reception of helpful support, however, result from “good” or “bad” 
listening in supportive interactions? Unfortunately, there is no direct 
empirical evidence of this claim, certainly an area for future research.

Evidence can be found, however, in research conducted by Suzanne 
Jones and her colleagues (Jones, 2004; Jones and Guerrero, 2001; Jones 
and Wirtz, 2006). This research shows creating a warm support environ-
ment through the use of nonverbal behaviors such as close proximity, 
forward lean, facial expressiveness, and gaze (that ios, nonverbal imme-
diacy; Andersen, 1985) is considered, in addition to high person- centered 
messages, by support recipients as high quality emotional support. 
Thus, both verbal and nonverbal elements of a support provider’s emo-
tional support attempts are likely to impact the feelings, coping behav-
ior, personal relationships, and even physical health of the recipient 

              



80 Graham D. Bodie and Margaret Fitch-Hauser

(Albrecht and Goldsmith, 2003; Cohen and Wills, 1985; Goldsmith, 2004; 
Uchino, 2004). The specific impact of listening, in all its manifestations, 
is indeed open for theoretical speculation and empirical scrutiny.

An additional line of research relevant to listening and social support 
is outlined by Bodie and Burleson (2008). Their dual-process theory of 
supportive message outcomes proposes the variables found to moderate 
effects of support messages (e.g., sex of provider, need for support) do so 
either by influencing the message recipient’s ability and/or motivation 
to systematically process these messages or by serving as environmental 
cues that quickly trigger responses to the message. In other words, it is 
how a supportive message is processed that determines its outcomes. By 
borrowing a general model of message reception from the persuasion 
literature, Bodie and Burleson have provided listening scholars with a 
way to understand how message processing plays out in the realm of 
social support. Future research using this model is likely to also shed 
light into message reception more generally (see also Bodie, 2009a).

Juror decision making

Another example of applied research can be found in Worthington’s 
(2001) work on juror listening preference and the assignment of  negligence 
and the size of damages awarded. In this research, Worthington used 
listening preference as the IV to address the question of whether listen-
ing preference has any relationship with juror decisions. High people 
preference had a significant impact on the perceived level of negligence 
and time preference had a significant impact on the amount of damages 
awarded. This study adds to our knowledge about the impact of listen-
ing preference but the results can also be used by trial attorneys when 
evaluating potential jurors.

Listening and salesperson performance

The final area of applied research we will explore happens in the context 
of salesperson performance which is generally couched within a larger 
literature on adaptive selling behavior. Adaptive selling is the process 
whereby a salesperson adjusts his or her selling techniques, strategies, 
and communication based on feedback garnered from interpersonal 
 listening or “the cognitive process of actively sensing, interpreting, 
 evaluating, and responding to the verbal and nonverbal messages of 
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present or potential customers” (Castleberry and Shepherd, 1993, p. 36). 
Adaptive selling behavior is typically measured by the ADAPTS scale 
developed by Spiro and Weitz (1990) and interpersonal listening is typi-
cally measured by the Interpersonal Listening in Personal Selling (ILPS) 
scale (Castleberry, Shepherd, and Ridnour, 1999). The ILPS has achieved 
evidence of reliability and validity in a number of studies and high lev-
els of interpersonal listening are positively correlated with job satisfac-
tion, sales performance, adaptability, and age.

Similarly, Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington (2006) have developed 
the Active Empathetic Listening Scale (AEL). Based on Rogerian psychol-
ogy and listening models that include empathy as a component of moti-
vation to listen, the AEL measures three components of listening: sensing; 
processing; and responding. In three studies, Drollinger and colleagues 
determined the factor structure using confirmatory methods and conver-
gent validity by correlating AEL subscales with measures of perspective 
taking, empathetic concern, and a measure of active listening; nomologi-
cal validity was fostered by correlating scale items with theoretically 
meaningful concepts, namely: trust; relationship skills; and selling per-
formance effectiveness. These finding mirror the work of Castleberry and 
colleagues and, thus, studies testing the concurrent validity of these scales 
to each other are warranted. Both lines of research show the importance 
of listening, conceptualized as an ability to understand, empathize with 
and adapt to clients, in a sales environment. This work is promising both 
theoretically and practically and should thrive in the near future.

Summary

As this section has shown, quantitative research can be used to identify 
how a theoretical concept is used in a concrete world. This type of research 
helps us test a form of face validity of a concept. By seeing how the con-
cept works in the “real world” we can support our argument that a hypo-
thetical construct truly does have impact and relevance to everyday life.

Listening Research and the Future

This chapter has provided only a glimpse of quantitative methods in 
listening research. In the six decades that scholars have studied this criti-
cal communication competency, we have raised more questions than we 
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have answered. Consequently, this area should provide many questions 
and hypotheses for future researchers (great news for undergraduate 
and graduate students looking for research paper, thesis, and disserta-
tion topics!). For example, as briefly mentioned above, research into the 
antecedents of listening such as verbal recall or accuracy in listening is 
one fruitful area for future scholars to engage. Drawing from sugges-
tions offered in the past (Bodie, Janusik, and Välikoski, 2008) and insert-
ing our own opinions about the future of listening research, the following 
sections suggest areas ripe for new thinking, methods, and theory.

Discovering the relationship between listening 
and other constructs

Researchers have only begun to look at the relationship between listening 
and other variables. For example, just three published papers (Bommelje, 
Houston and Smither 2003; Villaume and Bodie, 2007; Worthington, 2003) 
examine the relationship between listening and personality. To date, no 
one has explored how personality and listening style contribute to the 
development of one’s general communication behavior. This communica-
tion behavior may include such constructs as verbal aggressiveness, will-
ingness to listen, or apprehension. Villaume and Bodie (2007) come the 
closest to this goal; however their research is correlational in nature and 
does not address issues of causation. If listening is a critical component of 
communication, we must explore how the myriad of constructs that influ-
ence communication impact listening. In addition, we need to further 
define the role and function of listening in the communication process.

At an even more general level, it is important to continually theorize 
and develop ways to test how listening is different from other means of 
information processing. Although much of the early work was concerned 
with listening and reading comprehension, how listening is manifest in, 
as well as can be distinguished from, discourse processing, sentence com-
prehension, and other, related constructs is an important endeavor. This 
type of theoretical work should reach beyond discipline specific efforts 
and has wide appeal throughout the academy (e.g., Bodie et al., 2008).

Developing and testing listening theory

Similar to this last call, a critical need for future research is to focus more 
specifically on developing and testing listening theory. Theory is impor-
tant to any type of research because it provides us with explanations of the 
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phenomenon as well as boundaries or guidelines for what the  phenomenon 
is or is not (Bodie, in press). For example, should memory be considered 
part of the listening process? If so, we must be able to distinguish between 
what constitutes listening and what constitutes memory. In order to 
answer such questions it will be necessary for scholars to develop and 
rigorously test sophisticated models of listening. Thomas and Levine 
(1994) began this process over 10 years ago, and Janusik’s current work is 
a contemporary step in the right direction. More work needs to be done, 
however, that goes beyond looking at listening as a linear progression 
from recall to listening behaviors or as simply a cognitive construct.

Halone, Cunconan, Coakley, and Wolvin (1998) suggest listening is 
comprised of at least five factors: cognitive; affective; behavioral/ver-
bal; behavioral/nonverbal; and behavioral/interactive. This research is 
a good example of multi-method research. This quantitative study was 
developed with insight gained from qualitative investigations into how 
individuals conceptualize listening (Coakley, Halone, and Wolvin, 1996; 
Halone, Wolvin, and Coakley, 1997; Wolvin, Coakley, and Halone, 1995). 
Although such a “grounded” approach has its advantages, it also calls 
into question the validity of a listening model based on individual per-
ceptions of the process as opposed to drawing from theories in areas 
such as cognitive psychology and linguistics. Despite this limitation, 
the reader is encouraged to investigate these issues. This multi-method 
project moves us in the right direction by attempting to provide a theo-
retically meaningful conceptualization of the multidimensional nature 
of listening, one that can be shared among those who develop tests of 
listening competence and related listening constructs.

Developing and testing measures of listening

As indicated in the section on listening tests, all existing listening tests 
are flawed. The good news: there is room for more test development 
research! For instance, given the laboratory approach taken by most lis-
tening assessment scholars, listening tests might overestimate an indi-
vidual’s effectiveness in situations where they are not prompted to listen 
at an optimal level (e.g., conversation in a noisy cafeteria; see Buck, 2001). 
Habitual listening patterns are important as well, thus testing listening 
in more realistic circumstances is a fruitful area for future research.

Another important area of test and scale development lies within 
the realm of cross-cultural listening research. Several scholars have 
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recently made the call for listening researchers to pay more attention to 
cross-cultural variability in listening perceptions, styles, and process-
ing (e.g., Imhof and Janusik, 2006; Valikoski, Ilomaki, Maki, and Janusik, 
2005); thus, a further area for future investigation might be labeled 
cross-cultural listening research. Ultimately, more research needs to be 
done in this area so we can more fully understand the impact of culture 
on individual differences in listening.

Conclusion

Quantitative research allows us to clarify abstract concepts, test for reli-
ability and validity, test relationships, and identify needs and best prac-
tices. Without quantitative research, we would remain in the world of 
the abstract and have difficulty expanding the boundaries of our knowl-
edge about specific concepts. Additionally, we would not be able to 
generalize our discoveries to larger populations.

Several techniques were offered in the first section of this chapter and 
extended examples were used to illustrate how these techniques might 
be used to study listening. The research reviewed, although not exhaus-
tive, should have provided a relatively concrete picture of what quanti-
tative listening scholars do – develop and test theory in order to 
understand the effects of listening and the impact of individual and 
situational variables on the listening process. Much more work is 
needed, and a few specific areas were offered as examples of this need.

Certainly, to get a broad picture of an abstract concept such as listen-
ing, we need both qualitative and quantitative research. Mixing meth-
ods is particularly important as we continue to expand what we know 
about listening as a critical communication competency and as we con-
tinue to develop our theories of this process. Of course we know that a 
theory is never complete; the only way, however, to expand the bound-
aries of our understanding of listening is to engage in credible research 
that addresses intriguing questions.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1 What is quantitative research? How can an abstract concept such as listening be stud-
ied with quantitative methods? What types of questions can quantitative research 
answer more appropriately than qualitative research? What types of questions are not 
easily answered by quantitative research?
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2 Why is theory important to quantitative research?
3 Name three major types of quantitative methods. What types of questions are these 

methods appropriate for answering?
4 What are the main ways quantitative researchers have operationalized listening? What 

are the positive and negative aspects of these operationalizations?
5 Make a list of behaviors you think describe a “good” listener. Looking back at the 

research presented in this chapter, are your notions of good listening verified by the 
empirical research? Which ones are? From whose research does this come? Which 
ones are not? How could you devise a study to test your theory of good listening?

6 What are some questions about listening you feel need to be addressed using a quan-
titative method? Why do you feel this type of method is most appropriate?

7 Of the areas of future research we identify, which is the most important for the field of 
listening? Why? Are there other areas we have not addressed in this chapter that are 
important for the advancement of listening research? Make a case for your additions.
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What is Going on in the Mind 
of a Listener? The Cognitive 
Psychology of Listening
Margarete Imhof

In this chapter Imhof discusses the mental activities which are involved in listening. She 
brings together empirical research from cognitive psychology and psycholinguistics to 
illustrate the complexity of the listening process. She centers on a model of information 
processing which looks at listening as the intentional selection, organization, and integra-
tion of verbal and nonverbal aspects of acoustic information. Consequently, the text looks 
at how hearing and listening are different and what kinds of activities a listener engages in 
as he or she makes sense of the sound waves which meet the ear. The following ques-
tions are addressed: How do we separate and select concurring information? What is the 
role of all the information which accompanies the words and which we receive along with 
the speech input, such as the facial expression or hand gestures? Do we need to learn how 
to listen or would the ability to listen to sounds and languages come naturally? What are the 
competencies that a listener needs in order to handle the more or less structured stream 
of information that comes without full stops and commas and very often in half sentences 
and poorly articulated words? What does a listener do with what he or she hears? How 
does the listener create the message? How would one know that one listened well?

Listening as a Dimension of Cognitive 
Psychology: Listening as a Mental Activity

Cognitive psychology can be viewed as an umbrella for a collection of 
theories that consider processes through which humans acquire, inter-
pret, remember, and make use of information. The pertaining research 
focus is on the “mental processes and activities used in perceiving, 
remembering, thinking, and understanding, as well as the act of using 
those processes” (Ashcraft, 2006, p. 11) and takes into account how and 
why humans select information, organize information into a coherent 
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and meaningful structure, integrate information into the existing 
 structure of prior knowledge, and use it for a decision on an appropri-
ate reaction. In addition to the qualitative and quantitative changes of a 
person’s mental representations and cognitive structure as a result of 
information processing, cognitive psychologists also look at how these 
changes can be objectively measured, for example in terms of response 
characteristics and outcome performance. Furthermore, it is of interest 
how the events and results of human information processing are influ-
enced by the characteristics both of the individual and the message 
(Mayer, 1999, 2003; Pressley, 2000).

From the perspective of cognitive psychology, listening is first and 
foremost conceptualized as an act of information processing (Cutler 
and Clifton, 1999), notwithstanding any additional communicative and 
social purposes an instance of listening might serve (Janusik, 2002; 
Wolvin and Coakley, 1996). Within the framework of cognitive psychol-
ogy, listening can be defined as the process of selecting, organizing, and 
integrating information (Imhof, 2004b). Listening involves processing 
information from various internal and external sources, as the verbal 
information may be complemented and modified by prior knowledge, 
context information, situational variables, body language, and nonver-
bal paralinguistic messages. While hearing, which is a necessary pre-
cursor of listening, occurs automatically, listening is an intentional and 
controlled process which requires attentional capacity, expends energy, 
depletes self-regulatory strength (Schneider and Shiffrin, 1977; Shiffrin 
and Schneider, 1977), and requires information processing across sev-
eral modalities, such as acoustic and visual signals. Figure 4.1 repre-
sents a model of the listening process from the perspective of cognitive 
psychology drawing on Mayer’s (1996, 1999) SOI model of information 
processing.

Considering the array of activities involved, it becomes evident that 
a listener is required to actively perform and monitor a sequence of 
recurring steps in order to prepare for listening, to adequately perceive 
and handle the information, and to later act on the information (Imhof, 
1998, 2003b). Listening requires a functioning self-regulatory system 
with comprehensive attention and working memory capacity (Janusik, 
2004), because the relevant stimuli are temporally distributed, which 
means that they are transient and not available for further reference. In 
order to illustrate the task demands involved in the problem of listen-
ing, the individual steps of the listening process will be detailed in the 
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remainder of the text. In order to present the research, the individual 
activities are discussed in linear succession for readability; this is not 
meant to suggest that they necessarily occur in a strictly linear or serial 
sequence (Hagoort, 2005).

Cognitive Processes Involved in Listening: 
Listening as a Composite Activity

A necessary precedent of listening is hearing which involves the per-
ception of sound waves by the eardrums. The human information 
processing system is built in a way that not all stimuli which have been 
registered are also fully processed (Anderson, 2004; Ashcraft, 2006). 
Only part of the incoming information will be attended to and, as a 
consequence, transferred to what is called the working memory for fur-
ther and conscious processing. Listening is initiated as an act of inten-
tional allocation of attention to a series of acoustic events which has an 
intelligible structure, such as speech or music. (It would not be an inci-
dent of listening if a tree fell on the ground and we heard the noise). The 
issues here are how this intention is generated and in which way it has 
an impact on the subsequent processing characteristics.

Intention to listen: Allocation of attention and search criteria 

Monitor

Integrate

Organize

Select

ModalityCode

Digitial:
Verbal
signals

Analog:
Visual
signals

Attending
Identifying
sounds
Streaming  
Grouping

Knowledge
representation
Language
usage
Expectations 
Situational
model

Word recognition
Accessing mental lexicon 
Sentence processing  
Monitoring understanding
Building a text representation 

Working memory Long-term 
memory 

Figure 4.1 Model of listening in terms of cognitive psychology
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Create and maintain an intention for listening: 
What is a person listening for?

Since the ear is always open to receive sound waves, even as we sleep, 
we can use the acoustic modality to constantly monitor the world 
around us. We are accustomed to a certain type of acoustic envelope, 
and as long as nothing special happens in the environment, we know 
that we are safe. Sound is typically the result of sudden changes which 
need to attract our attention immediately and solicits an orientating 
response which is data driven and involuntary (Cohen, 1993) and 
occurs without intentional control (Styles, 2006). Cherry (1953) 
describes the “Cocktail Party Effect” which basically means that we 
turn towards a conversation when we hear our name (or some other 
highly relevant information) mentioned, even if this event takes place 
in a multi-source environment and in some distance. While the expla-
nations for this phenomenon are still being tested (Styles, 2006), the 
phenomenon illustrates how sound is used for orientation of attention 
in space. Hearing happens automatically without a conscious decision; 
it operates rapidly, and consumes little if any conscious resources 
(Ashcraft, 2006, p. 149).

In contrast to this, the initiation of listening is associated with a com-
pletely different mode of perception, namely one which presumes “a 
planned, goal-directed course of action” (Cohen, 1993, p. 6), because 
listening implies that a person has made a “conscious choice about to 
whom, what, and when she wanted to listen” (Barker and Watson, 2000, 
p. 70). For example, a person may be busy preparing food in the kitchen 
while the radio is playing in the background. The two activities usually 
do not interfere with each other. As a certain phrase catches the per-
son’s attention (for example, a news item on an airplane crash), the per-
son interrupts her work and makes sure she gets the information on 
whether this was the plane a friend was on or not. This decision to 
direct the attention to this particular item determines the transition 
from hearing to listening. From this moment on, the act of listening fol-
lows a deliberate decision, uses conscious resources and drains the pool 
of attentional capacity (Ashcraft, 2006, p. 149).

The intention that was framed for listening has an impact on the way 
that the information is processed. Anderson and Pichert (1978) experi-
mented with different instructions for text comprehension and found 
that a specific perspective that was imposed on a comprehender yielded 
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different patterns of retention and recall. So, for example, when subjects 
listened to a text from the perspective of a prospective homebuyer, they 
retained different details as compared to subjects who listened to the 
same text from the perspective of a prospective burglar. Considering 
the fact that a homebuyer and a burglar are likely to have quite differ-
ent preferences when it comes to the characteristics of a house, this 
finding is probably not really exciting. What is remarkable, however, is 
the fact that participants, when they had to shift perspectives for recall, 
retrieved significantly fewer details and were unable to reconstruct 
details which had been perceived as irrelevant before (Flammer and 
Tauber, 1982). So, it can be concluded that the intention which guides 
an act of listening serves as a filter for the incoming information and 
facilitates retention of relevant information while irrelevant informa-
tion is discarded or compromised.

Select information: How does a listener tell 
information from noise?

Segregation of acoustic information At the basis of any listening process 
is the problem of selecting acoustic information from the environment. 
This is by no means a trivial endeavor because the listener is exposed to 
a mix of sound waves due to the fact that “events in the real world over-
lap and ‘compete’ ” (Handel, 1989, p. 209). The cognitive system needs 
to disentangle the “messy” input of simultaneous and therefore inter-
fering events in order to keep apart the sounds emitted by the voice of 
the person next to us from the voice in the radio, and the motor sounds 
of the car in which we carry on this particular conversation. Selecting 
and segregating sources of auditory information requires a flexible and 
adaptable processing system: “Noise would quickly bring most artifi-
cial language processing systems to their knees (if they had knees) 
under the sorts of conditions in which people communicate success-
fully everyday” (Oden, Rueckl, and Sanocki, 1991).

Distinction between language and non-language acoustic stimuli Initially, 
as the acoustic stimuli reach the sensory register, the listener may or 
may not allocate attention to them and transmit them to further process-
ing (Anderson, 2004; Atkinson and Shiffrin, 1968). Any information 
which does not receive attention at this point cannot be retrieved at a 
later stage in the process. In this first step, the human information 
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 processor analyzes physical aspects of any acoustic input (Koelsch, 
Gunter, Friederici, and Schröger, 2000) in order to distinguish between 
non-language and language signals. Language sounds carry distinct 
acoustic characteristics, such as frequency, relative changes in fre-
quency, pitch, and rhythm (Pisoni, 1987) which facilitate auditory 
streaming and segregating the incoming sound waves into perceptual 
groups (Summerfield and Culling, 1992) using auditory Gestalt princi-
ples of similarity, proximity, common fate, and continuity (Bregman, 
1978, 1981, 1990; Styles, 2005).

Phonetic processing The listener uses the (implicit) knowledge about 
the phonology of a language to categorize the sounds and performs “a 
sharp division into categories in labeling and an enhanced discrimina-
tion between category relative to within category” (Tartter, 1998, 
p. 273). For example, we identify a sound as either /ba/ or /da/, no 
matter how clearly the physical realization of the sounds actually is 
presented. The listener has an implicit knowledge as to which sounds 
and which sequence of sounds to expect and which sounds have a 
zero probability to occur in certain positions. So, if someone says 
“ŋ ose” (with an initial /ŋ/ - sound as, for example, the end position 
in “sing”), a listener will always report that he heard a person say 
“nose”, because an English speaking listener would not expect the 
/ŋ/ sound in the initial position of any word and therefore correct the 
acoustic input according to the phonetic rules of the respective lan-
guage (Tartter, 1998).

As a rule, the listener accommodates for rather broad variations in 
the sound structure of speech with a considerable degree of flexibility 
(Lively, Pisoni, and Goldinger, 1994; Norris, McQueen, and Cutler, 
2003; Scott, 2005). This is why we still perceive and make meaning of 
sounds in spite of rather generous phonetic distortions as we listen to 
speakers who feature a heavy accent or dialect (Cutler, Smits, and 
Cooper, 2005), or who are not able to produce a standard pronuncia-
tion for any reason (as, for example, very young children, persons 
speaking while chewing gum).

The listener readily repairs an incomplete sound structure and con-
structs a meaningful message as Warren (1970) illustrated in his experi-
ments on the phoneme restoration effect. Subjects listened to the 
following sentences each of which was missing a sound at the point 
indicated by the asterisk:
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It was found that the *eel was on the axle.
It was found that the *eel was on the shoe.
It was found that the *eel was on the orange.
It was found that the *eel was on the table.

When asked what they had just heard, subjects had no difficulty to 
respond with wheel, heel, peel, meal, in accordance with the general con-
text of the sentence.

Cross-modal processing in listening The cognitive system also takes into 
account information that appears across or in conjunction with other 
modalities, for example, vision and touch (Guttman, Gilroy, and Blake, 
2005; Styles, 2006). As in the ventriloquist effect, we mislocate the source 
of speech at the apparent visual location of the speaker’s puppet. More 
frequently, however, cross-modal information processing takes place 
when a listener is confronted with nonverbal parts of a message, such as 
facial and hand gestures (Goldin-Meadow, 2003). It is, however, not only 
the obvious gesture that has an impact on listening. Research suggests 
that the movements of the head help the listener to structure and 
sequence speech. When natural movements of the head are missing, the 
listener finds it more difficult to understand speech (Yehia, Kuratate, 
and Vatikiotis-Bateson, 2002). McGurk and MacDonald (1976) looked at 
lip movements and found that when a mismatch between the acoustic 
and the visual input occurs, the percept is modified in order to resolve 
the conflict. So, for example, when a person hears /ga/ and lip-reads 
“ba” the resulting percept is reported as /da/ which is phonetically 
halfway between the two conflicting stimuli (Bertelson, Vroomen, and 
de Gelder, 2003).

To summarize, the first step in information processing in listening 
consists of a rapid sequence of analyses which result in the identifica-
tion and categorization of the stimuli and which represent the “raw 
material” for further processing.

Organize information: How does a listener know 
what it all means?

The step of organizing information requires that meaningful units are 
identified, meaning is assigned to the identified units, and that the 
meaningful units are organized into a representation of the text base.
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Word recognition No sooner has the listener managed to segregate and 
identify the linguistic input, than the listener assigns meaning to the 
information. In order to accomplish this, the listener needs to structure 
the acoustic input into meaningful units. This is an active and construc-
tive process, because spoken language does not feature distinctive 
spaces between words and sentences, as this would be the case in writ-
ing (Cutler, 1999), nor can spontaneous speech generally be expected to 
provide well-formed, coherent, and grammatically correct verbal input 
(Inhoff and Connine, 1995). The listener uses intonation, pauses, and 
emphases, so-called prosodic features, to detect and isolate the relevant 
words and phrases, for example, rising and falling tones, and distribu-
tion of pauses and stresses across an utterance.

Structure and content of the mental lexicon For word recognition, the lis-
tener accesses the mental lexicon right away in order to assign meaning 
to the percepts. These are not necessarily identical with individual 
words, since some percepts consist – technically speaking – of a colloca-
tion of several words (for example, expressions like “few and far 
between”, “how are you?”). In any case, to complete word recognition, 
the listener needs to assign meaning to the identified linguistic units by 
accessing the inner or mental lexicon and selecting the appropriate entry. 
Models of the mental lexicon have developed from strictly hierarchical 
and content based models of semantic memory (Collins and Quillian, 
1969) to spreading activation network models (Collins and Loftus, 1975), 
and complex propositional models which hold that the mental lexicon 
comprise a variety of aspects (Ashcraft, 2006; Crocker, Pickering and 
Clifton, 2000; Gaskell and Marslen-Wilson, 1997; Jay, 2003). Most cogni-
tive psychologists agree that the mental lexicon contains semantic infor-
mation which includes the declarative knowledge and the defining 
characteristics associated with the word. Knowing a word certainly 
entails the “ability to define it, the ability to recognize situations for 
using it, knowledge of its alternative meanings, the ability to recognize 
inappropriate uses of the word” (Miller, 1999, p. 3). In addition, the lis-
tener keeps information on word frequency, morphological characteris-
tics, and the grammatical function of a word in the mental lexicon 
(Pickering, Clifton, and Crocker, 2000). Brain studies show that if the 
listener is exposed to less frequently used words or to words which 
deviate from the established context either semantically, grammatically, 
or morphologically, the event related potentials are more pronounced 
than when the matching and expected word occurs (Brown and Hagoort, 
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2000; Kutas, Federmeier, and Sereno, 1999; Kutas and Hillyard, 1980; 
Osterhout and Holcomb, 1995; van Petten and Kutas, 1990, 1991).

Beyond the conceptual information, the mental lexicon comprehends 
procedural knowledge and a pictorial representation, relational context, 
and also biographical and episodic information (Anderson, 2004; Jay, 
2003) which can be used as a listener assigns meaning to the percepts.

For instance, as a listener processes the following sentence: “He bought 
himself a good knife,” he or she needs to choose from several entries for 
“good”, as in “a good girl”, “a good friend”, “a good citizen” or “a good 
time” (Miller, 1999). It is now important to identify what “good” is sup-
posed to mean in the current context and what the pertaining character-
istics are. The listener associates procedures that characterize a “good” 
knife, considers the shape, the kinesthetic qualities of the article, and 
maybe remembers an episode in which he had used a “good” knife and 
accidentally cut his finger with it. Given that this information is available 
as the listener processes the sentence, the next evident step is to make a 
decision on which information to select and which to neglect for further 
processing. If the sentence occurs in a conversation between chefs, one 
might want to continue about qualities of knives, which would be an 
inappropriate decision if the situation was an interrogation of a person 
who is accused of violence involving a knife.

Sentence processing Models of lexical access and word recognition are 
complemented by models of sentence processing. In order to make coher-
ent sense of speech, the listener must define a surface structure of an utter-
ance in terms of who or what is the agent and what is the action performed 
on what or whom, where, when, how? If a listener is presented with the 
following sentence (Vonk, 1985, p. 208): “Harry did not trust Albert because 
he was so suspicious,” he or she needs to decide if the subordinate clause 
ought to be related to Harry or to Albert. This can be resolved in a variety 
of ways, as, for example, using prior knowledge of the individuals involved 
or contextual information that is currently available. The context makes it 
possible for a listener to assign meaning even to corrupted utterances, 
such as: “Do you know where … yes … wait … I have it.”

The role of working memory in listening A listener rarely ever processes 
individual sentences or singular events. When acoustic information 
consists of a sequence of information, more specific comprehension 
skills and extensive short term memory are required, because the 
 listener needs to relate the different parts of the utterance to each other, 
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for instance to resolve prepositional phrases and to make necessary 
inferences (Cain, 2006; Gathercole and Baddeley, 1993). The phonologi-
cal loop and the central executive functions of working memory are 
instrumental in monitoring comprehension and organizing the input in 
a meaningful way (Baddeley, 2006; Cain, 2006). The capacity of work-
ing memory has been shown to play an important role for text compre-
hension in reading (Cain, Oakhill, and Lemmon, 2004; Just and 
Carpenter, 1992). Cain (2006) reports that poor readers do not necessar-
ily have an impaired memory for facts but that they make fewer infer-
ences which are necessary to fully understand the meaning of a story as 
opposed to being able to recall its surface.

The challenge for the listener is to effectively store the information 
contained in the text as he or she generates the text representation so 
that it can be accessed and corrected later if necessary. Research on 
 so-called “garden path sentences” has shown that people differ in the 
ability to recognize sentences which require a revision of the initial 
interpretation or a reinterpretation of the established relationships alto-
gether. For example, a sentence like: “The daughter of the German 
teacher …,” may be interpreted as “the daughter of the teacher who is 
German” or as “the daughter of the teacher who teaches German.” The 
resolution of this ambiguity will only be successful if more context 
information is available and if the listener has the capacity to store the 
choice of possible interpretations long enough in working memory to 
reconsider the validity of the initial interpretation.

The text representation The final result of this step is described in terms 
of a text representation that can be used as the basis for a more compre-
hensive situational model. The text representation forms the “intercon-
nected network of idea units … expressed in a message” (Singer, 1994, 
p. 479) and stands for the essential result of the information processing. 
It is the necessary condition for a full understanding and lends itself to 
the construction of the situational model. The issue of how the nature of 
the text representation can be described has raised considerable theo-
retical debate. The  controversy is about whether the representation of 
the text is to be modeled as an abstract, propositional structure (Kintsch, 
1998) or as a rather concrete mental illustration (Dörner, 2005; Garnham 
and Oakhill, 1996; Johnson-Laird, 1983; Stanfield and Zwaan, 2001). As 
of now, results from experimental research seem to support the notion 
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that the human  information processor is quite flexible here and that it 
may depend on discourse characteristics, for example, content, if a 
more abstract or a more concrete representation is more viable (Perrig 
and Kintsch, 1985).

Integrate information: How does a listener create the big 
picture of the message?

The situational model is constructed in the final necessary step (Johnson-
Laird, 1983; Kintsch, 1998; Zwaan and Singer, 2003) and forms the basis 
for a possible subsequent response. In the situation model, the listener 
creates “a representation of what the text is about” (van Oostendorp 
and Bonebakker, 1999).

Inferences In order to arrive at this situation model, the listener uses 
inferences to supplement the text and fill information gaps inherent in 
the message. Inferences can be defined as a class of cognitive processes 
which generate new information using both existing knowledge and 
currently incoming information (Ashcraft, 2006; van der Meer, 1995). 
Inferences are typically rule-based or knowledge-based (Garnham, 
1989) and play a role on different levels of speech comprehension 
(Rickheit, Schnotz, and Strohner, 1985). Semantic inferences simply serve 
to complete the structure of an utterance, as for example, to identify 
the referent for a pronoun or to restore a compromised word. Semantic 
inferences are based on the (implicit) knowledge of all aspects of the 
language, including the culturally framed conventions of usage (Clark, 
1996). So, for example, when we listen to a story in which a dinner is 
mentioned that supposedly was a “total disaster”, we probably would 
not make the inference that anyone was injured or poisoned, but that 
most likely someone goofed in the kitchen – if anything at all hap-
pened beyond a minor social hiccup. Whereas if we listen to a story 
saying that “the old Christmas tree lights rescued from the loft for the 
umpteenth time caused an electrical disaster”, we rightly conclude in 
the situational model that something serious happened, although the 
intensifying adjective “total” is missing in the second utterance 
(Aitchison, 2003, p. 159f.).

Listeners generate bridging inferences as they add details to what they 
have just heard in order to establish links between  sentences and to 
 create a coherent story that makes sense in the real world.
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If a listener is presented with the following story (Bishop, 1997):

(1) John was at the beach.
(2) He stepped on some broken glass.
(3) He had to go to the hospital.

a semantic inference would be based on the knowledge of syntactical 
rules, such as the inference that “he” in sentence (3) refers back to 
“John” in sentence (1). A bridging inference is made, when the listener 
draws on his general or world knowledge in order to establish coher-
ence (Kintsch, 1998; Singer, 1994), for example, when the listener makes 
the inference that John was walking on the beach with bare feet and 
that he hurt himself on the broken glass.

For an elaborative inference, a listener would use information from 
other sources, such as prior knowledge and knowledge of conversa-
tional or cultural conventions. The foundation for these inferences is the 
principle that text comprehension is driven by an automatic “search-
after-meaning” (Graesser, Singer, and Trabasso, 1994, p. 371) which 
motivates the listener to construct the situation model in a way that 
allows a meaningful response. For example, when a listener is presented 
with a sentence such as: “Peter does not get drunk every night any 
more,” he or she assumes that Peter must have had a serious drinking 
problem. Elaborative inferences typically contain constructions of space, 
time, protagonist, causality, and intentionality, for example, ideas about 
goals and motives of the agents, personal dispositions and emotional 
states of the persons involved, to name the most prominent categories 
(Barquero, 1999; Graesser and Zwaan, 1995; Rinck, 2000; Zwaan and 
Radvansky, 1998) which are almost automatically generated and moni-
tored during text comprehension (Therriault, Rinck, and Zwaan, 2006).

Neural correlates of the situation model Recent research suggests that 
the situational model has indeed a neural correlate. It was found that the 
pattern of brain activation of listeners when they listened to a sentence 
which described a concrete event corresponded to the activation pattern 
that would be expected when the comprehender had actually perceived 
the situation in an interaction with the real world (Kaschak et al., 2005). 
Experiments which require restructuring of spatial information repre-
sented in the mental model showed that searching for the relevant infor-
mation takes longer if the target item is located “further” away from the 
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current position so that it makes sense to conclude that the mental model 
is thought of as some kind of searchable mental image.

Monitoring structure building Language comprehension can be 
 conceptualized as a structure building process which combines the incom-
ing information (or what was made of it) and information that had been 
retrieved from long-term memory. It is generally agreed that in order to 
accomplish this part of the listening task, the comprehender uses both top-
down and bottom-up processes to construct a meaningful situational 
model (Gernsbacher, 1990; Kintsch, 1989, 2005). Gernsbacher (1990) pro-
poses that the language comprehender starts organizing the incoming 
information immediately (as opposed to taking in the full utterance before 
assigning meaning) and proceeds from there to construe the mental model 
and to monitor its development. The “principle of immediacy of interpre-
tation” (Anderson, 2004, p. 391) is supported by experiments which tested 
the “Advantage of First Mention”-effect: Language comprehenders react 
faster to references to information that occurs at the beginning of a sen-
tence and they retain more of this information. It is, however, a serious 
problem for theory-building that the supporting data were almost exclu-
sively collected in experiments which involve reading rather than listen-
ing, so some caution might be appropriate as results are being generalized. 
In particular, the different functions of the parts of working memory 
involved (the phonological loop for listening and the spatio-visual sketch 
pad for reading) may play a role in determining how fast and how effi-
ciently structure building will occur. The listener also may experience 
more interferences as he or she takes into account the knowledge and the 
impression which the speaker makes in the situation (Krauss and Pardo, 
2006). It is a further problem for the listener to regularly update the situa-
tion model as more information is coming in (Zwaan and Madden, 2004) 
and to distinguish between valid and invalid information in the process.

Conditions for Listening: Influences on Listening

As the listening process is described in some detail, it needs to be recog-
nized that the process and product of listening depend on the constel-
lation of variables pertaining to the listener, the speaker/the source, the 
message and the situation, and the mutual interactions (see Figure 4.2). 
This mindmap can be used both to illustrate differential effects in 
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 listening behavior and to generate hypotheses about causes, effects, 
and covariation of processes involved in listening.

Characteristics of the listener: What does the listener add 
to the message?

The process and the product of listening – as any other information 
processing would – depend very much on the listener characteristics. 
The most relevant aspects are the linguistic competences across the life 
span (Cain, 2006; Imhof, 2002; McDevitt and Ford, 1987; Nieding, 2006), 
prior knowledge (Kintsch, 1989; Kintsch and Franzke, 1995; Penno, 
Wilkinson and Moore, 2002; Whitney and Waring, 1991; Woloshyn, 
Paivio, and Pressley, 1994) and practice (Caillies, Denhière, and Jhean-
Larose, 1999), the cultural background and appreciation for listening 
(Imhof and Janusik, 2006; Kiewitz, Weaver, Brosius, and Weimann, 
1997), self-regulation and self- monitoring competences (Vohs and 
Ciarocco, 2004), and goals, motivation and emotions (Butcher and 
Kintsch, 2003; Carpenter, Miyake and Just, 1995; Graesser, Singer and 
Trabasso, 1994; Lorch, Klusewitz, and Lorch, 1995; Guthrie, Wigfield, 
Barbosa, et al., 2004). While it was found that people have systemati-
cally different  preferences for input modalities (Kürschner, Schnotz, Eid, 
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Quality of Transmission 

Form and Structure 
Complexity 

Length
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Self-regulation 
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Task, Purpose
Quality of Relationship 
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(Discourse) Conventions 

Appropriateness
Importance   Situation: 

Formality
Personal / Public 
Professonality  

Figure 4.2 Mindmap of variables pertaining to a comprehensive model of listening
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and Hauck, 2005), it is still an issue open to research what exactly the 
implications of these preferences are in terms of cognitive processes. In 
a study on reading Narvaez, van den Broek, and Barron-Ruiz (1999) 
found that “readers adjust their inferential activities to reflect a particu-
lar reading purpose” and go on to conclude that this “contradicts the 
view that inference generation during reading is a purely automatic, 
text-driven process” (p. 493). If this is true for reading, it is rather plau-
sible to assume that the same type of adjustment is present in listening. 
The pertaining experimental evidence, however, is still to be delivered.

Characteristics of the speaker/of the source: How does the source 
have an impact on how a person listens?

As the listener makes meaning of a sequence of acoustic information, 
the process and product are influenced by the way that the source is 
perceived. Specifically in interpersonal exchanges, the way that the 
partner is perceived, and the hypotheses which the listener forms about 
the speaker have an effect on the way the message is understood 
(Habermann, 1996; Schober and Brennan, 2003). The listener takes into 
account what he or she sees, hears, and knows of the speaker, the inter-
pretation of the speaker (What type of person is he or she? Well-meaning? 
An expert? A self-presenter?) and the definition of the relationship 
between him- or herself and the speaker (Who is this person for me? 
Who does this person think I am?). The message is viewed in the light of 
the nonverbal messages which accompany the utterance, for example, 
listening to someone say “I am fine” with a wavering, breaking voice 
may elicit a different reaction than listening to someone say the same 
with a firm voice. Knapp and Hall (2002) review empirical evidence for 
the various dimensions of nonverbal communication (see also Wolvin 
and Coakley, 1996) and how listeners may or may not be aware of its 
influence on the communication process. In spite of the inherent ambi-
guity of nonverbal signals, they are powerful means for conveying 
meaning and they are used across all cultures (Argyle, 1988). Some of 
the nonverbal behavior is regulated by presentation rules, as for exam-
ple the obligation to smile (LaFrance and Hecht, 1999), while other 
aspects of nonverbal behavior are strongly associated with the verbal 
expression, as some languages seem to have a ‘script’ for hand gestures 
that typically go with the words as is visible in native Italian speakers.

The concept of the speaker or the source of the oral information has 
an impact on the listener’s behavior. When we know that a speaker is 
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putting on the friendly face, we react differently than when we feel that 
the smile is authentic. The credibility, the assumed motivation of the 
speaker, the expertise which a listener associates with the source of the 
information are other obvious aspects that change the way in which a 
message is processed.

Speakers in their turn use the nonverbal expressions of the listeners 
to monitor their speech: “In fact, speakers need listeners’ signals to do 
their job well” (Pasupathi, Stallworth, and Murdoch, 1998, p. 2). If the 
listener(s) stopped providing nonverbal feedback, the speaker would 
be irritated and discomposed in a short period of time.

Characteristics of the situation: What does the context add 
to the listening process?

The impact of the situation on both behavior and mental processes is yet 
another issue (Herrmann, 1982). Van Dijk (1999) proposes to “define con-
texts as the structure of all properties of the social situation that are sys-
tematically relevant for the production, comprehension, or functions of 
discourse and its structures” (p. 130). Giles and Coupland (1991) offer a 
framework within which they organize the situational facets which affect 
the style of changes in the communication and in particular in the listen-
ing behavior. The two main categories that determine a situation are the 
participants involved and the surrounding scene. On the part of the par-
ticipants, the individual and the relationships need to be considered. If the 
person acts as “the person” or as a member or representative of a social 
category, communication behavior will vary accordingly. The person’s 
behavior will be accounted for in terms of both stable and temporary fea-
tures which are expressed through personality, interests, appearance on 
the one hand, and moods,  emotional states, etc., on the other hand.

Aspects of the situation calibrate the listener orientation (Imhof, 
2004a) and have an influence on the expectations for listening behavior. 
This was demonstrated in a study where participants had to select char-
acteristics of good and poor listening behavior of individuals in dif-
ferent situations (professional context, instruction  context, personal 
conversation) and with different status roles (superior, symmetric, sub-
ordinate) and in different cultural environments (Germany, USA) (Imhof, 
2003a, 2004b). Participants would expect listeners in a subordinate role to 
confirm their attention and to keep eye-contact throughout the conver-
sation while a listener in a superior role would not be expected to do so. 
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For a listener in a superior position it is more important to be 
 open-minded and non-judgmental, while he or she would get away 
with fidgeting or doing something else besides the conversation. Also, 
in contrast to participants from Germany, participants from the US 
would insist that the listener gives feedback, for example, by nonverbal 
signs, that he feels responsible for the speaker – listener relationship 
throughout the conversation. Asking questions is considered part of the 
pattern of good listening behavior in a professional context, but signifi-
cantly less so in an educational setting.

Research (Knapp and Hall, 2002) shows that the intensity of facial 
gestures is higher in low-status listeners than in higher status listen-
ers. Women also tend to display a wider range of facial gestures 
than men, especially when communicating with men (Hall, 1984). 
Rummer (1996) reports an interesting study on how the experimental 
manipulation of a situation changes the characteristics of speech pro-
duction. When participants retell a story of an observed burglary, the 
results are quite different in terms of speaking fluency, accuracy, 
emotional involvement, and added embellishments, depending on 
whether they are supposed to report to the police or whether they 
are instructed to tell their story to a neighbor. The question remains 
open if people actually listen differently, too, and how this could be 
described.

The effect of the situation also has been demonstrated in terms of 
systematic interferences which occur, for example, when listeners need 
to process information in a noisy environment. When people listened to 
descriptions of others in the presence of noise, their accounts of what 
they have heard was more extreme (for example, less recall of mitigat-
ing information) than in situations which were more conducive to lis-
tening (Baron, David, Brunsman, and Inman, 1997).

Characteristics of the message: How does the form of the message 
affect its content?

The final aspect under consideration here is the message itself and its 
characteristics because there is evidence for the assumption that we 
adjust the way of information processing to make it appropriate for 
the material at hand (Weaver, Bryant, and Burns, 1995). Research has 
shown that variables such as text difficulty (Müsseler, Rickheit, and 
Strohner, 1985), the way text is organized by different levels of  headings 
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and signals (Murray and McGlone, 1997; Lorch, Lorch, and Inman, 
1993; Young, 1994), structure (Mannes and Kintsch, 1987; Speer and 
Clifton, 1998) and coherence (Kintsch and Kintsch, 1995), the way 
that text is combined with visuals (Moreno and Mayer, 2000, 2002) 
and gestures (Goldin-Meadow, 2003), text length, the task that is asso-
ciated with text (Broekkamp, van Hout-Wolters, Rijlaarsdam, and van 
den Bergh, 2002), make a difference to the outcome performance that 
is typically measured in terms of reproduction rates or recall (for a 
more comprehensive overview see Butcher and Kintsch, 2003). The 
problem with these research studies is that they are very often based 
on reading comprehension and additionally that the texts used are of 
low ecological validity. Graesser, Millis, and Zwaan (1997) call the 
experimental texts “textoids,” because the material is, more often 
than not, constructed in a highly artificial way in order to control for 
certain variables which are focused in the study. There are, however, 
interesting findings which indicate that the nature and the texture of 
the verbal message makes a difference in the processing results. 
The issue of if and how this applies to oral information is still under 
 investigation.

Issues for Further Research

Research on listening from the perspective of cognitive psychology is 
still growing, because most literature focuses on written text (Alexander 
and Jetton, 2003). Cognitive psychologists and psycholinguistics have 
teamed up to study speech perception (for example, as documented in 
Cutler, 2005) and text and discourse comprehension (Graesser, 
Gernsbacher, and Goldman, 2003), but the complete picture of listening 
has yet to be pieced together from diverse research paradigms within 
cognitive psychology, such as attention and perception, from studies on 
mental models and comprehension, with additional contributions from 
an array of other disciplines within psychology, such as personality and 
social psychology. The research which exists encompasses a wide range 
of methodological approaches so that it is not an easy task to integrate 
the findings or to conduct a meta-analytical study of the many dimen-
sions of listening. It has been proposed that listening research needs to 
be integrated into a unifying framework fostering theory building in 
the field (Bodie, Worthington, Imhof, and Cooper, 2008).
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Therefore, the most urgent issue for research on listening is to 
develop adequate and specific methods and instruments. So far, what 
we see is that some studies in text comprehension include acoustic 
material, some studies present reading material sequentially – which is 
in some aspects more like listening than like reading – while other 
work looks at text comprehension without making the distinction 
between written and acoustic material. In this context, it appears 
important to realize that listening and reading are not identical twins, 
although it has been proposed that information is processed as a set of 
abstract propositions independent of the input modality (Bradley 
and Forster, 1987; van der Meer, 1996). If the latter assumption were 
true, results from research on reading comprehension could be gener-
alized, mutatis mutandis, to listening comprehension. This presump-
tion, however, is in contrast to research results which describe the wide 
array of modality specific effects and mental activities (Cohen, 1993; 
Cowan, 1995; Neumann, van der Heijden, and Allport, 1986) which are 
“unique to listening” (Buck, 2001, p. 31) and which make a difference 
in the raw data which are generated from speech perception as opposed 
to print decoding (Danks and End, 1987). We find functional differ-
ences between the processing of auditory and visual information on all 
levels, namely on the level of perception, word recognition, sentence 
parsing, and discourse comprehension. These differences can be 
accounted for in terms of working memory, of retrieval, and of long-
term storage, as, for example, acoustic signals are temporally distrib-
uted, as opposed to the spatial distribution of visual stimuli, acoustic 
information lasts longer in the phonological loop of working memory 
than visual information lasts in the spatio-visual sketch pad part of the 
working memory. In addition, brain research has shown that different 
areas of the brain are activated during the processing of when oral and 
written language (Brown and Hagoort, 2000; Price, Indefry, and van 
Turennout, 1999).

The demand for analyzing reading and listening separately is sup-
ported by practical considerations. We need the research in order to 
obtain a more specific idea of what we can teach as we teach listening, 
because it is evident that strategies which can be applied to reading 
material (Pressley, 2000; Pressley and Afflerbach, 1995) are not appli-
cable to acoustic material (for example, refer back to a difficult pas-
sage, underline and mark important words). If strategy use is supposed 
to have an impact on retention, the feasibility of specific strategies and 
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the effect of the differential availability of the strategies need to be 
empirically investigated. To have a more specific basic knowledge on 
how listening works and how it is affected by certain strategies is cer-
tainly important as it comes to consider the issue of how listening can 
be taught and assessed (Buck, 2001; Imhof, 1998, 2004b; Janusik, 2002; 
Rost, 1990). At this point, the latest, we need to realize that listening is 
not even a fraternal twin of reading, but rather another cousin with 
specific characteristics from the language skills family.

Suggestions for practical observation 
and research

1 Observe your listening day and reflect on who you listened to, how 
well you listened and why.

2 Observe a conversation (recorded or live) and describe the nonver-
bal signals carefully. Then analyze the relationship between the non-
verbal and the verbal communication: What does the nonverbal 
part of the communication say?

3 Describe a conflict or misunderstanding which you have perceived 
in a communication recently. Drawing on the research: What could 
be the possible contributions of the listener in creating and/or 
aggravating the misunderstanding? Do you see any alternatives to 
avoid situations like this in the future?

4 How do you know that you have listened well?

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1 Where in the listening process do you see potential for improvement by training?
2 Where in the listening process would you expect traps and barriers which cause 

misunderstanding or communication breakdowns?
3 How would you describe a “good” listener? What does this person do that a “poor” 

listener would not be able or fail to do?
4 Drawing on the research findings:  What could you as a listener do in order to improve 

on the efficiency of information processing in selected situations, for example, as in 
class or in a meeting?

5 What would your recommendation be to a speaker in order to make his speech lis-
tener-friendly in selected situations, for example, as in public speaking situations, in 
teaching situations, or in small group interactions?
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Listening: A Dialogic Perspective
James J. Floyd

In this chapter Floyd suggests that important aspects of listening can extend beyond the 
boundaries of specific listening types or purposes. In standard approaches to listening, four 
types of listening are often presented as constituting the various purposes of listening. 
Thus one can engage in “discriminative listening” (listening to distinguish the aural and 
visual stimuli); “comprehensive listening” (listening to understand the message); “therapeu-
tic listening” (giving someone who is troubled an opportunity to talk through his/her 
problem); and “critical listening” (analyzing and evaluating messages) (Wolvin and Coakley, 
1996, pp. 156–355).

Without denying the importance and usefulness of these listening purposes, this chap-
ter discusses dialogic listening as a general approach to listening, or one that applies to 
nearly all listening situations and purposes. The basic idea in this chapter is that listeners, 
as well as speakers, can adopt one of two contrasting attitudes or approaches to listening 
in practically any situation. The underlying idea of the dialogic approach is that, in any com-
munication situation, there is a relational, or interpersonal, dimension (see Brockreide, 
1968); communication always involves people interacting with other people. And the 
overall nature and quality of one’s listening can be affected significantly by that person’s 
attitude/approach toward the other person or persons involved in any situation – from 
the dyadic, to conversations among people, to small group communication, to listening in 
public and mediated settings.

Therefore, the discussion in this chapter centers upon the contrast between a dialogic 
attitude/approach and a monologic attitude/approach to listening. The key idea of the 
chapter is that dialogic listening represents a more productive and even more ethical 
approach to listening than does a monological approach. The chapter presents and dis-
cusses each or the two approaches, with examples; discusses difficulties that listeners 
might encounter in attempting to listen dialogically; and discusses possible solutions to 
these problems.

The author attempts to provide you with an alternative that you might decide to use in 
your own listening efforts, hopefully leading to more productive and satisfying listening 
in almost any communication setting.
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The Nature of Dialogue

The word “dialogue” appears to have a variety of meanings for “both 
laymen and scholars” (Johannesen, 2002, p. 55). One may think of it as 
consisting of any situation in which there is an exchange between two 
or more people. At other times it is viewed as a theatrical term used to 
describe the difference between an uninterrupted speech (monologue) 
and the exchanging of lines, as in a conversation (dialogue). In other 
situations it describes any kind of extended discussion over some issue 
or topic, as in “a public dialogue.”

As I am using the term in this chapter, however, dialogue represents 
communication characterized “by such qualities as mutuality, open-
heartedness, directness, honesty, spontaneity, frankness, lack of pre-
tense, nonmanipulative intent, communion, intensity, and love in the 
sense of responsibility of one human for another” (Johannesen, 1971, 
p. 375). The “essential movement” in dialogic communication “is turn-
ing toward, outgoing to and reaching for the other” (1971, p. 375). 
As Johannesen further explains it, we should think of dialogue “as a 
stance, orientation, or bearing in communication rather than as a spe-
cific method, technique, or format.” In this sense, dialogue refers more 
to an “attitude” toward or spirit of communication (2002, p. 58). In con-
trast, the opposite, or antithesis, of dialogue, is monologue, any form of 
communication which “seeks to command, coerce, manipulate, con-
quer, dazzle deceive, or exploit (Johannesen, 1971, p. 377).

Perhaps the key to understanding the essential nature of this 
approach/orientation is to think of the dialogic communicator as one 
who attempts to minimize the tendency toward selfishness and the 
manipulation of others, for monologue either ignores those selfish ten-
dencies or intentionally strives to accomplish selfish, manipulative pur-
poses. Either approach (dialogue or monologue) can potentially occur 
in any kind of communication setting. Johannesen (2002, p. 65) con-
tends, for example, that while dialogue easily relates to “private, inter-
personal communication settings,” public communication (speeches, 
essays, editorials, and mass media appeals) can have “sincere dialogical 
attitudes.” Indeed public speakers often do have dialogic or monologic 
attitudes and approaches to their listeners.

Another approach to understanding the basic nature of communica-
tion as dialogue is to consider it as a philosophical construct, such as 
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Weaver’s analysis of Plato’s conception of the non-lover, the evil lover, 
and the noble lover (Weaver, 1985, pp. 5–26). While the non-lover repre-
sents a person who speaks or listens without passion or personal involve-
ment, the evil and the noble lover represent philosophical attitudes and 
approaches that closely parallel monologue and dialogue (See Johannesen, 
2002, pp. 65–6). The evil or monologic communicator “is not motivated 
by benevolence toward the beloved, but by selfish appetite.” This “base” 
speaker (lover) “influences us in the direction of what is evil,” a speaker 
whose goal is “exploitation” (Weaver, 1985, pp. 10–11).

In contrast, the noble lover is similar to the descriptions of a dialogic 
communicator in that he or she has “mastered the conflict within his 
own soul by conquering appetite and fixing his attention on the intelli-
gible and divine.” This true, noble, lover “follows the beloved in rever-
ence and awe,” expressing a love that exhibits “no jealousy or meanness 
toward the loved one” but endeavors by all means “to lead him in the 
likeness of the god whom they both honor.” In this way, says Weaver, 
love is converted from “the exploitative to the creative” (pp. 13–14).

The Importance of Dialogic Listening

Any examination of the characteristics of dialogue and monologue 
makes it clear that either approach to communication should apply to 
listeners as well as to speakers. Importantly, as Wolvin and Coakley 
stress, listening “is very much a communication function” (1996, 
p. 108). And as Ogden and Richards indicate in The Meaning of Meaning 
(1956), we need to pay attention to the listener function in communica-
tion as much as we attend to the speaker function:

It is certainly true that the preoccupation with ‘expression’ as the chief 
function of language has been disastrous … Speech does imply a lis-
tener…. Thus Dittrich, the holder of one of the few recognized Chairs of 
the subject, wrote in 1900: ‘For linguistic science it is fundamental that 
language is an affair not merely of expression but also of impression, that 
communication is of its essence, and that in its definition this must not be 
overlooked. (Ogden and Richards, 1956 p. 231).

Charles Larson (2007) provides a related justification for applying 
the concepts of dialogue and monologue to listening as well as speak-
ing. Focusing on the need for evaluation, his approach to persuasion 

              



130 James J. Floyd

emphasizes the role of the receiver. He writes, for example, that 
“we live in a world in which persuasive messages of various types 
continually compete for our attention, our beliefs, and our actions.” 
He goes on to say that, since “we spend far more time receiving per-
suasion than sending persuasion,” we need to focus on becoming 
“more critical and responsible” listeners, consumers “of persuasive 
messages” (p. 2). This echoes the earlier writing of Ralph G. Nichols 
(1987, p. 24), who reminded us that “persuadees listening to what 
appears to be persuasive speech benefit greatly by concentrating 
upon the evaluative function of the listening process.” More specifi-
cally, he urged us to discern speaker motivation, hidden motives, a 
desire for “personal gain,” the speaker’s use of support, and his or 
her use of fallacious reasoning (p. 24).

These statements suggest, then, a dual aspect to dialogic listening. 
The first aspect relates to ways in which one can actually listen dialogi-
cally rather than monologically. The second suggests the need – as a 
listener – to recognize and to distinguish between speakers who are 
dialogic and those who are monologic in their approach to communica-
tion. Listeners attempting to succeed in either aspect of dialogic listen-
ing – listening dialogically and distinguishing between dialogic and 
monologic speakers – must understand and utilize the skills necessary 
to meet either goal.

How to Listen Dialogically

Johannesen’s “characteristics of dialogue” do not apply exclusively to 
either speaking or listening but, instead, to the nature of dialogic com-
munication in general. But since the discussion here concerns effective 
dialogic listening, we can consider those dialogic characteristics as they 
relate specifically to listening. The characteristics include: authenticity; 
inclusion; confirmation; presentness; spirit of mutual equality; and sup-
portive climate (2002, pp. 58–60).

Authenticity suggests that one should attempt to listen without decep-
tion. Providing feedback that is insincere; pretending interest in a speak-
er’s ideas and feelings when not actually caring; feigning interest in a 
person’s problems, activities, etc. while not actually interested or con-
cerned would suggest a lack of authenticity. In contrast, an authentic lis-
tener would attempt to respond honestly, avoid jumping to conclusions, 
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provide honest feedback, suspend judgment of the speaker, and avoid 
any form of “using” the other person for selfish and/or concealed rea-
sons. Ideally, the speaker should be able to talk to you as you are, not an 
artificial, disguised version of yourself.

Inclusion requires the listener to make every effort to place him or 
herself in the speaker’s position. It involves not being a detached, dis-
interested observer but attempting to understand and appreciate where 
the speaker is coming from. It requires an effort to understand the 
speaker before making evaluations/judgments. And it encourages 
the listener to provide feedback that invites the speaker to agree or dis-
agree and or to correct the listener’s interpretations. The goal of listen-
ing inclusively is to improve communication by actively attempting to 
understand the speaker as much as possible.

The idea of confirming the other suggests that a dialogic listener 
should accept the speaker (the other) as a person of worth simply because 
he or she is a human being. For some this may seem unrealistic, even too 
idealistic. But this characteristic does not mean that one should accept 
everyone as equally good, kind, productive, honest, likeable or even per-
sonally acceptable. It does mean that one makes a serious attempt to 
respond to all people as having value simply because they are human. 
Thinking of others as objects (see Buber, 1958, pp. 11–15) or roles has a 
dehumanizing effect and does not belong to dialogic listening.

The concept of presentness applies to attention, meaning that one 
actively attends to the speaker and continues to stay with him/her 
(sustaining attention). One can be in a room, sitting next to or across 
from the speaker but not really present. One’s attention and thoughts 
can be elsewhere. Thus, the dialogic listener always attempts to go far 
beyond a mere physical presence to active involvement, interest, and 
attentiveness. A spirit of mutual equality, like confirmation, clearly does 
not suggest that all people are equal. Instead, it requires one to attempt 
to listen to the other from an orientation of equality in the sense that 
everyone has the right to communicate freely and openly. Allowing 
one’s biases to determine that some people and/or their ideas are inher-
ently inferior (or superior) will tend to limit or destroy the chance for 
successful dialogic listening. Experience amply demonstrates that peo-
ple are capable of wisdom and folly, regardless of who they are or what 
they have accomplished. A spirit of equality implies that one should 
encourage others to speak without prior evaluation or other restric-
tions. After understanding someone, the listener certainly has the right 
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to evaluate, accept, or reject the other’s ideas. But it is far less clear that 
we can or should attempt to evaluate another’s feelings.

A supportive climate results from the cumulative effect of the dia-
logic listener’s effort to reflect the characteristics of listening authenti-
cally, inclusively, with confirmation, with presentness and in a spirit of 
equality. These characteristics, taken together, will help establish a sup-
portive communication climate.

Problems with Dialogic Listening

While dialogic communication (listening and speaking) has strong 
appeal at the level of theory and ethics, as a practical matter it poses 
problems, especially for the listener who wishes to choose dialogue 
over monologue as a basic approach to listening.

For in spite of the apparent desirability and superiority of dialogue, 
practical problems can arise, making the successful practice of dialogic 
listening more difficult than it may appear. The basic characteristics of 
dialogue (briefly discussed here as they relate to listening), while quite 
possibly inspiring, hardly give any specific direction as to what one 
actually does when attempting to listen dialogically. There appear to be 
no explicit rules or instructions. Indeed, the underlying idea that dia-
logue represents an attitude toward or spirit of communication strongly 
implies that the individual must attempt to understand and apply dia-
logic ideas and concepts to his or her speaking or listening without hav-
ing explicit rules or directives to follow.

The problem of empathy

Dialogic listening and speaking present problems similar to those raised 
by the concept of empathic communication. While empathy is easy 
enough to set forth, to advocate and discuss in broad philosophical 
terms, the actual practice and application of empathy proves challenging 
and difficult. Feeling what another person feels, experiencing with 
another, while inviting and desirable may be impossible in actual prac-
tice. Arnett and Nakagawa and John Stewart, respectively, argue against 
empathy as a viable concept. Arnett and Nakagawa maintain, for exam-
ple, that the highly questionable assumptions that support empathic lis-
tening should lead to “alternative formulations” (1983, p. 374). Similarly, 
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Stewart (1983, p. 380) contends that “the empathic  paradigm breaks 
down when its conceptual coherence or underlying assumptions are 
subject to critical scrutiny.”

Specifically, Stewart argues that, regardless “of the view of empathy 
that one adopts, it becomes necessary to ground this theoretical and 
cognitive/behavior construct as a fiction” (1983, p. 380). He goes on to 
say that this “fiction” involves any attempt to “ ‘lay aside’ ones’ views, 
values, or self” (1983, p. 380). Since this kind of action is impossible, 
Stewart calls for the practice of “interpretive listening” in order to over-
come “the shortcomings of the empathic paradigm” (p. 380).

When one examines Johannesen’s writing about dialogue, it becomes 
clear that he came to reject the empathic aspect of dialogue as unwork-
able. For instance, in his early writing on dialogue (1971) he says that “a 
basic element in dialogue is ‘seeing the other’ or ‘experiencing the other 
side’ ” (p. 375). This led him, at that time, to state that an essential char-
acteristic of dialogue is “empathic understanding” (p. 376). However, 
in later writing (as early as Ethics in 1983), he removed “empathic 
understanding” and eventually substituted “Inclusion” (1983, p. 48; 
2001, p. 59). When discussing the more recent concept, “inclusion,” 
Johannesen submits that “one attempts to ‘see the other’ and “ ‘to expe-
rience the other side.’ ” But this differs from actually feeling or experi-
encing what others experience; rather, it involves trying “ ‘to imagine 
the real,’ ” and attempting to understand “the reality of the other’s 
viewpoint.” The distinction he makes between empathy and inclusion 
includes the idea that the speaker or listener does not give up his or her 
self but attempts to “imagine an event or feeling from the side of the 
other” (Johannesen, 2002, p. 59).

Another way to deal with the problem of empathy is to consider 
Kenneth Burke’s concept of identification, or consubstantiality, as an 
alternative. Burke’s concept allows for a coming together of persons 
and, hence, a unity of people without denying the inherent, undeniable 
differences and separateness of all humans. As Burke (1969) writes in A 
Rhetoric of Motives, “substance, in the old philosophies, was an act; and 
a way of life is an acting together; and in acting together, men have com-
mon sensations, concepts, images, ideas, attitudes that make them con-
substantial” (p. 21).

Thus, through identification, people may understand that we can be 
“both joined and separate, at once a distinct substance and consub-
stantial with another” (Burke, 1969, p. 21). In a practical sense, when 
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listening to another person speak of experiences, beliefs, values, 
 attitudes, etc., a dialogic attitude or approach to communication enables 
one to capitalize on the commonality of humans’ feelings and experi-
ences (including language) without any necessity to achieve a merg-
ing of persons. The separateness of the individuals is not denied. 
As Burke (1941) says:

Situations do overlap, if only because men now have the same neural 
and muscular structure as men who have left their records from past 
ages. We and they are in much the same biological situation. Furthermore, 
even the concrete details of social texture have a great measure of over-
lap. And the nature of the human mind itself, with the function of 
abstraction rooted in the nature of language, also provides us with levels 
of generalization by which situations greatly different in their particu-
lars may be felt to belong in the same class to have a common substance 
or essence (p. 2).

Thus it seems reasonable to consider dialogic communication – from 
Burke’s identification/consubstantiality and Johannesen’s inclusion – 
to consist, essentially, of the idea of “separate people seeking to come 
together without denying their separateness” (Floyd, 1984, p. 6). In this 
way the problem of the impossibility of empathy, of taking the place of 
or experiencing what another experiences, can be avoided.

The problem of evaluation

Another potential problem that may occur in efforts to listen dialogi-
cally is that the listener may encounter dissonance resulting from a 
strong desire to value the other, to avoid judgment, to accept the other 
as an equal and to view the other positively rather than negatively. In 
this case the danger is too readily equating dialogic listening with being 
agreeable and accepting. To disagree, to reject the speaker’s ideas or to 
become skeptical would cause her or him to degenerate into mono-
logue. Here, we turn to Wolvin and Coakley’s (1996) important asser-
tion that listening does not mean “agreement or obedience.” Instead, 
they contend, effective listening can lead to obeying or to disobeying; to 
agreement or disagreement (pp. 30–1).

Kenneth Burke also appears to counter the necessity of agreement and 
obedience when he writes that “only in an emancipated society, whose 
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members’ autonomy and responsibility have been realized” could 
“ communication have developed into the non-authoritarian and univer-
sally practiced dialogue from which both our modes of reciprocally con-
stituted ego identity and our idea of consensus are always implicitly 
derived” (1969, p. 314). While Burke agrees that human communication 
“has its peaceful moments,” and “at times its endless competition can 
add up to a transcending of itself,” in actuality we assert our identifica-
tion (our oneness) with others “precisely because there is division.” 
He goes on to say that “if men were not apart from one another, there 
would be no need for the rhetorician to proclaim their unity.” Indeed, 
“if men where wholly and truly of one substance, absolute communica-
tion would be of man’s very essence” (1969, pp. 22, 23). This strongly 
suggests that human communication, even at its best, involves struggle 
and conflict. Attempting to listen dialogically does not mean, then, that 
the goal is agreement or lack of argument. Rather than to think in terms 
of agreement or disagreement, one might attempt to distinguish among 
types of what Jurgen Habermas refers to as “expressives.” This relates to 
the speaker’s expressions of “intentions, attitudes, and experiences.” 
Habermas (2001) presents examples such as “to reveal, disclose, to betray, 
to confess, to express, to hide, to conceal, to pretend, to obscure, to keep 
secret, to suppress, to deny …” (p. 83). These examples point to the dis-
tinction between monologue and dialogue, regardless of agreement or 
disagreement between or among communicators.

Brown and Keller appear to support this view of dialogue when they 
write that “dialogue is not some ideal that belongs to a nonexistent 
peaceful world.” Instead, dialogic communication “goes directly and 
honestly to the differences between ‘me and thee,’ and this requires an 
immense toughness of self – for it does combat without going on the 
defensive.” Finally, they make a crucial distinction between what they 
call “the struggle of dialogue” and “confrontation.” When conflict 
occurs between people in dialogue, the “other person is confirmed,” 
and “even downright rejection of a view can still stay within the frame-
work of dialogue” (Brown and Keller, 1979, p. 304).

The problem of deception

Another major challenge to the practice of dialogic listening consists of 
what I shall illustrate under the rubric, the problem of evil. To under-
stand this problem, it may help to return to Johannesen’s adjectives that 
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distinguish monologue from dialogue. We can recall, then, that  dialogue 
is honest, without pretense, nonmanipulative, etc. (2002, p. 57). On the 
other hand, monologue involves pretense, using, seduction, domina-
tion, and manipulation (2002, p. 60).

To understand the application of the metaphor, the problem of evil, 
we consider two ways that evil makes its appearance in the world. On 
one hand we can observe evil as depicted in various films about devil 
possession and exorcism. When a small child or some other innocent 
person becomes demon possessed, the ugliness and grotesqueness of 
evil is difficult to miss. The child or adult so possessed may shout 
obscenities, spew vomit, make objects fly about the room, produce a 
stench, make the room turn cold, distort the face and voice, and so forth. 
Hardly anyone would have difficulty perceiving such acts as evil and 
undesirable. Likewise, when a terrible event occurs, such as terrorists 
flying airplanes into the World Trade Center, leading to the deaths of 
thousands of people, it is not difficult to identify such behavior as evil.

On the other hand, evil may far more frequently present itself in the 
form of disguises and attractive, alluring promises. Pushers of illegal 
drugs are less likely to present them as addictive and capable of totally 
controlling and ruining a person’s life than to emphasize the extreme 
pleasure and enjoyment that one will experience from using these 
drugs. Few con artists will tell their victims that they are going to 
employ trickery and deceit in order to obtain their money or posses-
sions. Instead, they will probably make it appear that one will get some-
thing for nothing or for less than normally expected. The promises are 
positive and attractive. We know that cigarettes were not advertised as 
a major health hazard, the leading cause of premature death. They were 
promoted instead as glamorous, sophisticated, macho, and sexy.

As a college student I once participated in a training program for sell-
ing encyclopedias. All trainees were required to memorize a sales spiel 
that was based upon deception and manipulation, making it appear 
that the consumer would receive a free set of encyclopedias, a set of 
children’s classics, and an attractive bookcase. To allay any suspicions, 
the customer was told that there were indeed conditions, since the 
entire marketing strategy was intended to pave the way for a sales push 
in his/her area “next year.” So, the customer had to promise to display 
the books prominently – so that friends and neighbors could see how 
nice they looked, etc. Also, the customer had to sign an agreement 
granting permission for her/his name to be used in the company’s 
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national advertising. Finally, all one had to do was show enough 
 appreciation for the free offer by agreeing to keep it up to date. This 
meant buying just one year book annually, which was “no more than 
buying a coke and candy bar each day.” If the customer fell for the 
pitch, “keeping it up to date” actually cost the value of the encyclope-
dias, children’s classics, and the bookcase combined.

This approach reflects most of the characteristics of monologic speak-
ing. It is deceptive, manipulative, inauthentic, dishonest, controlling, 
and exploitative. Notice, however, the speaker presents him or herself 
so as to come across as highly dialogic. In the encyclopedia example, 
the speaker stresses the need for typical families to display these books. 
The speaker appears to appreciate the customer’s intelligence and good 
judgment by agreeing that there are conditions that must be met in 
order to receive these gifts. Repeatedly the speaker emphasizes how 
much it will help the children in the family to succeed in school. In no 
way does the salesperson use anything but what seem like characteris-
tics of dialogue in a presentation that overwhelmingly qualifies as 
monologue.

Somehow, the dialogic listener must be able to apply effective critical 
and evaluative listening behaviors without losing sight of or abandon-
ing the practice of dialogue. Brown and Keller offer important ideas as 
to what one can do in order to scrutinize, evaluate, argue and, at the 
same time, listen dialogically. They point out, for example that the judg-
ment and evaluation in dialogue differ from a desire to humiliate or 
destroy the other. One must, therefore, be willing to “reject ideas or 
behavior in another while confirming him or her as a person.” This, as 
they point out, is “difficult” and requires a deep faith in self. Ultimately 
it represents “the true test of one’s ability to carry on dialogue” (Brown 
and Keller, 1979, p. 304).

The idealistic, philosophical nature of dialogue requires the develop-
ment of attitudes and behaviors that demand much of the listener. 
Ideally, Brown and Keller argue, we cannot actually “test the ability to 
carry on dialogue if the talk has no threat in it,” and we need to keep in 
mind that “one actually does not know the deepest level of dialogue” 
unless “one is comfortably related to a person from whom one differs 
greatly.” Finally, they assert, “the ultimate in self-confrontation … takes 
place when one trusts one’s enemy” (1979, p. 305). This view closely 
resembles the teaching of Martin Luther King, Jr. who told us that 
“when the opportunity presents itself for you to defeat your enemy, 
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that is the time which you must not do it.” His idea of loving one’s 
enemies allows such judgments as “I don’t like what they do to me,” 
or “I don’t like what they say about me” or “I don’t like their attitudes,”or 
“I don’t like some of the things they are doing,” or “I don’t like them,” 
all suggesting that one can love people in spite of what they do (King, 
1998, pp. 46–7, 49).

Self-protection versus acceptance

The challenges to dialogic listening are thus two-fold: One must listen 
critically for the purpose of self-protection. But, at the same time, one 
must be able to detect, identify, and reject undesirable and deceptive 
communication without rejecting the speaker as a person of worth and 
value. While it goes beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss critical/
evaluative listening in detail, I would posit specific suggestions that 
dialogic listeners can use. They include: (1) extensive use of feedback; 
(2) the ability to identify unspoken, implied, premises and assump-
tions; (3) the ability to listen for adequate support, including the quality 
and relevance of that support; (4) an ability to identify and to evaluate 
reasoning; (5) a good understanding of topics and issues being dis-
cussed; (6) a development of general interests and knowledge; (7) the 
ability to envision the potential consequences of a speaker’s ideas; 
(8) the ability to analyze a person’s actions without assuming that they 
are suspect; (9) the capability to detect delivery, style, and personality 
as covers for purpose or as substitutes for substance, again without 
having preconceived conclusions; and (10) the ability to differentiate 
between emotional appeal that circumvents reason and emotional 
appeal that has a rational basis (See Haiman, 1958, pp. 99–114).

Conclusion

As suggested, and specifically discussed, throughout this chapter, a 
dialogic approach to communication constitutes a philosophical and 
idealistic approach to communication. Brown and Keller expressed it 
well when they wrote that “the great moments in dialogue are hard to 
come by” (1979, p. 305). At the same time, I would assert that such 
moments are nonetheless worth striving for in human efforts to 
achieve understanding and unity. For in spite of the idealistic nature 
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of the characteristics of dialogue, the denial, avoidance or refusal of 
such ideals have generally led to the worst in human behavior. While 
I envision no easy answers to the challenges inherent in dialogic lis-
tening, it does seem reasonable to be aware of those challenges and 
difficulties, striving to find ways to overcome them without giving up 
on the value of dialogue as a desirable attitude toward and approach 
to effective listening.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 1 Do you think the ideas presented in this chapter are too idealistic? Why or 
why not?

 2 Can a person actually listen critically and, at the same time, dialogically?
 3 What do you think it means to engage in mental and verbal combat without being 

defensive? Provide examples.
 4 What kinds of listening situations do you think present the greatest challenges for 

one wanting to listen dialogically?
 5 Are there situations in which dialogue may not be necessary or even desirable? Try 

to describe such situations.
 6 In what ways does dialogic listening move us beyond debating, arguing and persuading?
 7 Have you ever experienced situations in which someone pretended an interest and/

or concern for you that turned out to be a pretense designed to gain your confi-
dence or to throw you off guard. Describe any such situations.

 8 Do you agree or disagree with the idea that one can never experience what another 
person experiences? Defend your response.

 9 Can you recall situations in which you have had a productive, even enjoyable, conver-
sation or discussion with someone you strongly disagree with? Describe that experi-
ence.

10 Do you think dialogic listening is ethical while monologic listening is not?
11 If concepts such as “inclusion,” “confirming,” and “mutual equality” are rejected as 

unrealistic, what are the alternatives?
12 How do such terms as “attitude toward,” “approaches to” and “sprits of ” communi-

cation differ from prescriptions or rules for communicating?
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The Skills of Listening-Centered 
Communication
Judi Brownell

The discipline of Communication has traditionally focused on the speaker and on message 
creation rather than on the listener and the skills of reception. Brownell argues that this 
approach needs to be revisited, and that listening must become the central focus if indi-
viduals are to become effective communicators. Her listening-centered approach to com-
munication is presented and discussed in the following chapter.

Taking a symbolic approach to understanding the communication process, Brownell 
proposes that only through effective listening can individuals share meanings and align 
their behavior to accomplish goals. Communication, she suggests, is “listener-defined”; a 
message means whatever the receiver thinks it does. This view contrasts with the standard 
practice of highlighting the speaker’s task. Brownell believes that unless speakers first listen 
to understand their partner’s perspective, they cannot hope to design effective messages. 
Listening becomes particularly vital as individuals travel more frequently and as organiza-
tions become more global and diverse.

Brownell’s HURIER model is presented as an aid to developing effective listening skills. 
The listening process is viewed as a cluster of interrelated components that can be identi-
fied, assessed, and improved. Speaking is the outcome of effective listening – it is how the 
listener responds after he or she has heard, understood, interpreted, and evaluated the 
other person’s ideas.

Finally, Brownell presents the rationale for and challenges of a skills approach to listen-
ing. She identifies several issues and questions that arise from taking a skills approach to 
listening improvement and instruction, and addresses each in turn. She concludes by look-
ing to the future, reemphasizing the need for effective listening as individuals strive to 
share meanings and build relationships with those from other backgrounds and cultures. 
In a rapidly changing world, the skills of effective listening are vital to individuals’ profes-
sional success and personal well being.

What is most central to human interaction? Is it the ability to express 
thoughts clearly, to gain recognition for ourselves and our ideas? Or, is 
it our ability to understand, to empathize, to appreciate and focus on 
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the “other”? If the goal of effective communication is to create shared 
meanings, all of these functions play a role. But where do we begin? This 
paper argues that our choice of a starting place is significant as it not only 
defines our approach to communication, but also influences the nature 
of our relationships, expresses our values, and reflects our world view.

First, a listening-centered approach to communication is presented 
and discussed. Then, the skills-based HURIER model is described as an 
example of a behavioral approach to listening. Its six interrelated com-
ponents are defined, and the challenges of a skills-based approach to 
listening-centered communication are reviewed. The chapter ends by 
emphasizing the need for listening development to be viewed within a 
larger social framework.

Listening-Centered Communication

The complex, multi-faceted process we call communication has been 
studied from numerous perspectives depending upon the researcher’s 
discipline, purpose, and methods. Our earliest models recognized dis-
tinct functions related to the roles of “sending” and “receiving.” As new 
theoretical frameworks evolved, a majority of communication scholars 
came to agree that relational approaches most accurately describe the 
dynamic, nonrepetitive, and continuous nature of human interaction. 
Scholars concluded that sending (speaking) and receiving (listening) do 
not occur in a sequential, linear fashion; rather, individuals continuously 
receive and respond to stimuli, processing and creating meaning from 
cues as they speak. What was once explained by a stimulus – response 
model came to be viewed as transactional (Clampitt, 1991). The question, 
“How much time do you spend each day listening?” becomes irrelevant. 
If you are engaged in human communication, listening never stops.

If we apply a symbolic lens to examine human communication, we 
recognize even more vividly how central listening is to the process by 
which meanings are created and shared. Through listening, individuals 
learn how to behave; they work to align their actions within a particular 
communication context and to distinguish appropriate from inappro-
priate responses. Whether visiting in-laws or entering a new organiza-
tion, the ability to align behavior and recognize situational norms has 
much to do with our ability to listen.

From this perspective, communicative activity becomes listener- defined; 
a message “means” whatever the listener believes it means. Speakers are 

              



The Skills of Listening-Centered Communication 143

at the mercy of listeners who interpret what they hear and act on that 
basis. Individuals as listeners actively participate in a creative process, 
controlling the type and amount of information received and then 
processing it according to their unique cognitive structures, schemata, 
interests, needs, and other individual influences. These individual varia-
bles suggest that potentially important verbal and nonverbal cues are 
often missed entirely. On other occasions, meanings may be elicited where 
messages were never intended. Speakers, from this perspective, are truly 
at the mercy of the listeners who – literally – have the last word.

The more an individual understands the listening process, the more 
likely she is to achieve the goal of shared meanings. Those who discount 
perceptual differences or who ignore important nonverbal cues cannot 
hope to coordinate actions or achieve goals, as their interpretations of 
their partner’s meanings are likely to be inaccurate. Even when indi-
viduals have similar backgrounds and a common body of experience, 
sharing meanings is difficult. When cultural diversity increases, listen-
ers must work even harder to account for perceptual filters, assump-
tions, and value orientations. An American woman visiting friends in 
Paris, for instance, is likely to imagine an “early dinner” at five o’clock, 
only to discover that early in France is closer to seven o’clock.

While recognizing that the best you can do is to approximate your 
partner’s intentions, learning to attend to, understand, interpret, and 
evaluate the communicative cues in your environment increases the like-
lihood that meaningful communication will occur. It should be evident 
that communication effectiveness requires that these processes take place 
before an individual speaks, and that the extent to which meanings are 
shared has much to do with the quality of participants’ listening.

Even at the macro level, receiver-centered approaches are essential to 
making wise strategic communication choices. Organizational leaders 
who are flexible and who adapt to the unique needs of their workforce 
by considering employees’ perceptual filters, beliefs, and assumptions as 
they design organizational communication strategies have a distinct 
competitive advantage. Research in this arena makes clear that senior 
managers’ assumptions about how employees receive and process infor-
mation are often inaccurate. This lack of congruence may result in costly 
misunderstandings, lack of commitment, and low morale (Brownell and 
Jameson, 1996).

In listening-centered communication, then, listening is positioned as 
the primary process influencing communication outcomes. This fram-
ing has implications for a variety of other decisions. Communicative 
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activity begins with the multi-stage process of listening – a process which 
concludes with a response (often verbal) that is most often identified as 
“speaking.” It is the quality of the listening that determines the effec-
tiveness of the interaction. It is therefore the listening process and its 
role in human interaction that deserves our primary and full attention.

A Skills-Based Model of Listening-Centered 
Communication

It may be useful to review one of the growing number of theoretical 
frameworks scholars have used to understand listening behavior bet-
ter. The HURIER model is presented as an example of a behavioral 
approach that understands listening as the central communication 
function. In this framework, listening-centered communication is con-
ceived as a cluster of interrelated, overlapping components. Figure 6.1 
presents the HURIER model of the listening process which illustrates 
the relationships among six skill clusters.

As you can see, the listener’s response is the final component of the 
listening process and is influenced by the five processes that precede it. 
Speaking is viewed as the outcome of listening. The effectiveness of the 
speaker’s message or response relates directly to how well the indi-
vidual listens. The assumption is that only after listening has taken place 
can a communicator speak effectively. With this in mind, each compo-
nent of the HURIER model is briefly described below. Later we will 
examine how the situational dimensions of purpose and context also 
affect the listener’s response.

Component 1: Hearing

The HURIER model begins with an individual making decisions about 
what to focus attention on within the context of an environment filled 
with stimulus options. As we well know, this component – what is 
called hearing in the model – is influenced by the individual’s cultural 
orientation, past experiences, interests, attitudes, beliefs, and a range 
of other personal variables and filters that account for individual and 
cultural differences. You will notice that the HURIER model suggests 
that these filters continue to influence every component of the listen-
ing process.
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Component 2: Understanding

Having attended to and “received” the particular stimulus, the next 
stage in the listening process is understanding. This information process-
ing phase corresponds to reading comprehension and addresses the lit-
eral meaning of the words or signs received. Obviously, such factors as 
the individual’s familiarity with the language affect the accuracy and 
extent of listening comprehension.

Component 3: Remembering

While memory is a separate mental process, it functions within the 
 context of listening-centered communication because the usefulness of 
information is dependent upon the communicator’s ability to act on 
what is received, either immediately or at some later point in time. 
Memory, then, is directly related to an individual’s ability to formulate 
an appropriate response.

Component 4: Interpreting

Nonverbal cues play a particularly significant role in the next stage of 
the process, what we call “interpreting.” Glenn, in her 1989 review of 
listening definitions, concluded that the process of interpreting was 
common to almost all listening definitions. While use of the term  varies, 

Understanding

Interpreting Evaluating

Hearing Remembering Responding

Org Role, Attitudes, Values, Bias, Motivation, Culture, Experiences, Etc.

Individual Listening Filters:

Figure 6.1 The HURIER Listening Model
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most scholars agree that interpreting messages requires that both  verbal 
and nonverbal cues be considered in assigning meaning. This richer 
context allows for literal meanings to be modified by such things as 
tone of voice, posture, facial expression, and contextual knowledge. 
An effective listening-centered communicator would observe his or her 
partner’s appearance and other variables of the communication context 
before assigning meaning to the message conveyed; she would, as some 
researchers suggest, “define the situation” (Weick, 1995).

Component 5: Evaluating

The component of evaluation in listening-centered communication 
refers to the process by which an individual makes a judgment about 
the accuracy and validity of the information received. This is the stage 
at which effective communicators assess what they have heard by 
weighing evidence and reasoning, recognizing emotional appeals, and 
drawing other conclusions that will affect their subsequent listening 
response. Emphasis is placed on the need to understand a message 
before judging its value.

Component 6: Responding

The outcome of effective listening, then, will be an appropriate response. 
The communicator’s “message” may be verbal or nonverbal, and consti-
tutes the final stage of an integrated, multi-faceted system. This response 
is influenced by all that has come before it and, since listening is con-
tinuous, the communicator continues to process new information as he 
or she is speaking. This implies that continuous listening enables a 
speaker to modify messages as he observes his partner’s facial expres-
sions, hears his tone of voice, and adjusts to his interpretations of whether 
the message he is sending is eliciting the anticipated outcomes.

Translating Cognitive Processes to Observable 
Skills: Educators Bridge the Gap

While educators cannot change the covert nature of mental activity, 
what they have done is to translate the unobservable listening process 
into corresponding skill sets that are then accepted as indicators that 
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 listening is taking place. Other sets of observable behaviors, such as lean-
ing forward or nodding, have been shown to facilitate the listening proc-
ess. Viewing listening from a behavioral perspective enables educators 
to develop specific instructional strategies around these concrete com-
ponents of an often elusive process. While the limitations of such an 
approach are recognized, behavioral models have made listening 
instruction accessible to educators at all levels.

While the appropriateness of an individual’s speech – demonstrated 
either in interpersonal or presentational contexts – is the most obvious 
indicator of listening effectiveness, there are five other components in 
the process that deserve our attention as well. As previously discussed, 
the HURIER model suggests the following listening tasks – hearing, 
understanding, remembering, interpreting, evaluating, and respond-
ing. Each of these is described in terms of the skills that either indicate 
or facilitate each stage.

For example, while we cannot observe the process of hearing or 
attending, we can teach students to “do” such things as: (a) focus on the 
speaker; (b) choose an appropriate physical location where distractions 
are limited; and (c) take notes or engage in an activity to increase 
involvement. Likewise, while we cannot observe the process of under-
standing, we have measures to assess listening comprehension and also 
to “teach” activities that have a high probability of increasing shared 
meanings. Asking questions, paraphrasing, and discriminating between 
main points and supporting details, all contribute to the component of 
understanding. Box 6.1 provides examples of skills associated with 
each of the listening processes.

Listening-centered Communication: Challenges 
of a Skills Approach

There are a number of issues and questions that emerge as a result of 
teaching listening-centered communication from a behavioral approach. 
Four of the most frequently mentioned topics follow.

Role of motivation in listening behavior

Few other skills are as dependent on motivation as listening. 
Individuals vary significantly in their listening behavior, yet the causes 
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Box 6.1 HURIER Listening skill clusters

Component 1: Hearing messages
Improve concentration
Use vocalized listening technique
Prepare to listen

Component 2: Understanding messages
Recognize assumptions
Listen to entire message without interrupting
Distinguish main ideas from evidence
Perception check for accurate comprehension

Component 3: Remembering messages
Understand how memory works
Isolate and practice each memory process
Practice with difficult material

Component 4: Interpreting messages
Understand the nature of empathy
Increase sensitivity to nonverbal cues
Increase sensitivity to vocal cues
Monitor personal nonverbal behaviors

Component 5: Evaluating messages
Assess the speaker’s credibility
Recognize your personal bias
Analyze logic and reasoning
Identify emotional appeals

Component 6: Responding to messages
Become familiar with response options
Recognize the impact of each response option
Increase behavioral flexibility

of these differences remain poorly understood. Beyond establishing 
that i ntelligence correlates with listening ability, the only thing we 
know for certain is that there is a strong link between motivation to 
listen and listening effectiveness. In fact, some researchers have sug-
gested that, if we can assume a threshold level of intelligence, then 
motivation accounts for up to 70 percent of an individual’s listening 
success.
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Correspondence between what is taught and what is assessed

Too often there is a lack of correspondence between behaviors being 
taught and those that are actually assessed. Assessment measures must 
be selected with consideration for how instructional goals match the 
dimension evaluated. In this regard, the HURIER model provides one 
of the clearest blueprints for skill development and testing, as discrete 
components, related skill sets, and targeted assessments can be devel-
oped and aligned. As mentioned previously, cognitive processes cannot 
be observed directly. Consequently, written and oral indicators must be 
used to assess behavioral outcomes which are themselves substitutes 
for the actual listening process.

A self-assessment instrument accompanies the HURIER model and 
was designed to help learners identify their listening behaviors and to 
understand the larger skill clusters into which separate skills fit (see 
Appendix I). An integrated system we call the Listening Assessment 
Cycle (Figure 6.2) is then readily constructed as learners (a) assess their 
current performance, (b) set personal goals by identifying the compo-
nents where improvement is needed, (c) acquire relevant principles 
and accompanying skills, (d) practice new listening behaviors, and 
finally (e) take a structured assessment that matches exactly the behav-
iors that were practiced. When educators and students are clear on lis-
tening goals and outcomes, instruction becomes more consistent and is 
likely to have greater impact. By focusing on observable skills, educators 

Assess 
Learner’s 
Knowledge 
and Skill

Set 
Personal 
Listening 
Goals Acquire 

Listening 
Concepts and 
Principles

Practice 
Listening 
Skills

Assess
Achievement
of Specific
Listening
Goals

Learner 
Begins

Figure 6.2 The listening assessment cycle
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are better able to align individual student needs, instructional strate-
gies, and assessment measures.

The challenge of skill transfer

As in other types of instruction, there also are challenges in skill trans-
fer. Observing students as they demonstrate the target skills in a class-
room situation is not a predictor of their likelihood to demonstrate and 
experience success with these skills outside the classroom. In addition, 
newly learned skills are not likely to persist in environments that do not 
support the acquired behavior. Demonstrating skills in a controlled 
classroom laboratory situation does not ensure that learners will be 
able to apply these skills appropriately or effectively in out-of-class 
contexts.

Situational demands on listening

Listening-centered communication can also be influenced by the 
demands of the particular situation. Situational variables related to the 
(a) listening purpose and (b) context or setting affect the degree to 
which each component, or skill cluster, is required for effective listen-
ing to occur. For instance, while listening to a friend in trouble might 
depend heavily on identifying nonverbal cues, listening to directions 
requires comprehension and memory processes. When listening to 
someone in a supervisory or higher status role, a formal and unfamiliar 
office environment may affect concentration and the subsequent 
response. Figure 6.3 suggests how situational demands – listening pur-
poses and contexts – might affect the listening process.

Looking to the Future: What We Know, What We 
Need to Know

What we know is that the boundaries of our world will continue to 
expand throughout the coming decades. We are more likely than ever 
before to encounter individuals from other countries and other cultures 
on a daily basis – in our homes, at work, in our schools. Building a global 
village takes hard work. It requires “reaching out, reaching in”; it requires 
that individuals as communicators focus their efforts on creating shared 
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meanings. The only way that we can develop meaningful relationships 
within our families, communities, and across continents is through effec-
tive listening. As we have seen, this requires that every individual shift 
his or her attention to the task of understanding better the attitudes, val-
ues, needs, and orientations of fellow communicators.

We also know that there has never been a greater need for the skills of 
effective listening than in these times of constant and often revolutionary 
change. The specific frameworks in which listening skills are taught 
or the specific definitions applied to desired behaviors are of relatively 
little consequence. What is imperative is that educators at all levels iden-
tify a method by which they can contribute to the future success and 
well being of their students through listening instruction. A skills 
approach clearly facilitates this goal. But listening-centered communica-
tion begins not with skills in the classroom but with attitudes in the 
home. It’s an orientation that places value on mutual understanding and 
respect, on recognizing and responding to differences and change. 
Yesterday’s children grew up with “show and tell” – tomorrow’s  children 
will be better prepared for the future if this traditional activity becomes 
“listen and learn.”

Understanding

Interpreting Evaluating

Hearing Remembering Responding

Situational Demands: Purpose & Context
Communicator characteristics, Relationship history, 
Physical setting, Time of day, Number of others present,      
Nature of technology, etc.

Org Role, Attitudes, Values, Bias, Motivation, Culture, Experiences, Etc.
Individual Listening Filters:

Figure 6.3 The HURIER Listening Model: Situational demands
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And what, then, do we need to facilitate listening-centered 
 communication? We need commitment, and we need evidence. 
Communication scholars, educators, and practitioners must become 
convinced that listening is central to creating community and advanc-
ing knowledge. This can only happen if substantially more research is 
focused on the core processes involved in creating shared meanings. As 
it becomes apparent that listening is related to global outcomes such as 
international conflict and business performance as well as to everyday 
personal misunderstandings, more urgency will be placed on discover-
ing best practices for teaching listening effectiveness. It is likely that 
skills-based approaches will provide not only a clear and concrete 
framework for improving and assessing listening behavior, but will 
also serve as a means of drawing attention to the role this critical com-
petence plays in helping to realize our brightest future.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 1 What is meant by “listening-centered” communication? What are the implications of 
framing listening rather than speaking as the fundamental communication skill?

 2 In what ways does the listener have more influence on communication effectiveness 
than the speaker when viewed from a meaning-centered perspective?

 3 Why is listening so important to effective intercultural communication? Provide a 
concrete example.

 4 Describe each of the six components of the HURIER Listening Model. Which com-
ponent do you believe is most troublesome for you as a listener? Explain.

 5 If you could chose only one component of the HURIER Model to be taught to all 
children before they leave school, which would it be and why?

 6 What do you think is missing from the HURIER Listening Model? What questions are 
left unanswered?

 7 Given the chapter discussion, what do you believe are the key challenges of a behav-
ioral approach to understanding and improving listening?

 8 What is meant by “situational demands” on listening? Give an example of two differ-
ent listening contexts and purposes, and discuss how listening requirements might 
differ.

 9 If you could create the perfect “listening context,” what would it be like? Describe 
features such as communicator characteristics, time of day, physical setting, and so 
forth.

10 When you “look to the future,” in what specific ways do you see listening effective-
ness as an important competency?

11 What does the author intend as the underlying fundamental difference between 
approaching communication as “listen and learn” rather than “show and tell”?
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Appendix 6.1: HURIER Listening Assessment Instrument 

1. Each of the questions is the listening assessment below corresponds with one of six 
listening components:
● Hearing
● Understanding
● Remembering
● Interpreting
● Evaluating
● Responding

2. It might be fun, before you go any further, to guess how you will do:

I think I will score highest on component  _________________________________
I will probably score lowest on component  _______________________________

3. When you have completed the questionnaire, process your scores in the following 
manner:
● Write the number of points you assigned to each response on the appropriate 

line below.
● Add up the points you gave yourself for each of the following sets of questions.
● Place your total for each set in the “total” space.

 Hearing  Understanding  Remembering
 4  ________   5  _______   3  ________
15  ________  11  _______   7  ________
16  ________  25  _______  10  ________
20  ________  28  _______  18  ________
24  ________  32  _______  31  ________

Total  ________ Total  _______ Total  ________

 Interpreting  Evaluating  Responding
 2  ________   1  _______   6  ________
12  ________   8  _______   9  ________
14  ________  22  _______  19  ________
17  ________  23  _______  26  ________
21  ________  29  _______  27  ________

Total  ________ Total  _______ Total  ________

4. What does this information tell you about your self-perceptions of your listening 
behavior?

5. Rank each of the six components according to the question totals.
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 Points total  Rank
Hearing _________ _____
Understanding _________ _____
Remembering _________ _____
Interpreting _________ _____
Evaluating _________ _____
Responding _________ _____

 6. In what skill areas are you high?
 7. Which one do you see as a potential problem?
 8. How did your actual ranking compare with your earlier guess?
 9. Use the chart below to assess each skill area:

● 30–25 points: you see yourself as an excellent listener
● 25–15 points: you consider your listening skills adequate
● 10–15 points: you perceive some problems in your listening behavior

10. You might also ask yourself:
● Is there a particular component with a significantly different total – either higher 

or much lower than the others?
● How do you think someone else would rank your listening behaviors?
● Take the role of one of your team members, your spouse, or some other impor-

tant person and answer the questionnaire from that person’s perspective. How 
did you do?

Listening Self-Assessment

Respond to each of the following questions concerning your perceptions of your listening 
behavior. 

Use the following key: 5 (always); 4 (usually); 3 (sometimes); 2 (infrequently); 1 (never).

When you respond, keep one specific situation in mind. It might be useful to use your 
team as a context for your listening behavior.

___ I weigh all evidence before making a decision.
___ I am sensitive to the speaker’s feelings in communication situations.
___ I approach tasks creatively.
___ I concentrate on what the speaker is saying.
___ I use clear and appropriate words to express my ideas.
___ I encourage others to express their opinion.
___ I am able to see how different pieces of information or ideas relate to one another.
___  I listen to the entire message when someone speaks, whether I agree with what they 

have to say or not.
___ I let the speaker know immediately that he or she has been understood.
___ I remember what I am told even in stressful situations.
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___  I recognize the main points in a presentation and am not distracted by supporting 
details.

___ I am sensitive to a speaker’s vocal cues in communication situations.
___ I provide sufficient feedback on the job.
___ I consider the speaker’s mood in understanding the message being presented.
___ I hear what is said when someone speaks to me.
___ I give an individual my complete attention when he is speaking to me.
___  I take into account situational factors that influence interactions when someone is 

speaking to me.
___ I can recall the specific information someone gives me several days later.
___ I respond in an appropriate and timely manner to information and requests.
___ I am ready to listen when approached by a speaker.
___  I notice the speaker’s facial expressions, body posture, and other nonverbal 

 behaviors.
___ I wait until all the information is presented before drawing any conclusions.
___ I allow for the fact that people and circumstances change over time.
___  I overcome distractions such as the conversations of others, background noises and 

telephones when someone is speaking to me.
___ I accurately understand what is said to me.
___ I seek information for better understanding of a situation.
___ I communicate clearly and directly.
___ I focus on the main point of a message rather than reacting to details.
___ I am receptive to points of view which differ from my own.
___ I time my communications appropriately.
___ I remember the details of things that happened weeks or months ago.
___ I let the speaker complete his or her message without interrupting.
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Listening in a Second Language
John Flowerdew and Lindsay Miller

In this contribution Flowerdew and Miller set out what they consider to be the essential 
features of a pedagogic model of second language listening. The model consists of a set of 
dimensions derived from a range of theories about listening. These dimensions are eclec-
tic, in so far as they draw on cognitive, social, linguistic, and pedagogic theory. Drawn 
together, they make possible a unified model of second language listening. The model 
incorporates previous models of listening: bottom-up processing; top-down processing; and 
interactive processing, but it also has distinct dimensions of listening which make it more 
intricate than previous models. The authors explain and provide examples of the following 
dimensions:

1 individualization;
2 cross-cultural aspects;
3 social features;
4 contextualized dimensions;
5 affective factors;
6 strategic aspects;
7 intertextuality; and
8 critical discourse features.

Introduction

In this chapter we outline some of the major areas of research that have 
developed in second language listening over the past 30 years. As a 
result of the increased interest in listening in a second and/or foreign 
language, a research agenda has developed, and this research has influ-
enced the way teachers view the pedagogy they use. After our review 
of the literature we sketch out a pedagogical model for the teaching of 
second language listening based on our understanding of the needs of 
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second language learners in modern-day society. This model is more 
fully explained and exemplified in Flowerdew and Miller (2005).

It was not until the early 1970s that second language listening research 
developed its own agenda. Prior to this, there had been concentrated 
efforts into researching listening in the first language and reading in 
the first and second language, but not on listening in the second lan-
guage. The assumption was that listening in the second language was 
the same as in the learner’s native language, and that reading and lis-
tening were so similar, both being receptive skills, that what was true 
for reading must also be true for listening. Without doubt, research into 
first language listening and first and second language reading has been 
helpful in understanding some of the issues important to second lan-
guage  listening. Referring to this related research, Faerch and Kasper 
(1986, p. 263) stated that “[it] has inspired research into L2 comprehen-
sion with respect to developing comprehension models, formulating 
research problems, and selecting suitable methods of investigation.” At 
the same time, however, this research into first language listening and 
reading also highlighted the need for a research agenda that is specific 
to second language listening.

There were other reasons which prevented second language listening 
from having its own research agenda prior to the 1970s. Gilman and 
Moody (1984) list three reasons: (i) learning a language meant being 
able to speak the language and so listening was relegated to a second-
ary position; (ii) listening was considered something which could be 
“picked-up”; and (iii) language teachers (and researchers) never had 
lessons in “understanding spoken English” when they attended school 
so they did not perceive a learner’s need for this.

Viewed from another perspective, the relative lack of research into 
listening seems somewhat strange, given the fact that it is the language 
skill most often used in everyday life. More than 40 percent of our daily 
communication time is spent on listening, 35 percent on speaking, 16 
percent on reading, and only 9 percent on writing (Burley-Allen, 1995). 
During school years, listening is the skill teachers focus on most with 
their students, with some 60 percent of elementary students’ time taken 
up with listening (Brown, 1990). As other modes of communication are 
learned, the focus on listening decreases until students enter college 
when once again it becomes a major focus via the lecturing system. 
It therefore seems strange that listening has been the poor relation 
in terms of the amount of research time and energy expended on it. 
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One of the main reasons for this lack of research interest may be that it 
is easier to conduct experiments on reading skills, for instance, rather 
than listening skills, given the ephemeral nature of the latter.

Problems Associated with Researching Second 
Language Listening

As the agenda for researching second language listening became more 
identified in the 1970s, the complexity of the issue began to be seen. It 
became obvious that in order to gain a perspective on what was involved 
in second language listening comprehension, it was necessary to look at 
both the process and the product (Field, 2000). Listening comprehension 
also had to be investigated from a number of angles, namely: phonology; 
lexis; syntax-semantics; schema theory; socio-linguistics; and culture 
(Dirven and Oakeshott-Taylor, 1984). Each of these levels of comprehen-
sion interrelates with each of the others. In addition to this, listening had 
to be investigated from a variety of competence levels (beginners, interme-
diate, advanced learners), from a variety of contexts (listening to a radio 
broadcast, to a movie, as part of a conversation etc.), and from the per-
spective of the type of listening involved –  discriminative listening (dis-
tinguishing between fact and opinion), comprehensive listening 
(under standing the message), critical listening (evaluation of the message), 
therapeutic listening (using the listener as a sounding board), and appre-
ciative listening (listening for entertainment) (Wolvin and Coakley, 1996).

Along with the number of dimensions that had to be part of an inves-
tigation into listening, there was the problem of how to actually go 
about undertaking research when the information was ‘inside-the-
head’. Faerch and Kasper (1986), for instance, discuss the difficulties in 
conducting experimental research of a psycholinguistic/sociolinguistic 
nature where the researchers had to rely on the ability of the subjects 
(second language learners) to tell them what was going on inside their 
heads. In order to do this, learners would need to possess sophisticated 
knowledge about the second language, knowledge about its socio- 
cultural context and the ability to interpret it, and knowledge of their 
strategic competence and the ability to describe this.

One further problem with the early research into second language lis-
tening comprehension was that there was no baseline research unless the 
research into first language listening and second language reading is 
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considered. Instead, researchers (who were often language teachers) had 
to interpret their research findings on the basis of their perceptions and 
‘hunches’ rather than on the basis of theories and models. As Dirven and 
Oakeshott-Taylor (1984, p. 443) maintain, issues investigated as part of 
the second language listening research agenda ‘have sprung from logico-
deductive speculation, fuelled by professional intuition garnered as a 
result of years of classroom teaching.’ This is not to say that following a 
hunch or investigating a ‘problem’ is wrong, it is just that the research 
agenda for second language listening lacked cohesion to begin with.

In spite of the problematic start to research into second language lis-
tening, a research agenda has developed over time. Research into lis-
tening can be divided into four main areas, depending on the basis of 
the research, namely measurement, analysis, identification and perceptions. 
These four bases of research have resulted in four different types of 
study, namely (i) psychometric studies measuring aspects of speech or 
listening, (ii) discourse analyses of speech, (iii) the identification of strate-
gies conducive to success in listening, and (iv) ethnographic investigations 
observing, describing and interpreting listening in natural conditions.

Psychometric research

Several researchers in applied linguistics have taken a positivist 
approach to investigating factors involved in listening. Some of the 
areas which have been examined include speech rate and pausology 
(Derwing, 1990; Griffiths, 1989; Tauroza and Allison, 1990; White, 1997; 
Zhao 1997); the effect of syntactic and discourse level modification 
(Cervantes and Gainer, 1986; Chaudron and Richards, 1986; Chiang 
and Dunkel, 1992; Dunkel and Davis, 1994; Flowerdew and Tauroza, 
1995); lexis (Jackson and Bilton, 1994; Kelly, 1991; Meccartty, 2000); vis-
uals (Ginther, 2002); foreign accents (Derwing and Rossiter, 2003; Munro 
and Derwing, 1995, 2001); comparisons between first language and sec-
ond language recall (Klaassen and Snippe, 1998); and comparisons of 
different types of listening support (Chang and Read, 2006).

Discourse analysis

A second major research approach to second language students’ listen-
ing is discourse analysis. Discourse analysts examine, in detail, the 
(spoken) texts which are the object of listening. Work by discourse 
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 analysts has focused on lexical phrases (DeCarrico and Nattinger, 1988); 
propositions (Lehrer, 1994; Rost, 1994); length of texts and silent peri-
ods (Klaassen and Snippe, 1999); discourse patterns in talk (Olsen and 
Huckin, 1990; Thompson, 1994); non-relevant information in talk, for 
example, asides (Strodt-Lopez, 1991). There is also a considerable litera-
ture within the field of second language acquisition, which, while not 
focusing on listening per se, is clearly relevant to second language lis-
tening. For example, research has been conducted on how interlan-
guage forms evolve in spoken interaction, on the structure of “foreigner 
talk”, and on adjustments to interaction among second language learn-
ers (for a review see Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991).

Identifying what the features of spoken text are might seem like a 
straightforward approach. However, knowledge about discourse struc-
ture does not tell us anything about the listening process. For instance, if 
we discovered that “lists” occur frequently in lectures, we might consider 
using lists in our teaching of listening. In academic listening, writers of 
textbooks on listening often assume that we can discover which linguistic 
features and factors constitute a coherent lecture, advise lecturers to use 
these features, and train students to recognize them (cf. Lynch, 2004). 
However, there are so many features of general lecture presentations and 
so many idiosyncratic aspects to individual lectures that it is simply not 
possible to produce a textbook with a definitive list of all the desirable 
features of a generic lecture which can then be used to train L2 students to 
comprehend specific lectures. Discourse analysis does add to our under-
standing of the issues involved in second language listening, but it must 
be viewed as only one dimension of the research agenda. Investigations 
into these aspects of listening using a discourse analytical approach are 
on-going, and further research continues to be undertaken.

Listening strategies

Over the past 25 years extensive work has been carried out into identi-
fying how good second language learners learn. Much of this work 
began with influential papers by Rubin (1975) and Stern (1975). Their 
work has resulted in a body of literature focused on learner strategies, 
and more recently on listening strategies. According to Willing (1988, 
p. 7), a learning strategy is “a specific mental procedure for gathering, 
processing, associating, categorizing, rehearsing and retrieving 
 information or  patterned skills.” The initial work in this area postulated 
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that once the “good” learner strategies had been identified, these could 
be introduced to weak language learners in order to make them more 
effective learners. Although this hypothesis still underlies much of the 
research into learner strategies, the task of identifying what are “good” 
strategies and how these can be introduced to learners is not as easy as 
first thought. The main problem is determining what an effective strat-
egy is, and how variables such as age, gender, culture, proficiency level 
etc. are to be taken into account in assessing the effectiveness of strate-
gies (Oxford, 1989).

In an illuminating study into the large number of strategies that 
learners make use of O’Malley, Chamot, Stewner-Manzanares, Russo, 
and Kupper (1985) report that ESL high school students’ in the United 
States used no fewer than 638 strategies in integrated learning tasks 
(using all four language skills). This wide range of strategies, however, 
was classified by O’Malley, Chamot, Stewner-Manzanares, Russo, and 
Kupper (1985) into 20 distinct categories which encapsulated the three 
main uses of strategies, namely metacognitive, cognitive and socio- 
affective strategies respectively, see also Brown and Palincsar, (1982). 
Metacognitive strategy refers to the ways in which learners organize, 
monitor and evaluate their learning; cognitive strategy to the processes 
which learners use to acquire the language; and socio-affective strategy 
to the ways in which learners use others to enhance their learning and 
the ways in which they encourage themselves to continue learning. 
Specifically with regard to listening, O’Malley and Chamot (1990) iden-
tified a range of effective strategies used by second language listeners, 
classified according to the three types of metacognitive – for example, 
thinking about the learning process, self monitoring, problem identifi-
cation; cognitive – for example, note-taking, deduction, summarization; 
and social and affective – for example, questioning for clarification, coop-
eration with other learners.

Vandergrift (1997) states that, although the number of research studies 
that investigate strategies has increased, the area of listening strategies, 
despite its importance in language learning, is still rather under- 
researched: “Listening internalises the rules of language and facilitates 
the emergence of other language skills.” (1997, p. 387). Researchers have 
attempted to identify the listening strategies which second language 
learners use and to assess how efficient these strategies are. The most 
recent studies into listening strategies use a variety of research tools, 
including the analysis of listening tests and questionnaires (Vogely, 1995; 
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Chien and Wei, 1998); the analysis of students’ listening diaries (Goh, 
1997, 1998, 2000); the use of students’ talk-aloud procedures (Vandergrift, 
1999, 2002, 2003); and strategy instruction session (Carrier, 2003; Goh 
and Taib, 2006). Through these different tools researchers have identified 
certain types of learner strategy; the relationships between types of strat-
egy and language proficiency; and some of the learner problems when 
using listening strategies.

Ethnography

Although qualitative research techniques are now used in second lan-
guage research, they are still not widely used to investigate listening 
skills. In particular, ethnographic research into second language listen-
ing is lacking. There are several reasons for this, among which are that 
there are: (i) a variety of research instruments usually used to ensure 
triangulation of the data, resulting in a complex methodology; (ii) eth-
nographies often take a long time to complete; and (iii) usually two or 
more researchers have to be involved to ensure data verification. 
However, when ethnographic methods are used, they provide us with 
rich insights into second language listening.

Two main ethnographic studies in recent years into academic listen-
ing are reviewed here, one an intensive investigation of one NNS stu-
dent’s experiences in attending university in the United States, the 
other a long-term investigation of Chinese students attending an 
English-medium university in Hong Kong.

Benson (1989) reports an ethnographic study of one post-graduate 
Arab student during one semester at a university in the United States. 
Various research instruments were used to collect data from the stu-
dent, namely primary data via participant observations and interviews 
with the student and his lecturer, and secondary data such as the stu-
dent’s written notes and lecture outlines. Benson (1989, p. 440) summa-
rizes his research findings about this one student’s attempt to negotiate 
his way through an academic course as follows:

● The need to learn content altered the ESL student’s approach to the 
course.

● The ESL student’s learning conception (largely reproductive) domi-
nated his activities throughout the course, leading to his extrinsic 
experience of the classes.
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● The presence of the teacher shifted the focus away from content, 
bringing in a range of affective factors.

● The ESL student’s note taking primarily recorded ‘main’ points at 
the expense of ‘subsidiary’ ones.

● Background knowledge formed an important part of the course for 
the ESL student, often leading to a personal interpretation of the 
material.

● Classroom interaction was largely disregarded by the ESL student in 
his note taking.

● Specific teaching gambits produced predictable responses across 
both L1 and L2 students (as seen by the researcher) in the observed 
lectures.

● The ESL student needed to be able to participate verbally in the class 
but did not.

Benson’s study was an attempt to investigate how the experiences of 
one ESL student might offer insights into the listening process of a 
graduate student and how this information might be used to inform 
ESL courses in the university. He suggests that the type of listening 
students engage in while attending content lectures is qualitatively and 
quantitatively different from what they practice in ESL classes, and that 
ESL classes should contain some content-based assessment so as to pre-
pare students for this type of listening.

While Benson’s study was an in-depth ethnography carried out over 
one semester and using only one student as its focus, Flowerdew and 
Miller (1992, 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1997), Flowerdew, Li and Miller (1998), 
and Flowerdew, Miller and Li (2000) report on an ethnographic investi-
gation which took place over a period of 9 years and had a large number 
of informants. The data from these studies can be divided into two 
main categories, the first category being reported in three articles deal-
ing with the perceptions, problems and strategies used by students and 
lecturers in receiving and giving lectures in English, and the second 
category being reported in a series of articles dealing with special fea-
tures of the lecture event.

In their ethnographic study, Flowerdew and Miller (1992, 1995, 1996a, 
1996b) show that students and lecturers share some perceptions about 
lectures in English, but that there were several gray areas where each 
group had differing perceptions of the lecturing event; for instance, 
although most of the lecturers reported that they enjoyed lecturing and 
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that lectures were of central importance to conveying information to 
the students, the students had minimal experience of attending lectures 
prior to university and so did not seem to appreciate the importance the 
lecturers attached to lectures. This mismatch in perceptions can obvi-
ously lead to lack of preparation for listening to academic discourse 
and loss of comprehension on the part of the student. It led to frustra-
tion on the part of the lecturer, and a search for ways to present infor-
mation in a second language that would assist learners more.

The second group of articles by Flowerdew, Miller and Li (1998, 2000) 
deals with special issues which are generated from the grounded data. 
Some of these special issues are cultural: ethnic culture, local culture, 
academic culture, and disciplinary culture; socio-cultural: purpose of 
lectures, role of lecturers, styles of lecturing, simplification, listener 
behavior, and humor; and features of lectures: features of spoken lan-
guage, interpersonal strategies, discourse structuring, and integration 
with other media. Each of these aspects needs to be taken into account 
when presenting spoken text and taken together they highlight the 
complexity of the nature of academic listening in a second language.

A Pedagogical Model for Second Language 
Listening

As we stated earlier in this chapter, little attention was previously paid 
to how to teach listening to students either in a first-language or sec-
ond-language context. Fortunately, as research into this area developed, 
textbook authors and teachers became more aware of the need to 
include listening activities in materials and language classes. However, 
although listening was introduced into the syllabus of most courses, a 
product model which focused on testing listening rather than a process 
model with a focus on developing listening skills, was used (Mendelson, 
2001). Things are changing, and recent teacher educational publica-
tions, such as Helgensen and Brown (2007), encourage teachers to go 
beyond the testing paradigm in their classroom.

It is with insights into the previous research into second language lis-
tening, and the realization that listening skills are complex processes that 
the present authors developed their own model for listening in a second 
language. Our pedagogic model of second language listening consists 
of a set of dimensions which are derived from a range of theories about 
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listening. These dimensions are eclectic, insofar as they draw on  cognitive, 
social, linguistic and pedagogic theory. Drawn together, they make pos-
sible a unified model of second language listening.

Process Models of Listening

Over the past 40 years or so, there have been three approaches to explain 
the processes of listening: bottom-up; top-down; and interactive.

Bottom-up processing

The first model of listening to be developed was the so-called bottom-up 
model. It was developed by researchers working in the 1940s and 1950s. 
According to the bottom-up model, listeners build understanding by 
starting with the smallest units of the acoustic message, individual 
sounds, or phonemes. These are then combined into words, which, in 
turn, together make up phrases, clauses and sentences. Finally, indi-
vidual sentences combine together to create ideas and concepts and 
relationships between them.

Top-down processing

Developed after bottom-up models, top-down models emphasize the 
use of previous knowledge in processing a text rather than relying upon 
the individual sounds and words. The top-down model was developed 
when researchers considered the fact that experimental subjects are 
unable to identify truncated words in isolation from the words of which 
they form a part, while, on the other hand, they are quite able to iden-
tify these same truncated words so long as they are presented with the 
surrounding context.

Interactive processing

If listening involves both bottom-up and top-down processing, it follows 
that some sort of model which synthesizes the two is required. This we 
have in the so-called interactive model, as developed, most notably, 
by Rumelhart and his associates (for example, Rumelhart and McClelland, 
1982). According to Rumelhart, language is processed simultaneously 
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at different levels. In this parallel processing, phonological, syntactic, 
semantic and pragmatic information interact with each other.

Dimensions of Listening

The above three models have been used extensively over the past dec-
ades to develop materials for teaching second language listening. 
However, they do not cater for all the complexities of the listening proc-
ess, a process which also encompasses affective, individual, strategic, 
contextual, social, cultural, critical and intertextual dimensions 
(Flowerdew and Miller 2005). When we include such other dimensions 
into teaching listening, we are able to demonstrate how a pedagogical 
model of second language listening might be conceptualized.

In this section, after a brief explanation of each dimension, we illus-
trate the dimension with the type of listening exercise which helps 
learners develop this dimension of their listening. The exercises are 
based on an extended listening task of an interview with a famous 
singer. This type of listening task would normally be presented to learn-
ers who would be required to listen intensively and then asked ques-
tions based only on the information in the interview – for instance, 
When did the singer leave Cuba to come to the US? What was the sing-
er’s mother’s name? What does the singer think about her life in the 
US? When questions like these are presented after an extended stretch 
of spoken discourse they function as a memory test, and do not aid the 
learners in developing their listening skills, as we outline above.

An affective dimension

Most models of listening basically try to explain comprehension. 
However, comprehension can take place only if individuals are moti-
vated to listen. There are many influences on listeners which may affect 
the way they listen to something and either increase or decrease their 
effectiveness as listeners. Mathewson (1985) suggested a four dimen-
sional model for reading in a second language which includes attitude, 
motivation, affect, and physical feelings. Such a model can be easily 
adapted to a listening context. A pedagogic model of listening needs an 
affective dimension which accounts for the decision to listen and to 
maintain appropriate levels of concentration.
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In our interview listening lesson, as a pre-listening exercise, the 
teacher could ask the learners about their favorite singers, why they 
like these particular singers, if there are any singers the learners do not 
particularly enjoy listening to. This type of exercise engages learners in 
the lesson, motivates them to want to be a part of the lesson, and offers 
them the opportunity to interact with the teacher and each other in a 
realistic fashion – chatting about popular singers.

Individual variation

An important advantage of the interactive model over hierarchical 
models, whether they be bottom-up or top-down, is that it allows for 
the possibility of individual variation in linguistic processing. From the 
pedagogic point of view, this opens up the possibility of a model which 
is sensitive to individual learning styles and strategies, on the one hand, 
and the needs of particular groups, on the other.

As a follow on to asking learners about their musical preferences, the 
teacher could then introduce the singer about to be interviewed, in this 
case Gloria Estefan. Many learners may not have heard of this singer 
before, so the teacher could play a short exert of one of her songs. Then 
learners may be asked to comment on the type of song they had just 
heard, whether they liked it or not, and why. The teacher could also at 
this point elicit any information the learners knew about the singer or 
the type of music. Learners are encouraged to have differing opinions 
about the singer and her music and are provided with the opportunity 
to listen using their preferred style.

A strategic dimension

Any second language model of listening needs to incorporate specific 
features of the second language listening process. The learning dimen-
sion of a second language model of listening must identify the specific 
learning strategies which are beneficial to the acquisition of the listen-
ing skill. These can then be considered in the development of pedagogic 
materials, as is increasingly becoming the case. See for example the 
Tapestry series of course books on listening and speaking with Rebecca 
Oxford as series editor and Benz and Dworak, (2000).

In a third pre-listening activity, learners could be encouraged to 
 activate their vocabulary about the four areas which the singer will 
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talk about in her interview: work; family; personality; and childhood. 
The teacher could write up words on the board given by the learners as 
a way of activating their schemata on each of the categories so that when 
they listen to the interview they will not be ‘listening in the dark’, so to 
speak. Predicting what you will hear is a well-known listening strategy.

A contextualized dimension

In our own ethnographic work on academic listening (cited above), one 
of the most striking of the findings has been the close integration of 
listening with other processes and activities. In the lecture context, stu-
dents are not only required to listen to what the lecturer says. They 
probably also have to read a handout and look at visual aids. They 
probably need to take notes. Before the lecture they may have been 
expected to do some preparatory reading. And following the lecture 
they may be required to participate in a tutorial and/or complete a 
written assignment. Later, they may have to sit an exam. All of these 
activities which accompany the listening process are likely to affect the 
way an individual actually listens.

Having motivated the learners to take part in the singer’s interview 
lesson, invited learners’ personal comments about the type of music of 
the singer interviewed, and asked them to brainstorm vocabulary asso-
ciated with the type of listening topics they will hear, the teacher can 
then move onto a while-listening exercise. In this case, we may ask the 
learners to draw a simple table and write down any information they 
hear during the interview under each category on the table: work; fam-
ily; personality; and childhood. The learners will then have a record of 
what they heard, or what they thought they heard from the interview, 
and they will have been provided with a meaningful context within 
which to listen.

A social dimension

Bottom-up models of listening have been developed within the context of 
the processing of individual sounds, words, or sentences. Top-down and 
interactive models have used more extended text. Both have been limited 
to monologue, however. Neither type of research has considered interac-
tive dialogue. While there are practical reasons for this (it is much sim-
pler to conduct experiments using single sounds, words, sentences or 
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monologic texts), it is unfortunate insofar as the most pervasive  context 
within which listening occurs in the real world is dialogue. Listening, in 
the context of conversation, is not just a psycho-perceptual process, as the 
models outlined above might lead one to believe. It is also a very social 
activity, in which both speaker and hearer affect the nature of the mes-
sage, on the one hand, and how it is to be interpreted, on the other. Grice’s 
maxims (Grice, 1975), for example, are based upon the assumption of 
such mutual cooperation in conversation. Any comprehensive model of 
listening needs, therefore, to take conversation into account.

The social dimension of the lesson has already been introduced in the 
individual dimension stage where learners were encouraged to chat 
about the singer they would hear in the interview. We can now take this 
dimension further and ask the learners to work in pairs to share the infor-
mation they have recorded on their table with each other. In this way, 
learners will engage in more than simple information transfer and will 
probably use many of the social features of spoken texts in talking with 
each other about the information they collected.

A cross-cultural dimension

If we consider the role of schemata and background knowledge in the 
listening process, this leads us to the question of different cultural inter-
pretations. Different cultures are likely to give rise to different schemata 
and consequently different expectations and interpretations of a given 
(spoken or written) text.

As a post-listening activity to our lesson, we might consider asking 
the learners to compare some of the information that was mentioned in 
the tape. For instance, the singer came from Cuba and so learners might 
be asked to talk about the differences she mentioned between working 
in Cuba and in the US. The learners also may be asked to compare any 
other information about the four categories she was interviewed about 
and extend their discussion to their personal experiences of differences 
between their own cultures and that of the US.

A critical dimension

In considering intertextuality from the point of view of listening, we are 
concerned with how the spoken message we hear is related to other 
texts. Texts, of course, are social artifacts, produced by individuals 

              



172 John Flowerdew and Lindsay Miller

 situated within particular societies, at particular times, and in particu-
lar places. If texts are social in nature, they can be said to represent 
society. At the same time, however, society, to some extent, is consti-
tuted by texts, by what people say; our conception of reality is necessar-
ily mediated through language. If we consider texts in this way, then 
listening becomes a political activity, because what we hear is imbued 
with the assumptions, or ideologies, which are shared by the society 
from which the texts emanate. Given the inequalities in power between 
members of contemporary society and the potential for exploitation of 
the less powerful by the more powerful, the possibility arises of a criti-
cal approach to listening, an approach which seeks to interpret lan-
guage critically in the light of unequal distribution of power.

As a further extension to the cultural dimension, we might consider 
introducing a critical dimension to the lesson by asking learners to 
critically analyze the position of women in the workplace or elderly in 
society as a way of extending the topics from the interview. In this 
way, we encourage our learners to go beyond the listening for infor-
mation task of the interview and develop their own personal opinions 
on topics.

An intertextual dimension

The comparatively recent resurgence of interest in the work of the 
Soviet linguist Bakhtin (see, for example, Holquist, 1990) has drawn 
attention to the pervasive intertextual nature of language, how any 
utterance is likely to reflect the past linguistic experience of the speaker 
and hearer. The contextualized view of listening outlined in the previ-
ous section is concerned with one type of intertextuality, in the termi-
nology of some scholars. We prefer to distinguish the broader type of 
textual relation, which is concerned with conceptual knowledge rather 
than actual language forms, from the more overtly linguistic relations 
which for us constitute intertextuality.

This sort of intertextuality can be found in advertising. In a television 
advertisement for Thai International Airlines, a voice whispers the 
words “smooth as silk.” This phrase is a commonly used idiom in 
English, but when used in this particular context it takes on a new 
meaning; smoothness does not refer to a surface here, but to the smooth 
ride one has with this particular airline and the smooth service, a 
 distinctive feature of certain South-East Asian airlines. As well as 
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 advertisers adapting everyday language and attaching new meanings 
in specific contexts, everyday conversation often draws on advertising 
language for its own uses

Intertextuality is thus pervasive in many forms of language, includ-
ing casual conversation. It is an aspect of comprehension which 
demands a high level of familiarity with the target culture over and 
above knowledge of the basic language system. Whatever the chal-
lenges, given its pervasiveness, a model of L2 listening needs to incor-
porate intertextuality at some level.

One way of dealing with the intertextual dimension of the model 
could be to introduce to the learners the fictitious task of helping Gloria 
Estefan prepare titles for a new CD based on her family and her life. We 
then would encourage our learners to re-interpret language they have 
into a new form; song titles.

Conclusion

The selected review of the research into listening presented in this 
 chapter clearly shows the complexity of the issues involved. In spite of 
the seemingly chaotic start to research into L2 listening, a research 
agenda has developed over time. In our literature review of the types of 
research into listening we have divided the research into four main 
parts, depending on the basis of the research, namely measurement, anal-
ysis, identification of strategies and perceptions. Any one of these approaches 
constitutes a major research area in its own right. Taken together, these 
four areas highlight the complexity of the issues involved in research-
ing second language listening. Although the approaches to researching 
listening overlap to some extent – and some overlap considerably – a 
researcher may prefer to use one approach over another when investi-
gating listening. Regardless of any one approach taken, though, research 
following the other approaches also needs to be considered in order 
to frame the research within the current overall listening research 
agenda.

Research which has been undertaken in the past 30 years of so into 
second language listening allows us to appreciate the complexity of the 
listening skill. In light of this body of research, we now need to re- 
conceptualize how we teach listening to second language learners. In 
this chapter we have shown how previous models which were used to 
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develop listening pedagogy did not go far enough to include essential 
dimensions which listeners face in contemporary society. Therefore, we 
have proposed a new pedagogical model which we have briefly 
explained here. Once textbook writers and teachers take the dimen-
sions we suggest into account we believe that not only will second lan-
guage learners develop better listening skills, but that listening lessons 
will become more enjoyable also.
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Listening Practices: Are We 
Getting Any Better?
Sheila C. Bentley

In this chapter, Bentley explores how businesses are moving towards a performance 
improvement approach for enhancing listening skills and listening performance. Some of 
the difficulties encountered, however, lie in identifying which specific behaviors impact the 
listening performance and can be directly tied to improved outcomes and a return on the 
investment for developing or encouraging these behaviors. In other words, which listening 
behaviors affect outcomes and profits in a business setting, and how can those behaviors 
be taught, measured, and reinforced?

This chapter seeks to determine whether measurable gains are being made in listening 
effectiveness in the business world. If gains are being made, how are the gains being meas-
ured – specifically what behaviors are being observed, counted or measured, and related 
to listening improvement. Finally, if there are measurable improvements, are these improve-
ments related to the business goals of the organization? In short, this chapter examines 
whether we are getting any better at listening, and if so, is it making any difference to the 
business?

In her address to the 2003 ASTD Annual Convention, Tina Sung, the 
president of ASTD (the American Society for Training and Development), 
stated that the two most important trends in training today are:

1 linking learning to the business strategy of the organization; and
2 performance consulting.

Sung (2003) also emphasized that those in the training and develop-
ment field need new measurements that show the value of learning to 
the organization. She said, “We should be asking: How is training tied 
to your organization’s business strategies? What is the problem you are 
trying to solve?” Consequently, if we are trying to improve listening 
effectiveness, the skills we teach should be tied to the organization’s 
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business strategies, and we should be providing measures that show 
not only that there are measurable changes, but also that the changes 
are producing the desired impact on the organization.

Tying Performance to Business Goals

Truly, the demand has increased for tying employee performance and 
training and development to business outcomes, and the emphasis has 
shifted from training as the answer to all performance problems to 
training as one possible strategy out of many for improving per-
formance (Blanchard, Robinson, and Robinson, 2002; Robinson and 
Robinson, 1998; Rummler and Brache, 1995). In fact, in many cases, 
businesses are no longer offering training in soft skills or employee 
development areas unless it can be shown that these skills relate to the 
bottom line or the company’s strategic goals. Kaplan and Norton (2001) 
present a model that traces an effective organization’s mission down 
through core values, the vision, strategic initiatives, and finally to what 
an individual worker should be doing (p. 73). Training, while delivered 
to the individual worker, is generally expected to be focused up through 
the organization at the mission, vision, and strategic goals.

Consequently, in listening training, the need to show a relationship 
between improved listening skills and factors that affect the bottom line 
has increased. Showing this relationship is perhaps the greatest chal-
lenge facing listening experts. While intuitively we feel that if you listen 
better, you get more information and have a better relationship with the 
speaker, we now are being challenged to prove that specific behaviors 
will increase sales or decrease costs or improve customer satisfaction or 
employee morale. In a performance improvement environment, we are 
even required to count or measure the behaviors and then show correla-
tions to achieving the organization’s business goals. Thus, if we propose 
that customer service agents who spend less time talking (theoretically 
listening to the customer) will do a better job of satisfying the customer, 
we would need to measure the time spent listening (or not talking) and 
then measure changes in per-customer sales or customer retention. (Of 
course, since there could be other factors, such as reduced prices, that 
could be impacting the increase in sales, it can be a complicated connec-
tion to make.) Still, in the training arena, the pressure is on to connect 
training and performance with business outcomes.
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Identifying Desired Outcomes and Related 
Behaviors

In business, the adage is to “start with the end in mind.” What do you 
want to get better at? Typical measures of outcomes related to business 
goals include:

● reduced costs;
● increased revenue;
● increased profits;
● increased efficiency;
● increased effectiveness;
● reduced customer turnover;
● improved safety;
● improved employee morale; and
● reduced employee turnover.

Once the business or organizational goals are identified, an assess-
ment phase should follow, where performance models are developed, 
performance gaps are identified, and cause analyses are conducted. 
For instance, if a business wanted to reduce customer turnover, what 
would be the ideal listening behaviors that would decrease the cus-
tomer turnover, what are customer service representatives (CSRs) 
doing now, what performance gaps exist, what causes these gaps 
(perhaps not enough time to listen, or the CSR has a script to follow 
that doesn’t build in listening time), and how will the new behaviors 
be taught, measured, and supported. Finally, if these behaviors are 
implemented, is there a resultant decrease in customer turnover? 
Does the behavior change produce the desired business result? One 
other question of importance in business is does the cost of making 
the change produce a sufficient financial benefit, or what is the return 
on the investment (ROI)? (If we give CSRs more time to listen and 
customers are more satisfied, do they buy more or do they just talk to 
the CSRs more?)

After the business or organizational goals are set, the next step would 
be to tie listening performance to those business goals. Robinson and 
Robinson (1998) developed a Five-Phase Model for evaluating perform-
ance improvement projects. The five phases are:
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Phase 1 – Goal setting;
Phase 2 – Performance analysis;
Phase 3 – Design for improvement;
Phase 4 – Implementation; and
Phase 5 – Impact.

This model serves as a good starting point, but because listening effec-
tiveness can vary so much from one situation to another, expanding the 
model could provide better guidance to listening improvement. The 
steps in the process might be as follows:

Listening Improvement Process Model

Phase 1 – Establish business goals.
Phase 2 – Assess performance factors for the specific situation (that is, 

environmental factors, speaker or customer expectations, processes, 
equipment, job performer, available time).

Phase 3 – Identify outstanding performers (Who does the job well?).
Phase 4 – Identify desirable behaviors (What do the outstanding 

 performers do?).
Phase 5 – Measure current performance and determine performance 

gaps in underperforming individuals.
Phase 6 – Conduct a cause or gap analysis.
Phase 7 – Train, coach, or provide support for new behaviors.
Phase 8 – Measure performance.
Phase 9 – Provide feedback and retrain as needed.
Phase 10 – Measure impact on business goals.

In a performance improvement model, there are three “levels of 
 performance” (Robinson and Robinson, 1998):

Level 1 – The organizational level;
Level 2 – The process level; and
Level 3 – The job/performer level.

Training and development may focus on Level 3, the job/performer level, 
but performance is still tied to the process level and the  organizational 
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level. For example, an effective listener in a bad process or in a failing 
business will still not be successful. Consequently, training may be only 
one piece of the performance improvement approach.

Furthermore, in a performance improvement approach, training is 
no longer considered to be the automatic answer to all performance 
problems. In the past, once a need was identified, training often was 
ordered for the affected employees. However, the return on the invest-
ment (ROI) from the training was often disappointing – the training 
was costly, and the results were disappointing. As a result, the trend 
has been to examine what the factors are that affect performance and 
then address those factors, and sometimes these factors may have 
nothing to do with training. (For instance, many people feel they 
could be better listeners if they had more time and weren’t expected 
to multi-task while listening.) Or if the first contact with a customer is 
through a lengthy voice mail menu, it might be difficult for listening 
training to overcome the irritation of a frustrated customer who had 
to listen to voice mail options rather than a live voice. Instead of a 
training solution, changing the process or hiring additional customer 
service representatives might lead to better performance. Or it may 
be the reward system or productivity measures that cause the prob-
lem, such as rewarding the number of calls taken, rather than the 
quality or satisfaction of the customer. For example, physicians aren’t 
reimbursed for time spent listening to patients; consequently, less 
time is built into the appointment time for listening to the patient. 
Thus, training the physicians in listening skills might not improve 
their listening effectiveness.

Another result of the emphasis on performance improvement 
and return on investment is the development of long-term partner-
ships between management and trainers or coaches that focus on 
performance and a resulting improvement in ROI or financial bene-
fit. So  listening training is moving away from the one-day seminar to 
longer-term partnerships where business goals are established, proc-
esses are developed, behaviors that support these processes are iden-
tified, measured, coached or taught, remeasured, and outcomes 
assessed. The next challenge to address becomes what specific listen-
ing behaviors will produce the desired results, are they observable 
and measurable, and are we measuring them to determine if progress 
is being made?
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Identifying and Measuring Listening Behaviors

One report on customer service (Report on Customer Relationship 
Management, 2003) concludes that customer service representatives are 
still measured on efficiency rather than value – the number of calls han-
dled, rather than the quality or outcome. Arussy reports, “Agents are still 
paid bonuses for hanging up quicker … there are no processes for them 
(customers) to voice their opinions.” This report also concludes that call 
center metrics are still lagging behind the goals they are meant to support. 
“Fifteen percent, probably less, have the religion to measure effectiveness, 
customer satisfaction, or lifetime customer value.” (p. 8) Andre Harris, 
director of reservation training and quality assurance at Continental 
Airlines says: “At Continental, we’ve tossed out the per-call time goals for 
more big-picture targets. It’s still a balance, but today it’s customer service 
first, sales second, and efficiency third” (p. 8). This report also states that the 
top customer service trend in 2003 is to put greater emphasis on key per-
formance indicators (KPIs) that guarantee success. So, it would seem that 
some companies are making progress toward measuring effectiveness.

However, this same report asserts that customer relationship manage-
ment initiatives fail because functional ROI-driven efforts add little cus-
tomer value. Executives want to retain and gain customers while increasing 
overall satisfaction, but they use ROI-focused metrics which produce only 
improved operational efficiency. There may be more achieved by attract-
ing new, high-value customers and by training and supporting a reputa-
tion for customer service, which would more than likely require effective 
listening, which would hopefully translate to customer loyalty. Furthermore, 
businesses in general are not yet identifying specific listening behaviors 
that relate directly even to operational efficiency. Consequently, while 
progress is being made in identifying effectiveness, we may not be up to 
measuring the ROI of the improved effectiveness or the specific listening 
behaviors that make listeners more effective in the targeted situation.

Measuring Individual Listening Performance

At the level of the individual job performer, behaviors are described 
very specifically and measurable behavioral goals are set that include a 
quantity, quality, and manner of performance. Thus, just saying that 
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someone will spend 50 percent of their communication time listening to 
a customer is not a specific enough goal. This goal should specify such 
behaviors as sincerely empathizing with the customer by saying things 
such as “I can see that you are upset.” Manner of performance might 
include a description of the tone of voice or the use of polite or respect-
ful words or behaviors (thanking the customer for calling, apologizing 
for the problem, using the customer’s name, smiling, using a sympa-
thetic tone of voice, etc.)

Katzenbach (2000) describes five paths to peak performance, one of 
which is the “Process and Metrics” path. Katzenbach acknowledges 
that all good companies use a process and metrics approach at least to 
some degree. The Process and Metrics path is based on principles of 
accountability and consequence management. Clear measures and 
standards for performance are established, a set of integrated processes 
for delivering value to customers is established, and people know and 
can see how they and others are performing. Performance goals are set, 
and revenue, cost, and profitability measures are established, tracked, 
and compared. Competitive position and market share are reported fre-
quently. Examples of companies that use a Process and Metrics approach 
include KFC, Marriott, and Avon.

If an organization were using a Process and Metrics path, establish-
ing what listening behaviors are observable, quantifiable, and can be 
shown to have an impact on performance would be a requirement. 
Clearly one difficulty in improving listening effectiveness is the task of 
finding observable behaviors that in fact measure listening effective-
ness. For example does making eye contact mean that you are a more 
effective listener? Of course, many of the listening behaviors that we 
can observe differ by culture, by age, by gender, by situation and envi-
ronment, by region of the country, and by the technology being used 
during listening. Furthermore, the behaviors that are appropriate and 
effective in one situation or type of business are not necessarily those 
that produce better results in another type of business. An additional 
difficulty is that the most popularly used listening assessment tools, 
such as the Watson-Barker Listening Styles Profile, measure general 
patterns rather than the behaviors actually used in a certain situation.

According to Johnson, Pearce, Tuten, and Sinclair (2003), “listening 
training has been limited to lectures on the process of listening and 
to experiential exercises designed to provide for listening practice and 
to assist in recognizing a person’s own beneficial and detrimental  listening 
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 behaviors” (p. 23). However, these researchers reported on a pilot study 
that showed that periods of self-imposed silence greatly improved the 
awareness of the listener’s own listening behaviors and those of others. 
The study does not, however, relate the periods of silence to any meas-
ured outcome (for example, did the listeners gather more information, did 
they create a more positive relationship with the speaker). Silence would 
be an observable, measurable behavior, but it would be difficult to observe 
or measure what the listener was doing mentally during the silence. 
It could be possible to measure outcomes following the silence, though.

Another difficulty in identifying the listening behaviors for training 
is that we don’t yet have a clear formula for what effective listening is 
and what will produce the types of results or business outcomes that 
people want in specific situations. (Does being silent increase sales or 
customer satisfaction?)

Gunn (2001) stated that good listening is an essential skill for those 
that achieve outstanding performance, and noted that there are experts 
who can describe what someone who listens well does, including men-
tally. He then asks, however, “if their techniques are so good, then why 
do we waste so much time repeating ourselves?” (p. 12). He continues, 
“Few people realize that the art of listening has everything to do with a 
kind of feeling and little to do with the mental gymnastics of trying to 
concentrate on the words themselves” (p. 12). Gunn admits that it was 
difficult for him to accept that he could do a better job of listening by 
focusing on listening for the feeling, rather than the content. He even 
admitted that he had focused in the past on the content to the point that 
he took notes while others were talking, rather than just listening. But, 
he also found himself asking people to repeat themselves. He said that 
he wanted to be seen as someone with important things to say, that he 
was often just waiting for the other person to stop talking, and that 
he wanted to be right, so he often listened for only those statements that 
he agreed with. “What became clear was the more I thought – the greater 
my own mental activity – the less insight and understanding I gained 
and the harder it was to remember what had been said!” (p. 12).

Gunn suggests trying an experiment: When you meet someone, take 
time to build rapport before conducting any business. Make a connec-
tion with the other person first. Then turn your back on your own 
thoughts – quit thinking about what you are thinking. Let yourself be 
drawn into the other person’s world. Finally, notice your own feelings. 
He says that being present doesn’t mean that you have to join in. “Listen 
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for the deeper feeling that comes from a more mindful and spiritual 
place, and then act on that thought” (p. 12). While all of this may lead 
to positive outcomes, it will still be necessary to identify those behav-
iors that reflect listening for feeling.

A medical center that was losing $2 million per month turned their 
performance around to an operating gain of $3.9 million or 2.1 percent 
in 2001 and a gain of $5.7 million or 2.6 percent in 2002 (Conemaugh, 
2002), and in-patient satisfaction scores reached as high as the 92nd per-
centile, and the facility earned the 100 Top Hospitals designation in 
orthopedics and cardiology. They achieved this by rethinking their bot-
tom-line goals and instead gave clinical excellence and service excel-
lence equal weight alongside cost-effectiveness. They “listened” to the 
patients who told them “to be nice; to include them in decision making; 
to make some facility changes; to talk to their families; to not let 
them wait too long; to explain things” (p. 26). While this medical center 
relates listening to a business goal, one could ask if it was really 
“ listening” that produced the results, and if so, what where the specific 
listening behaviors.

At the Time Warner call center in Memphis, Tennessee, where cus-
tomer service representatives handle 5,000 calls per day, Customer 
Service Representatives (CSRs) have a performance goal of handling 70 
calls per day and spending 7 hours per day on the phone. Their calls are 
monitored and can be recorded while simultaneously capturing the 
screens that the CSR is viewing and entering data on during the call. In 
addition, the CSRs have quality standards that specify processes and 
behaviors. These include:

1 Listen.
2 Empathize. Recognize the customer’s emotional state. Use phrases 

such as “I can see that you are upset by ….”
3 Gather facts. Use open-ended and closed-ended questions.
4 Act quickly and appropriately to solve the problem. Have answers 

at hand.;
5 Commit to follow up, even if the customer is satisfied (call back 

within 24–36 hours).
6 You own the interaction.

The CSRs do have performance goals that are measured, and they are 
monitored and evaluated against a perfect call model. Average call times 
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are examined with the assumption that high talk time may  indicate too 
much “chit chat” and low talk time may indicate that the CSR is not tak-
ing the customer seriously enough. Supervisors look for training oppor-
tunities and monitor soft skills. The calls are scored, and these scores are 
used to give feedback and for evaluation purposes. Time Warner has the 
technology to measure a number of aspects of the calls, but they cur-
rently are not measuring correlations between the specific behaviors 
(such as showing empathy) and customer satisfaction, retention, and/
or sales or profitability, but these measures are targeted for the near 
future (Savko, 2003). Thus, at least one company is identifying and 
measuring specific behaviors related to listening. As yet, the effective-
ness and the ROI, however, are not yet being measured.

Once the business goals have been set and the listening behaviors 
identified for the specific situation, the next phase involves training, 
coaching, or providing the support for the desired behavior. While it 
appears that we are making headway in refining the process, there is 
still much research to be done in identifying specific listening behaviors 
that produce the desired business outcomes. And while certain behav-
iors may work in some situations, those same behaviors may be coun-
ter-productive in others. (For example, writing down what someone is 
saying while they are speaking is usually seen as a positive listening 
behavior, but when doctors take notes while the patient is speaking, 
some patients are confused about whether the doctor is listening or 
not.) Thus, it becomes more important for those involved in listening 
training to ensure that the behaviors being trained work in that envi-
ronment and produce the desired business outcomes.

Conclusions

What is better listening for a physician is not necessarily the same as for 
a customer service representative, a 911 operator, or an individual in a 
business. Thus, before determining whether we are getting better at lis-
tening, we must determine what the desired outcomes are (what are we 
going to get better at?) and then determine which listening behaviors 
will produce that outcome, and determine how those behaviors can 
be encouraged and measured. Many businesses and organizations are 
focused in the direction of performance improvement, but as of yet, 
they are only beginning to identify and train specific listening  behaviors. 
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Few are at the point of actually measuring listening behaviors and of 
tying those behaviors back to the business’s strategic goals. Because the 
listening behaviors that would produce greater listening effectiveness 
vary from business to business and situation to situation, it will be dif-
ficult for businesses to just adopt what someone else is doing. Finally, it 
will take listening experts to be able to identify specific behaviors that 
are likely to produce the results, and because measuring the behaviors 
would have to occur in the actual listening environment to determine 
the effectiveness, the complexity of the process will be compounded. In 
spite of the challenges of improving listening effectiveness in a business 
setting, the rewards could prove invaluable in terms of increasing cus-
tomer satisfaction, reducing the costs of having to redo work, or in 
improving the profitability of the business.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1 What are some of the deficits in listening skills or listening behaviors that cause people 
to be poor listeners on the job?

2 What are some of the environmental factors on the job that cause people to be 
 ineffective or less effective listeners?

3 What listening behaviors would enhance an employee’s listening effectiveness in a 
typical business meeting? Could these behaviors be measured? How could the impact 
of these behaviors on the success of the meeting be measured?

4 Select a business situation that you have been in recently in which you were dissatis-
fied with the way the person representing the company listened to you. What listening 
behaviors should the employee have exhibited in order to satisfy you as a customer? 
How could these behaviors be measured? How could the company’s employees be 
trained to use these behaviors in similar situations?

5 Select a different business from the previous question. How might the listening behav-
iors of the employees of this company need to be different? Again, how could the 
company measure whether the employees are exhibiting these behaviors? And how 
could this company’s employees be trained to use these behaviors?

6 Create a case that would encourage a business to give its employees more time to 
dedicate to listening, whether it is to other co-workers or customers or clients. How 
could you demonstrate that this increase in time might actually save the company 
money rather than being an increase in expenses?

7 If an organization or business wanted to decrease its costs by having employees spend 
less time listening to customers (in other words, reduce the length of call time on the 
phone), what behaviors could be encouraged and rewarded? Would these behaviors, 
if implemented, have an impact on the quality of the communication interaction? If so, 
how could this impact be minimized or mitigated?

              



192 Sheila C. Bentley

 8 Select a business goal, such as increasing sales, decreasing costs, or improving customer 
satisfaction. Describe how a company could identify listening behaviors that would 
impact this goal. Then explore how these behaviors and the impact they have on the 
business goal could be measured.

 9 Select a business situation and describe how the quality of listening could be meas-
ured (as opposed to measuring the quantity of listening).

10 Select an industry or a specific job title. How could the return on the investment 
(ROI) for improved listening skills be measured?

11 Since the speaker determines whether the listener is a “good listener” or not, how 
could the speaker’s assessment of the listener be measured for work-related listening?

12 How could listeners do a better job of identifying what the speaker needs from the 
listener, so that listening performance could be adjusted to fit that speaker’s current 
needs?
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Listening Pedagogy: Where Do 
We Go from Here?
Laura A. Janusik

In this chapter, Janusik first reviews listening pedagogy from the early 1900s through 
2007. She then argues that much of what is believed to be known about listening is not 
supported by research, and some of which is supported by research is actually sup-
ported by outdated research. Thus, we need to refocus our attention not on how to 
teach listening, but rather to make certain that what we teach about listening is based 
on supported studies. Janusik offers a theoretically grounded approach to teaching 
 listening – the listening quad.

Historically, a person listens more than he speaks (Barker, Edwards, 
Gaines, Gladney, and Holley, 1980; Davis, 2001; Rankin, 1930; Werner, 
1975), but communication educators have spent a disproportionate 
amount of time on teaching speaking as opposed to teaching listening 
(Janusik and Wolvin, 2002, Perkins, 1994). Listening instruction is not 
required at most universities (Wacker and Hawkins, 1995), and, on 
average, students who are required to take a basic communication 
course receive approximately 7 percent of the semester’s time focused 
on listening instruction (Janusik and Wolvin, 2002; Perkins, 1994). The 
lack of time spent on listening instruction is unfortunate, as 64 percent 
of a university students’ instruction is delivered through lecture and 
discussion formats that require listening (Taylor, 1964).

Not only is listening comprehension viewed as critical to college 
success (Boyer, 1987), but listening ability has also been linked to 
greater academic success (McDevitt, Sheenan, and McMenamin, 
1991) as well as an increased likelihood that a student will continue 
in education (Conaway, 1982). Further, the ability to listen effectively 
is still one of the top three skills sought in job applicants and one 
of the top skills that determine promotions (AICPA, 2005; Goby and 
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Lewis, 2000; Hynes, and Bhatia, 1996; James, 1992; Maes, Weldy, 
and Icenogle, 1997; Waner, 1995; Willmington, 1992; Winsor, Curtis, and 
Stephens, 1997).

Students readily admit that they do not listen to their ability because 
they do not have a clear concept of what listening is and how they can 
improve and control their own listening process (Ford and Wolvin, 
1993; Imhof, 1998). Instructors resist teaching listening because they 
feel they are not properly trained, it would take too much time, and 
there are not enough materials (Steil, 1984).

Finally, a new debate involves whether the focus of listening should 
be on teaching listening or research to develop a solid listening con-
struct (Wolvin, 2003). More mature disciplines and fields, like psychol-
ogy and the hard sciences, focus their energy on further refining their 
constructs as opposed to figuring out how to teach them.

Purpose

Little is known about why listening is not positioned centrally in the 
university curriculum; however, contributions to its placement include 
limited scholarly classroom materials, a lack of agreement as to the 
construct of listening, and inadequate research to keep the field recent. 
This chapter first will provide a synopsis about what is known about 
teaching listening as the university level. It will then explain and coun-
ter the three contributions to the status of listening in the university 
classroom. Finally, the chapter concludes with a brief introduction 
of the listening quad (Janusik, 2007b), a research-based approach to 
teaching listening.

Recent Research on Listening Pedagogy

The most recent comprehensive work on listening pedagogy utilized 
articles and books from 1930 through early 2002 (Janusik, 2002a). 
Materials for the analysis were selected due to their primary focus 
on the teaching of listening at the university level. Articles were 
not restricted to communication publications or journals, but they were 
restricted to academic work, research publications, and textbooks. What 
follows is a brief review of the findings.
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Publications prior to 1980

Publications prior to 1980 laid the groundwork for what is known about 
the teaching of listening. The literature primarily consisted of materials 
used to teach and assess listening, as well as the effects of instructional 
methods. Though Rankin’s (1930) study brought attention to listening, 
it was not until the 1946–1947 academic year that Nichols headed the 
instruction of listening at the university level (Brown, 1987). Concurrently, 
a communication course at Florida State University included a graded 
listening assignment with every speaking assignment (Edney, 1949). 
A survey of the member schools of the American Association of Colleges 
for Teacher Education concluded that three schools offered specialized 
courses in listening, and an additional 33 percent offered listening as a 
separate unit in another course (Markgraf, 1962).

Materials used to teach listening prior to 1980 included a compilation 
of readings (Brown, 1987; Drake, 1951) and two annotated bibliographies 
(Duker, 1968; Toussant, 1960). The first two undergraduate listening texts 
were introduced in the early 1970s (Barker, 1971; Weaver, 1972). A Theory 
and Research Into Practice (TRIP) booklet assisted university instructors 
in developing listening units and courses (Wolvin and Coakley, 1979).

In addition to “how to” publications, listening tests were developed to 
measure comprehension and listening skills. These included the Brown-
Carlsen Listening Comprehension Test (Brown and Carlsen, 1955) and 
The Sequential Tests of Educational Progress (STEP) Test, developed by 
the Educational Testing Service (1955, 1979). Many studies on the success 
of teaching listening showed mixed results (Duker, 1968). Specifically, 
three studies using the Brown-Carlsen Listening Test found that listening 
training significantly impacted listening effectiveness, while two using 
the same instrument found no significant differences (Janusik, 2002a).

Thus, research on listening instruction prior to the 1980s focused on 
developing materials that could be used to teach and assess listening in 
the classroom.

Publications during the 1980s

Publications of the 1980s offered new materials to teach and assess 
 listening, numerous journal articles, many of them focused on 
teaching listening (Rhodes, 1985), and a continued attempt to 
 identify effective instructional strategies.
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Many new university-level textbooks for use in undergraduate 
 listening courses were developed (Wolff, Marsnik, Tracey, and Nichols, 
1983; Wolvin and Coakley, 1982) as well as cross-over texts for both the 
classroom and business training (Burley-Allen, 1982; Maidment, 1984; 
Steil, Summerfield and de Mare, 1983; Steil, Barker and Watson, 1983).

Two new listening tests were developed – the Kentucky Com-
prehensive Listening Test (Bostrom and Waldhart, 1980) and the 
Watson-Barker Listening Test (Watson and Barker, 1984). These two 
tests, in addition to the Brown-Carlsen Listening Test (Brown and 
Carlsen, 1955) and the STEP Test (Educational Testing Service, 1979) 
quickly came under attack for lack of validity (Bostrom 1990a; Fitch-
Hauser and Hughes, 1987; Roberts, 1988; Weaver, 1972). Another listen-
ing test, the Northern Illinois University Listening Exam, was introduced 
toward the end of the decade (Cooper, 1988). Its reliability was slightly 
lower than statistically sound (.557 to .764); however, the exam fared 
statistically better than the other standardized listening tests.

Many journal publications focused on listening instruction and 
assessment; however, the most popular approach to teaching listening 
remained fairly consistent, which was the lecture–discussion–practice 
test sequence (Rhodes, 1985). Written instruction on how to teach lis-
tening that was published in communication journals remained con-
stant as well, using the approach developed by Nichols and Stevens 
(1957) that identified negative listening habits and then implemented 
the 10 guides to effective listening.

Therefore, as with the previous period, the 1980s focused on develop-
ing a greater foundation in terms of listening texts and corporate publi-
cations. More listening tests were developed to assess effectiveness; 
however, none of the tests met standards of validity and reliability.

Publications from 1990 to 2001

The listening community held a strong belief that listening could be 
taught, and this was evidenced in the number of publications about 
teaching listening. The topic of listening instruction was the fourth most 
prominent discourse in the first 20 years of the Journal of the International 
Listening Association/International Journal of Listening (Wolvin, Halone, 
and Coakley, 1999). What we know about listening during the decade 
from 1990 to 2001 primarily comes from listening instruction surveys, 
materials used to teach and assess listening, and studies.
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A review of listening instruction during the decade prior to 1990 
was summarized by Coakley and Wolvin (1990). They were neither 
encouraged nor discouraged. They documented many advances in lis-
tening curriculum development and corporate training, yet heeded 
the call for researchers to assess the impact of technology on listening. 
In addition, they summarized and moved forward the discussion on 
listening competency (Wolvin and Coakley, 1994).

Listening was more likely to be taught in conjunction with another 
course, such as a basic communication course, rather than as a stand-
alone course (Wacker and Hawkins, 1995; Wolvin, Coakley, and 
Disburg, 1991, 1992), and most basic courses did include a unit on lis-
tening (Morreale, Hanna, Berko, and Gibson, 1999). The communica-
tion course was generally at the 100 or 200 level; it was offered for 3 
credits, and the primary instructional methods were lecture and dis-
cussion (Wolvin, Coakley, and Disburg, 1992). The focus was closely 
divided between teaching an overview of the five types of listening in 
Wolvin and Coakley’s taxonomy (54 percent) versus teaching critical 
listening (44 percent) (Perkins, 1994). One-third of the instructors pre-
ferred to teach listening as a separate unit, while another third chose to 
integrate listening instruction throughout the basic course. Instruction 
primarily focused on skills developed through lectures.

While listening instruction was moving forward, the materials used 
to teach listening were often outdated and atheoretical. Most of the 
widely used basic communication textbooks had a separate chapter 
devoted to listening, but the chapter focused more on tips and tech-
niques – recipes for how to listen (Janusik and Wolvin, 2002). Most 
authors described listening as a process, but the process model varied 
by text and rarely was grounded in research. As in the 1980s, the formu-
laic approach to listening instruction was similar to Nichols’ original 
approach: the chapter explained listening as a process, identified the 
most common listening barriers, and then provided strategies to 
improve listening. Few texts cited current listening scholarship, and 
many texts provided information that was not based on listening schol-
arship at all.

When listening was taught as a stand-alone course, the average class 
size was 26.19 (Wacker and Hawkins, 1995), and it was taught either at 
the 100–200 level (Wolvin, Coakley, and Disburg, 1991, 1992) and later 
in the decade at the 300–400 level (Wacker and Hawkins). The course was 
typically a 3-credit course in a lecture/discussion format. The  listening 
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course was rarely required for communication majors, and it was 
offered most often as an elective. The topics frequently covered included 
the different types of listening, a commitment to listening, setting goals 
to listen, and practicing listening skills. Also important were the con-
cepts of listening as an integral part of the communication process, and 
visual listening through non-verbal cues.

Brownell introduced her listening text for the university classroom in 
1996, and updated versions were released in 2002 and 2006. The text 
built on the HURIER model, the behavioral approach to teaching listen-
ing (Brownell, 1985). Wolvin and Coakley (1996a) released their fifth 
edition of their listening text complete with instructors’ manual (1996b), 
and Wolff and Marsnik (1992) offered an update of the Wolff, Marsnik, 
Tracey, and Nichols’ (1983) text. All three texts assumed an independ-
ent listening course.

Listening tests

The 1984 Watson-Barker Listening Test was revised, and the authors 
addressed validity concerns and produced a statistically significant 
instrument (Watson and Barker, 2000) yet no research was provided 
to support or deny the claim. An additional test, the Steinbrecher-
Willmington Listening Test, was introduced in 1993 and revised 
in 1997 to correct validity concerns (Steinbrecher and Willmington, 
1997).

Research studies in listening instruction

Almost all of the empirical studies published about listening were per-
ceptual studies that asked one to rate oneself or others on effective lis-
tening. University students perceived themselves to be better listeners 
and better students, particularly after listening instruction (Imhof, 1998; 
Wolvin and Coakley, 1992; Wolvin, Coakley, and Halone, 1995). 
Even though university students perceived themselves to be better lis-
teners than all other age groups, they also had a stronger desire to 
improve their listening effectiveness (Wolvin, Coakley and Halone, 
1995). In terms of students listening to lectures, students admitted that 
they generally did not prepare for a lecture or self-monitor while in the 
lecture, and this resulted in them having difficulty concentrating dur-
ing the lecture (Imhof, 1998). Most students admitted being unaware of 
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listening as a process, but they expressed a greater desire to become 
better listeners (Wolvin Coakley and Halone, 1995). However, after lis-
tening instruction, students rated themselves as less competent than 
prior to instruction (Ford, Wolvin, and Chung, 2000). The decline in self 
perception is attributed to students recognizing how complex it is to be 
an effective listener, so their post-instruction perceptions were probably 
a more realistic indicator of their competency level.

The only empirical study on listening instruction that was not 
perception based addressed the effects of listening instruction. 
Students who received listening training for approximately 2.5 
hours scored higher in 4 out of the 5 areas of the Watson-Barker Test 
than students who had no training. However, only one of those 
areas, understanding and remembering lectures, was statistically sig-
nificant (Schramm and Wayne, 1993).

Theoretical approaches to teaching listening were offered (Bentley, 
1997; Brownell, 1992; Coakley and Wolvin, 1997; Wolvin and Coakley, 
1999); however, none of the approaches provided testable theories.

Therefore, compared to the 1980s, listening pedagogy publications 
and studies decreased. Listening instruction was delivered primarily 
through a section in the basic communication course as opposed to a 
stand-alone course. Studies mainly focused on perceptions of self and 
others as a listener.

Overview of listening education through 2001

The notion that listening could be taught has been popular for decades; 
however, there exists a lack of consensus on what should be taught and 
how it should be taught. An underlying assumption of the literature sug-
gests that automatic transfer always has been in full force. That is, if stu-
dents know how the listening process works, and if they know the verbal 
and nonverbal behaviors perceived to be an effective listener, then stu-
dents automatically will become good listeners. However, anyone who 
has ever taught knows that knowledge alone does not change behavior; 
behavioral change, and subsequent competence, requires the correct atti-
tudes, too (Wolvin and Coakley, 1994). Still, the importance of attitudes 
in listening instruction has not been underpinned with research. 
Additionally, even the tests to measure what a good listener is have come 
under fire as measuring constructs such as intelligence (Fitch-Hauser 
and Hughes, 1988) or memory (Bostrom, 1990b), but not listening.
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Listening education 2001–2007

Little research on listening in the classroom has been conducted since 
2001. What we do know about listening pedagogy consists of the place-
ment of listening instruction in communication across the curriculum – 
the Integrative Listening Model – and a brief update of listening course 
pedagogy at the university level, which was compiled from three unpub-
lished conference papers.

Oral Communication across the Curriculum (OCXC) programs began 
approximately 25 years ago (Cronin, Grice, and Palmerton, 2000) as a 
way to assist students with being communicatively competent upon 
graduation so that they could perform their jobs more effectively (Helsel 
and Hogg, 2006). An overriding belief was that students should be 
practicing and improving their communication competence in every 
course they took, not just on their communication course. Because uni-
versity course instructors in non-communication courses did not feel 
qualified to teach oral communication, communication centers were 
developed, mostly through grants. In a study of speaking center direc-
tors, the results indicated that, “Listening instruction was clearly lack-
ing in speaking centers, as it was not mentioned in any of the data from 
the nationwide survey” (Helsel and Hogg, 2006, p. 47). Further, direc-
tors indicated that listening instruction would be provided if it was 
requested; however, requests were rare to nonexistent. This suggests 
that many faculty members and students are not aware that listening 
effectiveness can be improved through instruction and training 
(McCracken, 2006). After all, a faculty member can see or hear when a 
student has difficulty relaying his thoughts or being anxious to speak, 
but an instructor cannot use those same powers to assess whether a 
student is having difficulty listening.

Even more specific than communication across the curriculum is lis-
tening across the curriculum. Alverno College has developed the 
Integrative Listening Model (ILM) (Thompson, Leintz, Nevers, and 
Witkowski, 2004). The ILM incorporates the three basic components of 
the ILA definition of listening, which are: (1) receiving; 2) constructing 
meaning from; and 3) responding to verbal and nonverbal messages. 
The ILM is a framework to teach and assess these components of 
 listening in all classes across the college. The impetus for this model 
was that faculty already assumed that listening effectively was a pre-
requisite for their discipline, but many of their assumptions about 
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 students’ abilities were questionable. For example, faculty members 
assumed that students entered college with basic listening skills, were 
open minded when listening to opposing ideas, and had the ability to 
remain focused during the entire class period. Upon entering the col-
lege, students are taught the ILM initial systematic framework and are 
not only expected to use the steps in class, but they also are assessed 
as to how effectively they use the steps. The four step model includes: 
(1) preparing for the listening event; (2) applying the listening process 
model; (3) assessing listening effectiveness; and (4) establishing future 
listening goals. The model has been used successfully at Alverno 
College, and is now available for public use (Thompson, Leintz, 
Nevers, and Witkowski, 2007).

To understand the current situation in classroom instruction better, a 
convenience sample of 36 universities was surveyed to learn more 
about their listening courses (Janusik, 2005b). While a majority of 
schools did not require listening instruction for all students, 14 schools 
did require a listening course for some majors, particularly communi-
cation and professional development majors. One school, Marylhurst, 
reported that a listening course was part of the core curriculum and 
therefore required for every student. The trend appeared to be listening 
classes that were driven by a strong individual who believed in the 
importance of listening as opposed to a move strongly supported by 
the administration. Thus, it was a bottom up approach rather than a top 
down approach. Class sizes ranged from 10 to 45 students, with an 
average of 24 students. Results were bi-modal, and most classes were 
either capped at 20 or 30 students. These classes primarily used the 
texts by Brownell (2006) or Wolvin and Coakley (1996a).

In a concurrent study, Fitch-Hauser (2005) focused on the textbook 
used for the listening course and the relationship of the concepts of the 
textbook to the listening standards identified by the National 
Communication Association in 2004. A convenience sample of 20 was 
generated; however, only 9 of them had a stand alone listening course, 
so only those responses were used. Results indicated that assigned text-
books included Barker and Watson (2000), Brownell (2006), Nichols 
(1995), Purdy and Borisoff (1997), and Wolvin and Coakley (1996a). 
When matched with the NCA competencies, Wolvin and Coakley’s text 
covered more than the other texts. This is not surprising, as Wolvin and 
Coakley began their work on listening competency earlier (1994). 
Competencies included recognizing main ideas and supporting details, 
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recognizing relationships, recalling main ideas and details, as well as 
critical competencies, such as attending with an open mind, detecting 
bias, and identifying incongruencies between verbal and nonverbal 
behaviors.

In a final study of listening syllabi (Worthington, 2005), the sample 
was the same as the review of the listening text study (Fitch-Hauser, 
2005). Consistent with Janusik (2005b), the course was generally an elec-
tive course with an average class size of 30 students. Worthington also 
found that the course was primarily taught at the junior or senior level, 
similar to the latter trend that began a decade earlier (Wacker and 
Hawkins, 1995). Four objectives were consistent in a majority of the 
sample, including understanding the listening process and models, 
improving personal skills, recognizing and managing different listening 
situations, and assessing one’s own listening behaviors. Though assign-
ments were varied, the majority of classes did require an individual or 
group research project. The trend that listening instruction has moved to 
an upper level course in the last decade is disturbing, as students are not 
gaining the instruction that will help them during their college careers. 
In addition, the trend conflicts with instructor’s assumptions that stu-
dents enter college with a high degree of listening effectiveness.

Thus, there have been minor changes since the comprehensive over-
view of teaching listening at the university level (Janusik, 2002a). 
A review of the literature suggests that what is noticeably missing is 
decisive instruction on how to teach listening so that students could 
not only comprehend, but also apply effective listening skills. What 
research has not provided yet is an instructional method that will 
ensure that both the cognitive and behavioral components of listening 
are comprehended, practiced, and assessed effectively. However, this 
is a challenge of all skills-based courses, and it is not unique to listen-
ing instruction.

These are pedagogical challenges, and it could be that the pedagogi-
cal challenges will not be solved until the greater challenges of listening 
research are addressed. One greater pedagogical challenge is identify-
ing the purpose of a college textbook. One side argues that “textbooks 
must still participate in the production of knowledge in the field” (Alred 
and Thelen, 1993, p. 471). The other side counters that the textbook’s 
role is to reflect the proven truths of the discipline (Connors, 1986). With 
either of these stances, implicit is that that what is included in the text, 
and subsequently taught, is true. However, a comprehensive review of 
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what is being taught in the listening chapters of basic course textbooks 
indicates that most of the information has not been supported through 
research (Janusik and Wolvin, 2002). A smaller follow-up study sup-
ported this study, and found that even less time is being devoted to 
listening instruction (Engleberg, 2009). Many instructors, though, 
believe that information included in textbooks is solid, or it would not 
have been published. Clearly this is not the case, but most instructors 
do not take the time to read the research cited in the text.

The most serious pedagogical challenge is that the foundation of the 
listening models in the two listening course textbooks (Brownell, 2006; 
Wolvin and Coakley, 1996a) is grounded in psychological research that 
has not been supported for over 40 years (Janusik, 2004). Thus, as a field, 
we have approached a crossroads because much of what we have believed 
to be true about listening is not supported, and without supported knowl-
edge, new knowledge cannot be created. It is time for us to step back from 
worrying about how to best teach listening and look at the larger picture: 
What do we have to teach? We need to move in the direction of the mature 
disciplines that spend their energies researching the constructs of the dis-
cipline, not worrying about how to teach the discipline (Wolvin, 2003). 
Listening research must progress in this direction.

Listening Research Challenges

It could be argued that listening is not included in the communication 
curriculum because it has not earned its rightful place in the curricu-
lum. Listening lacks legitimacy due to its limited current scholarly 
classroom materials, a lack of agreement as to the construct of listening, 
and inadequate research to keep the field current. Until listening schol-
ars solve these challenges, then there is little to teach.

Limited current scholarly materials to teach listening

As was indicated in the comprehensive overview of listening peda-
gogy (Janusik, 2002a), there are many materials with which to teach 
listening. However, the challenge is that there are not many scholarly 
materials from which to teach listening. The textbooks still in print all 
provide a good overview of the field in its infancy (Brownell, 2002; 
Wolff and Marsnik, 1992; Wolvin and Coakley, 1996a). Industrious 
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instructors also can pull material from other academic and  nonacademic 
books (Barker and Watson, 2000; Bostrom, 1990a; Purdy and Borisoff, 
1997; Wolvin and Coakley, 1993) and the International Journal of Listening. 
This is not to suggest that any of these sources are not appropriate to 
teach listening, as they are very useful for reflecting where the field has 
been and where it currently is. However, these sources still are not 
complete, as they reflect two integral problems in the field. First, there 
is a lack of agreement as to the construct of listening, and current 
research does not reflect scholarship from the most recent advances in 
attention and memory research; the foundation of most listening 
research.

The construct of listening

A major challenge to listening research, and subsequently, listening 
pedagogy, is that there is not a generally accepted agreement of what 
listening is. The construct of listening and listening models have not 
changed considerably since the inception of listening research in the 
1970s. Definitions and models have been iterations of previous defini-
tions and models, and the models that do withstand scientific research 
still have challenges due to their methods of validation.

Listening definitions

A generally accepted listening definition does not exist among com-
munication scholars; however, there are consistent elements that many 
agree should be included in a definition of listening. A content analysis 
of 50 definitions of listening found that the five most used elements 
were perception, attention, interpretation, remembering, and response 
(Glenn, 1989). Those five components have been a part of listening 
definitions for more than 60 years. Consider some of the following 
definitions:

an attachment of meaning to oral symbols (Nichols, 1948)

the complete process by which oral language communicated by some 
source is received, critically and purposefully attended to, recognized, 
and interpreted (or comprehended) in terms of past experiences and 
future expectancies (Petrie, 1964).
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The selective process of attending to, hearing, understanding, and 
remembering aural symbols (Barker, 1971, p. 17).

When a human organism receives verbal information aurally and selects 
and structures the information to remember it (Weaver, 1972).

The process of receiving, constructing meaning from, and responding to 
spoken and/or nonverbal messages (An ILA Definition of Listening, 
1995, p. 4).

The process of receiving, attending to, and assigning meaning to aural 
and visual stimuli (Wolvin and Coakley, 1996a, p. 69).

Listening is hearing, understanding, remembering, interpreting, evaluat-
ing, and responding (Brownell, 2002).

The listening act really consists of four connected activities – sensing, 
interpreting, evaluating and responding (Steil et al., 1983a, p. 21).

The dynamic, interactive process of integrating appropriate listening 
 attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors to achieve the selected goal(s) of a 
l istening event” (Thompson, Leintz, Nevers, and Witkowski, 2004, 
pp. 229–230).

The similarity in definitions is both of concern and not of concern. 
Communication scholars do not agree on a definition of communication 
(Dance, 1970), and it is unfair to hold listening scholars to a higher stand-
ard. Moreover, it is unlikely that a single definition will be sufficient, as 
there are differences in conversational listening and linear listening that 
need to be investigated. For example, when placed within the context of 
a conversation, a listener always provides a response (Janusik, 2004, 
2007a). If meaning is made in the receiver, no response is interpreted as 
some type of response, so it is preferable to provide a conscious and 
intentional response. Conversely, in linear listening situations, such as 
listening to the television, no response is necessary. Thus, it is likely that 
the cognitive processing involved in listening in a face-to-face interaction 
is different than the cognitive processing involved in listening in a pas-
sive linear context, such as watching television. However, this is informa-
tion that is not yet known through listening research, but is available to 
be known because of the sophisticated instrumentation that is available 
today as well as the rich research in the cognitive psychology field.
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Listening Models

Precisely because there is no standard definition of listening, no 
 standard model to depict the listening process currently exists, though 
a model introduced by Bodie, Worthington, Imhof, and Cooper (2008) 
shows promise. Listening has both cognitive and behavioral compo-
nents (Witkin, 1990), and both must be viewed within the context of 
communication to establish a line of research that is distinct from cog-
nitive processing, because it is the overt response that differentiates 
listening from  cognitive processing (Janusik, 2004, 2005a, 2007a). 
Listening models that include the cognitive and behavioral models do 
exist, but they are not adequate for research or teaching for two rea-
sons. First, as with the listening definition, there is not an agreed 
model. Second, and more importantly, with one exception, the models 
have not been  supported through research.

Cognitive listening models

Current listening models can be described as cognitive or behavioral 
(Janusik, 2004, 2005a). Many cognitive listening models exist (Bostrom, 
1990a; Goss, 1982; Lundsteen, 1979; Taylor, 1964; Wolff, Marsnik, Tracey, 
and Nichols, 1983)1 and they are similar in that they address what goes on 
inside the listener at the time of listening. Most of the models share simi-
lar components, and almost all are consistent with the five most used 
elements in listening definitions: perception; attention; interpretation; 
remembering; and response (Glenn, 1989). This is not coincidental, Glenn 
(1989) performed a content analysis of 50 listening definitions, and many 
researchers who had created their own listening definition created their 
own listening process model that was based on their definition.

Despite its origin or author, all cognitive listening models share 
two serious drawbacks. First, only one of the models (Bostrom, 1990a) 
has been empirically validated. Without testing, models carry little 
respect in the scientific community. Second, none of the models has suc-
cessfully distinguished listening from cognitive processing. Disciplinary 
boundaries often are permeable, but they must be staked to include 

1 For a more thorough review of individual models, see Wolvin (1989), for a criticism of 
the models, see Janusik (2004).
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items that are solely studied in the discipline. What makes the study of 
listening within the context of face-to-face communication unique is 
the overt response from the listener. In fact, it is only in the overt 
response in which listening competency can be assessed (Rhodes, 
Watson, and Barker, 1990; Ridge, 1984; Wolvin and Coakley, 1994). Thus, 
if these models did measure anything, they would measure cognitive 
processing, not listening.

Behavioral listening models

Behavioral listening models can be viewed as cognitive models with 
the additional component of response. Behavioral models include 
Barker, 1971; Brownell, 1985, 2002; Maidment, 1984; Steil, et al., 1983a; 
and Wolvin, 2002.2 Most of the models are heavily weighted towards 
the cognitive components. Behavioral models have a major drawback 
similar to the cognitive models in that only one of the models (Brownell, 
1985, 1996, 2002) has undergone testing. However, three validated 
 models – the cognitive (Bostrom, 1990a), the behavioral (Brownell, 1985, 
1996, 2002) and the relational (Halone and Pecchioni, 1999; Pecchioni 
and Halone, 2000) – deserve a closer inspection.

Validated listening models

The first validated listening model, a cognitive model, was created by 
Bostrom and colleagues, who based their listening model on linear 
memory models (Bostrom, 1990a; Bostrom and Bryant, 1980; Bostrom 
and Waldhart, 1980). Their five step model (signal acquisition, selec-
tion, literal processing, retention, comprehension) was built upon four 
different theorists (Barker, Goss, Nichols, and Weaver), and Bostrom 
and colleagues were the first to fully explicate the psychological foun-
dations in their model. The primary criticism of this model is that it 
represents cognitive processing as opposed to listening, as it does not 
involve the component of response.

The second validated model was Brownell’s (1985) HURIER 
(Hearing, Understanding, Remembering, Interpreting, Evaluating, 
and Responding) behavioral model of listening. Brownell validated 

2 See Wolvin (1989) for an explanation of the models and Janusik (2004) for a criticism 
of them.
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this model with an exploratory factor analysis and then a confirma-
tory factor analysis with over 1,000 subjects. The HURIER model is 
one of the most solid listening models for communication scholars 
today; however, it does have some weaknesses. First, the HURIER 
model is presented largely as a behavioral model, even though four 
of the six elements (Understanding, Interpreting, Evaluation, and 
Remembering) of the model are cognitive. Second, it is not surpris-
ing that the names of the elements mirror the ideas in the 60 years of 
listening definitions, as the elements comprised for the factor analy-
sis came from the literature. Brownell’s research consisted of both an 
exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis (Brownell, pers. com. 
November 2002), and the method involved individuals responding 
to how they perceived the listening process to work. Thus, using the 
base from the literature and a factor analysis, it is probable that 
Brownell would produce a validated model. Finally, Brownell (2002, 
Ch. 2) does explicate the communication framework and relational 
perspective upon which her model is based, yet it is the attention and 
memory terms that dominate her model; however, research to sup-
port these portions is limited or outdated.

The final model that was shown to be valid was developed by 
Pecchioni and Halone (2000). It differs from the previous models in that 
it is a model for relational listening developed through grounded the-
ory. Their model details the macro and micro level cognitive, behavio-
ral, and affective processes of relational listening. Like Brownell’s 
model, this is a sound theoretical model developed through a qualita-
tive method. However, the means exist to validate models such as these 
through more sophisticated methods, and until that is done, these 
should be considered perceptual models of the listening process. What 
all of the models lack is theoretically grounded and empirically sup-
ported attention and memory research.

Attention and memory research

The final criticism of listening research in general, and the definitions 
and models of listening in particular, is that no listening research exists 
that is grounded in current attention and memory research. All defini-
tions and models, if grounded, are grounded in outdated linear atten-
tion and memory research.

The foundation of listening research rests in attention and memory 
research. Communication assesses patterns of behavior, and because 
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listening is primarily a cognitive process that is perceived behaviorally, 
listening researchers have had to cross disciplines to establish a founda-
tion for the cognitive aspects of listening. Cognitive listening defini-
tions and models that do explicate their psychological foundations cite 
Broadbent (1971), Kahneman (1973) and Treisman (1960) (Janusik, 
2002c). Those that do not explicate psychological foundations generally 
cite former listening models and theorists who cite the aforementioned 
psychological researchers (Janusik, 2002b, 2004).

Broadbent (1971), Kahneman (1973) and Treisman (1960, 1964) 
grounded their work in linear attention and memory models consistent 
with Sensory Register – Short Term Memory – Long Term Memory. 
This theoretical model was popular in cognitive psychology until the 
mid to late 1960s when more sophisticated measurement techniques 
did not find support for the model (Janusik, 2002c). The field experi-
enced a state of flux until the notion of a dynamic model of attention 
and memory was introduced (Baddeley and Hitch, 1974). This model 
was called Working Memory (WM), and WM has been the dominant 
paradigm of attention and memory research since the early 1980s 
(Miyake and Shah, 1999). Its acceptance is largely based on its elegance 
and ability to withstand rigorous testing, something that the linear 
models never did. WM has dominated cognitive psychology research 
for over 35 years, and revisions to the model through rigorous testing 
have been minimal (Baddeley, 1986, 1992, 2000, 2001, 2003).

In a social scientific sense, the strength of our field rests in our ability 
to produce sound research, and in the sense of constructs, this means 
validating models and converging definitions. However, none of the 
three validated listening models are grounded in WM theory. The two 
that do cite psychological research (Bostrom, 1990a, 1990b; Brownell, 
2002) cite the linear theorists. Thus, the foundations of their models are 
based on outdated attention and memory research, and conclusions 
drawn from them are circumspect.

Because communication theories must be consistent with known 
neurobiological processes (Beatty and McCroskey, 2001), the field of lis-
tening can be faulted with not staying abreast of and integrating cur-
rent attention and memory research. Advancements in listening research 
are predicated on advancements in psychological research, and we will 
not progress as a field of study until our research reflects the founda-
tional changes.

Therefore, it is clear that the study of listening lacks legitimacy 
in research, which makes it challenging to develop innovative and 
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effective ways to teach listening. The importance of listening is  apparent 
at an intuitive level, but to justify its inclusion in the curriculum, we 
need solid empirical evidence that listening is critical to academic and 
professional success. Until now, there has not been a consolidation of 
solid empirical research to support listening. The introduction of the 
Listening Quad (Janusik, 2007b) offers instructors the ability to cus-
tomize their teaching of listening by offering empirically supported 
literature.

The Listening Quad

The listening quad is a theoretical and research-based foundation from 
which to teach listening, and it can be customized for individual sections 
of any communication course or for an entire listening course (Janusik, 
2007b). As the name implies, it approaches listening from four perspec-
tives: affective; cognitive; behavioral; and relational, and it is grounded 
in the general dimensions that underlie the listening process (Halone, 
Cunconan, Coakley, and Wolvin, 1998). Although their research identi-
fied five general dimensions: cognitive; affective; behavioral/verbal; 
behavioral/nonverbal; and behavioral/interactive (Halone, Cunconan, 
Coakley, and Wolvin, 1998), upon reviewing the literature that could 
support each dimension, the decision was made to collapse the behavio-
ral/verbal and behavioral/nonverbal dimensions into one perspective 
entitled behavioral (see Figure 9.1).

The explanation of each dimension includes a definition of the dimen-
sion and then different ways to approach the teaching of the dimension 
by providing references and brief explanations of research literature. 
The listening quad is an approach to teaching listening rather than a 
prescribed roadway of how to teaching listening. It puts the power back 
in the instructor’s hand, as the instructor is responsible for reviewing 
the research and incorporating it into the classroom.

For example, in the listening as affective section, affective is defined 
as how one feels about listening and how one feels when listening. The 
importance of feeling and motivation to listening competence are out-
lined. In addition, various instruments, such as the Willingness to Listen 
Scale (Roberts and Vinson, 1998), Receiver Apprehension Test (Wheeless, 
1975), Listening Preference Profile (Barker and Watson, 2000), and Self-
Monitoring Scale (Brownell, 2002; Snyder, 1974) are offered as ideas to 
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help students better understand their motivation to listen, their schema 
for listening, and their fears about listening.

The second dimension, listening as cognitive, includes how one 
thinks about listening and how one thinks while listening. This section 
can include much of the scientific brain research in which students 
are very interested. This section begins with an introduction to the 
 cognitive listening models (Bostrom, 1990a, Wolff, Marsnik, Tracey, and 
Nichols 1983) and an explanation of the outdated attention and mem-
ory research that most listening models are built upon, which is 
Broadbent’s (1971) model of sensory register/short-term memory/
long-term memory. Then the concept of working memory theory is 
introduced (Baddeley, 2000, 2001, 2003; Baddeley and Hitch, 1974). Of 
particular interest is that in linear listening tasks, Miller’s +/− 7 (1956) 
often holds up. That is, when one is asked to memorize a list of items, 
one generally can recall from 5 to 9 of them. However, in an interactive 
task, like a conversation, then the number of items that one can hold 
active and respond to in the conversation is approximately 2.9 (Janusik, 
2004, 2007a). This is important, as the conversational listening process 
utilizes working memory, not just long-term memory.

This listening-as-cognitive section also includes how various cultures 
conceptualize listening differently. For example, German university stu-
dents perceive  listening primarily as a relationship building activity, 
while US American students perceive listening as an integrating and 
organizing task (Imhof and Janusik, 2006). The question, then, is that if 

Cognitive

Affective

Behavioral

Relational

Figure 9.1 The listening quad
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one thinks about listening in a certain way, is it processed in a way that 
is different from another person who thinks about listening differently?

Also of interest in the listening as cognitive section are the activities 
and studies that have to do with brain research. For example, the Stroop 
Test (Experience Dynamics, 2004) is an exercise to demonstrate how the 
left and right brain hemispheres do not always work in synchroniza-
tion. The test is a series of words that can be projected electronically. 
Each word is the name of a color, but the name of the color and the 
actual color do not match. For example, the word blue might be written 
in red ink. The goal is to say the color of the word, as opposed to the 
word. When done in unison, the class quickly understands how their 
brain gets stuck, which helps students understand how listening is an 
automatic process and a conscious process.

Additional studies to use in the listening as cognitive section include 
how men and women listen differently in terms of which side of the 
brain hemisphere is activated in a listening task (Frost, Binder, Springer, 
et al., 1999; Phillip, Lowe, Lurito, Dzemidzic, and Matthews, 2001; Sousa, 
2001), as well as the structural differences in the brains of men and 
women (Gur, Turetsky, Matsui, et al., 1999; Rabinowicz, Dean, Petetot, 
and de Courten-Myers, 1999). Though the gender research in terms of 
listening is rather scarce and inconsistent, students’ experiences provide 
rich examples for classroom discussion.

Next, the listening as behavioral section focuses on the nonverbal and 
verbal behaviors that indicate that one is or is not listening. Listening is 
primarily a cognitive activity that is perceived behaviorally (Witkin, 
1990), and cognitions and behaviors are not always in synchronization. 
Thus, it is critical for students to understand that others perceive them 
as listeners by how they act.

This section begins with an introduction of the behavioral listening 
models (Brownell, 2006; Steil, et al., 1983a), and then addresses what 
is known about listening and nonverbal behaviors based on limited 
studies (Alexander, Penley, Jernigan, 1992; O’Heren and Arnold, 1991; 
Ostermeier, 1993; Thomas and Levine, 1994; Timm and Schroeder, 
2000). Though limited, the studies do suggest that there is a relation-
ship between nonverbal behaviors and listening comprehension.

In this section, students also can identify their ability to decode 
 others’ nonverbal behavior by using the Profile of Nonverbal Sensitivity 
(PONS) Test (Rosenthal, Hall, DiMatteo, Rogers, and Archer, 1979).The 
session ends with an explanation of the effective verbal and nonverbal 
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listening behaviors and how they are contextual, which transitions to 
the final dimension, listening as relational, as all relationships take 
place within a context.

This section incorporates the other parts of the listening quad into the 
human communication process. The section addresses the idea that the 
sum is greater than its parts in that one’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors 
can combine in both positive and negative ways in human interaction. 
There is one relational listening model (Pecchioni and Halone, 2000), 
established through grounded theory, which is a model of assumptions of 
what is important in the listening act with differing partners.

The model investigates the macro level of listening, or the time of the 
interaction (before, during, after) as well as the micro level, or what 
happens during each of those parts and how it can be characterized as 
cognitive, behavioral, verbal, nonverbal, or interactive. The model and 
study confirms that we listen differently with different people.

Another area to address in listening as relational is the rather 
new area of communication research that addresses comforting mes-
sages and providing support (Bodie and Burleson, 2008; Burleson and 
Feng, 2005; Burleson, Holmstrom, Bodie, and Rack, 2007; Burleson, 
Holmstrom, Bodie, et al., 2005) as well as listening and empathy 
(Bommelje, Houston, and Smither, 2003; Brownell, 1992; Purdy, 1991; 
Walker, 1997). And, although Gibb’s (1961) supportive and defensive 
climates is well dated, it has withstood the test of time in helping 
 students understand how to create a positive listening context.

Also of interest in the listening as relational sections are the studies 
that have been performed in specific contexts. For example, how listen-
ing changes across the lifespan (Coakley, Halone, and Wolvin, 1996; 
Halone, Wolvin, and Coakley, 1997), listening in the classroom (Ford, 
Wolvin and Chung, 2000; Imhof, 1998, 2001, 2002) listening in the work-
place (Brownell, 1985, 1994; Cooper and Husband, 1993; Gilchrist and 
Van Hoeven, 1994; Lobdell, Sonoda, and Arnold, 1993; Stine, Thompson, 
and Cusella, 1995), and listening in marriage (Doohan, 2007).

Thus, any of the dimensions of the listening quad can be used to 
 supplement a class, or to customize an entire listening section or listen-
ing course.

The listening quad approaches the listening curriculum as a cultural 
construction (Grundy, 1987). In this approach, meaning is not provided 
to the students by the instructor, rather it is built through interaction 
(Eisner, 1982). This notion is consistent with the Social Construction of 
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Reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). The instructor acts as midwife 
who assists with the birth of knowledge, but the midwife is clear that 
the “baby” belongs to the learner (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and 
Tarule, 1997). In the applied sense, the instructor is responsible for uti-
lizing the research-based materials in class in a way that students can 
create meaning about the multifaceted nature of listening.

Thus, the listening quad temporarily solves the challenge of outdated 
listening research. However, it does not diminish the need for research-
ers to continue to investigate the construct of listening to learn more 
about this construct that we so firmly believe is important to teach.

Conclusion

Therefore, the development of listening pedagogy is at a standstill. 
While it is important to teach listening, it is the instructor’s responsibil-
ity to make certain that content being taught is supported through 
research. Little of what passes as listening information in communica-
tion textbooks is supported. It is hopeful that we will develop new def-
initions, models, and theories, grounded in current conceptualizations, 
and rigorously tested, so that we will have something new and solid to 
teach our students. Until then, the listening quad offers a customizable 
approach to teach listening that is theoretically grounded and 
 empirically  supported.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1 Why is it easier to teach or learn speaking than listening?
2 Is it more important to teach listening cognitions or listening behaviors? Justify your 

answer.
3 Some say that it is impossible to teach listening because it is a covert activity. What 

other covert activities have been successfully taught at the university level? How could 
listening instructors apply what is known from the other covert activities that are 
taught?

4 Compare and contrast what is known about teaching listening within the periods 
presented. Has the field progressed in a logical method? Explain.

5 Janusik makes a strong claim that “Listening is not included in the communication cur-
riculum because it has not earned its rightful place in the curriculum.” Do you agree 
or disagree with her? Explain.

6 Does a compilation of materials make something worth teaching? If there is no com-
pilation, does that mean that the topic is not worth teaching? Explain.
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 7 Select the definition of listening (pp. 204–5) that you most endorse. On what criteria 
did you select it?

 8 Are multiple definitions and models for the same construct a benefit or a drawback 
to a field?

 9 Is the listening quad a theoretically sound way to teach listening? If you were going to 
use it for your class, identify and explain which part(s) of the listening quad would be 
most appropriate to use.

10 Is it the teacher’s job to make sure the content included in a textbook is accepted 
fact? If the content in the textbook is not factual, how does it end up in a textbook? 
How do textbook readers know what to believe?
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Perspectives on Intercultural 
Listening
Melissa L. Beall

In this chapter, Beall provides a review of intercultural listening literature, identifying some 
of the characteristics of good listeners and of intercultural listening within different cul-
tures. She also identifies guidelines to help people be better intercultural listeners, and 
posits some concerns for needed research in this area.

Perspectives on Intercultural Listening

In a world increasingly fraught with tension, dissension, and outright 
conflict, it would seem that more academicians, policy-makers, diplo-
mats and others would take the time to learn more about those who 
inhabit this planet. Despite some 30 years of intercultural research and 
thousands of articles, there are often insufficient intercultural findings 
and applications disseminated to the appropriate parties to “make a 
difference” in global relations. And, even when it is disseminated, there 
is inadequate application of intercultural communication competence 
to create a difference in the world. Added to this is the problem that 
there has not been enough practical research undertaken or dissemi-
nated, despite the numerous consultants and business persons who 
spend a considerable amount of time helping employers and employ-
ees learn more about listening.

While listening researchers have conducted considerable research 
in intercultural listening in the past two decades, a review of the lit-
erature makes it apparent that much more needs to be completed in 
order to make a difference in this global society. Our technologically 
advanced world has allowed us to become much more aware of 
 cultural practices. Intercultural awareness and sensitivity is usually 
viewed as both a positive characteristic and a necessity in today’s 
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 global society. In many elementary and secondary classrooms around 
the world, “multiculturalism” is a required part of the curriculum and 
many colleges require a course in multiculturalism or, more specifi-
cally, in intercultural communication. College and university general 
education or liberal arts core requirements encourage the study of 
various cultures. Many US colleges  mandate at least one course in 
non-western culture as a part of core requirements.

While many courses focus on differences, there are, in fact, many 
 similarities between and among various cultures that we often ignore. 
What is apparent, however, is that unless the interactants in diverse com-
munication events are aware of both similarities and differences, prob-
lems may occur. And, listening researchers in particular have determined 
that awareness of the role of listening in communication events between 
and among people of different cultures is critical to success. Culture is 
the basis for the ways people think, talk, and act. Culture, however, is not 
contained within ethnic or national boundaries. There are many layers of 
cultures within any given country or society. Thus, while it may be easy 
to refer to “cultural perspectives,” it is not always easy to define what we 
mean by the term. Culture pervades everything people do and varies 
from country to country, workplace to workplace, and group to group. 
Despite the awareness of the need to know more about other cultures, 
unless there’s an employer mandate, or another significant reason to 
learn more about others and their culture, little or no emphasis is placed 
on listening in general, let alone on intercultural listening. And, despite 
the prevalence of the need for effective listening, listening is often not 
included in the training provided by employers for personnel sent on 
global assignments. Furthermore, the concept of intercultural listening 
also almost defies categorization. Thomlison (1997, p. 91) asserts, 
“Western cultures as a whole, place much greater emphasis on speaking 
than on listening … Western cultures take listening for granted …. In 
contrast, many non-Western cultures emphasize listening rather than 
speaking.” Thus, it would seem that trainers and educators should 
expend greater effort to raise people’s awareness of the importance of 
listening, in general, and intercultural listening, specifically.

Gudykunst (2005, p. viii) suggests that culture is one of the many 
group memberships that influence communication. He further states 
that numerous intercultural communication theories have been gener-
ated in the past 20 years. This growth of theories and the development 
and expansion of intercultural communication theory will undoubtedly 
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also affect listening research and theory building. Anthropologists 
Kroeber and Kluckhorn (1993) examined 300 different definitions of 
“culture.” Scholars in a variety of disciplines suggest that there are some 
fundamental characteristics of culture.

Trenholm and Jensen, (2000) indicate that culture is the set of values 
and beliefs, norms and customs, and rules and codes that socially defines 
a group of people, binds them to one another and gives a sense of com-
monality. Neuliep (2003) says that intercultural communication occurs 
whenever a minimum of two persons from different cultures or microc-
ultures come together and exchange verbal and nonverbal symbols. 
Cooper, Calloway-Thomas and Simonds (2007) propose that both inter-
cultural communication and intercultural listening are contextual; that is, 
a combination of factors such as setting, situation, circumstances, the peo-
ple involved, and the relationship of those people must be considered.

In this chapter, we will explore what we already “know” about inter-
cultural listening, identify some of the characteristics of intercultural 
listening within different cultures, identify guidelines to help people be 
better intercultural listeners, and posit some concerns for needed 
research in the area.

A Review of the Literature

Clinard (1985, p. 39) suggests that listening may be the best tool 
for understanding the people with whom we work. Wolvin and 
Coakley (1996, p. 124) offer “ten factors influencing the listening proc-
ess.” Significantly, the first factor is culture and the authors suggest 
that “Communication scholars have come to recognize that culture is a 
 primary determinant of all communication behaviors – including 
 listening – because one’s culture essentially serves to define who one is 
and how one will communicate through one’s perceptual filter.” 
Wolvin and Coakley (1996, p. 125) further suggest that [cultures and] 
subcultures within the United States illustrate differences that require 
adaptation for the listener to understand and to respond appropriately. 
They also state, “communication between blacks and whites is shaped 
by cultural influences.” Intercultural communication scholars, Samovar 
and Porter (1994, p. 19), describe the profound impact of culture on 
listening behavior as follows: “The ways in which we communicate, 
the circumstances of our communication, the language and language 
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style we use, and our nonverbal behaviors are all a response to and a 
function of our culture. And, as cultures differ from one another, the 
communication practices and behaviors of individuals reared in those 
cultures will also be different.” Thomlison (1997) indicates that just as 
communication and culture are inseparable, so too, are listening and 
culture. He also suggests that, “the ultimate goal of the cross cultural 
listener is to reduce uncertainty in the communication process” and 
what may be “effective listening in one culture is totally inappropriate 
or misunderstood in another culture.” In a series of research reports 
with a focus on nonverbal effects on intercultural listening, Ostermeier 
(1987, 1989, 1992, 1993, 1995, 1996, 1997a, 1997b, 1999) suggests, “inter-
cultural listening is a challenging arena for participants to enter. Factors 
other than language such as cultural values and nonverbal cues take 
on significant importance.”

Wolvin (1987), in a study of perceptions of listening behavior found 
that international students perceived Americans to be less willing 
and less patient as listeners than they perceived listeners in African, 
South American, or European cultures. The respondents in Wolvin’s 
study indicated, “good listeners in any culture are those who care 
about their relationships with others.” Wolvin and Coakley (1996, 
p. 126) cite Chan-Herur, who recommends that when Americans con-
duct business internationally, they should: “1. Observe. 2. Listen. 3. 
Speak.” These recommendations are the direct opposite of the usual 
pattern for people in the United States. Chan-Herur’s suggestions 
should also be considered whenever US citizens interact with any-
one, but especially when interacting with people from other cultures 
or co-cultures.

Anthropologist Edward T. Hall (1959) identified cultures as either 
high context or low context. The United States and Canada are both 
low context cultures; this means that communicators expect to gain 
most of the information in communication events in the words of the 
messages. The high context perspective, found in many parts of Asia 
and the Middle East, is a situation where more information is con-
tained in the communication setting and in the communicators them-
selves than is contained in the words uttered. In the high-context 
culture, then, according to Hall, messages tend to be shorter, more 
general, and faster. Speakers and listeners in high-context cultures 
rely on a common understanding of values and rules. So, in the (low 
context) United States, speakers believe that it is their responsibility to 
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help their listeners understand their messages, whereas people in 
high context cultures believe it is the responsibility of the listener to 
understand. For this  reason, when some Asian students, for example, 
interact with others, whether it is in a class or in an interpersonal com-
munication event, they expect to understand what is being said, and if 
they do not, they usually will not express their lack of understanding 
because in their own cultures, it is their duty to understand without 
asking questions or making their lack of knowledge or understanding 
known to others. Americans who believe that it is their responsibility 
to “make people understand” may be seen as overbearing, patroniz-
ing, and even pompous when they explain and repeat things in an 
effort to help the listener, especially if the listener is from a high  context 
culture.

Chen and Starosta (1998) list three issues that affect our ability to 
 listen interculturally: (1) listening across emotions; (2) fusing horizons; 
and, (3) selective listening. According to Chen and Starosta, we all have 
our own worldviews. If we become locked in those worldviews, it 
becomes difficult to listen to someone from another culture. Thus, we 
can see that effective communication may be difficult to attain unless 
all listeners are aware of the both similarities and differences and able 
to work around them.

In other research, Purdy and Newman (1999) identified good and 
poor listener differences according to gender and compared their find-
ings to earlier studies. Purdy and Newman found that there were sev-
eral characteristics that respondents identified as characteristics of good 
listeners, no matter which gender: eye contact; willingness to listen; 
shows interest; asks for clarity; gives feedback; and offers advice when 
wanted. Purdy and Newman claim that people today are more aware 
of listening and the discipline required in being a good listener.

Imhof (2001b) investigated “specific variations in the assessment of 
good and poor listening behavior across different areas of communica-
tion (personal conversation, professional communication), perceived 
listener status, and cultural backgrounds. She found that “participants’ 
accounts for good and poor listening behavior were subject to signifi-
cant inter- and intra-cultural variation due to relevant situational fac-
tors which determine the character of a listening episode.” Imhof 
focused on good listener characteristics and found similar results to 
Purdy and Newman. Furthermore, she found that different communi-
cation contexts call for different listener characteristics.
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Imhof and Janusik (2006) look at listening as a cognitive  construct. 
Their work is promising for all listening research and especially 
for intercultural listening. Imhof and Janusik suggest four factors 
need to be taken into account as listening concepts are mapped and 
 analyzed.

The Effect of Specific Behaviors on Intercultural 
Listening

Ostermeier (1995) provides an excellent overview of the effects of non-
verbal behavior on intercultural listening. He reports that American 
students, who interviewed international students from Africa, Asia, 
Europe, Latin America, and the Middle East, indicated that five nonver-
bal behaviors affected the Americans’ perception of listening: use of 
voice; conversational space; eye behavior; facial expressions; and hand 
gestures. Ostermeier’s (1995) conclusions can help us understand inter-
cultural listening contexts.

● Differences in meanings of voice and conversational space made it 
more likely that it would be difficult to listen to the international 
speaker.

● Differences in the meanings of facial expressions and hand gestures 
made it more likely that it would be easier to listen.

● Differences in meanings of eye behavior were no more likely to be a 
help or a hindrance to listening.

● The adverse impact on listening due to differences in nonverbal cue 
meanings may be in the perception of the listener that something 
negative is being directed at them personally or it may be the per-
ception that something negative is being directed at what they are 
saying.

● The differences in meanings for nonverbal cues appear more likely 
to make it easier or more difficult to listen depending on the cultural 
area of the world of the international person.

● Differences in meanings would seem more likely to make it more dif-
ficult to listen to persons from the Middle East and Latin America.

● Differences in these cues seem to make it easier to listen to Africans.
● Nonverbal differences appear to be as likely a help as a hindrance in 

listening to Asians and Europeans.
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● It is apparent that persons from one country within a particular 
 cultural group may very well exhibit behaviors differently than per-
sons from another country within the same cultural group.

● One always must be cautioned to be prepared to adapt to a particu-
lar country within a particular cultural area, and, to that particular 
individual. (Ostermeier, 1995, p. 33)

Ostermeier’s (1995) research promotes the idea that listening to the 
nonverbal communication in intercultural situations may be a key 
 element in achieving intercultural listening competence.

A Study on the Role of Intercultural Listening

A number of essays and research reports suggest that collectivist 
 cultures (for example, Eastern cultures) place a higher value on listen-
ing than do individualistic cultures (for example, the US and Canada). 
Native Americans tend to be more collectivist and are similar to people 
from Asia in their views of storytelling as means of preserving and 
maintaining the traditions of the culture. Ostermeier’s (1995) findings 
suggest that we should all be aware of the role of intercultural listening 
in our exchanges with others. Given the relative currency of intercul-
tural listening research, and the relative paucity of information on inter-
cultural listening, this author interviewed people from different world 
areas to determine the role of listening in various countries and cul-
tures. There are some interesting generalizations that would seem to 
corroborate what previous researchers have found.

Students from Western Europe were surprised that anyone would be 
interested in the study of listening. The students from Scandinavia indi-
cated that little time is spent on communication in their educational sys-
tems, and listening is something that is taken for granted – you listen 
because you have to in order to understand messages. Scandinavian 
businesspersons stated similar ideas: “What can you study about listen-
ing? You just do it!” In conversations with people throughout Sweden 
and Denmark, interviewees were also surprised that anyone would 
research or teach listening. After conversing with them for a bit, they 
conceded, “there is something to this idea of listening.” Native-speaking 
German Professors in the Modern Language department at this writer’s 
home institution responded to questions about the role of listening in 
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their own country and culture with these statements: “Well, of course, 
we are interested in listening! We teach language.” “One cannot teach or 
learn language without listening. But, in our home country, it is just 
expected that people will listen and understand.” German research and 
the teaching of listening, however, are increasing. Imhof and Weinhard 
(2004) found that elementary school children are expected to listen about 
2/3 of the time. In an earlier German study, Imhof (1998) found that 
students do not have a clear concept of listening as an active process that 
they can control. In a more recent study, Imhof (2001a) found that stu-
dents report greater listening comprehension when they use metacogni-
tive strategies such as asking questions prior to listening, managing 
interest in the subject, and using elaboration strategies to apply the 
information. Listening has also been the focus for determining sensitiv-
ity to multicultural issues. Timm and Schroeder (2000) found that com-
bining listening and nonverbal communication training significantly 
increases multicultural sensitivity. From these studies, it is apparent that 
greater listening competence creates better students, with a greater 
understanding of what it means to live in a multicultural world. In addi-
tion to this research, the German Listening Society is conducting annual 
workshops to help teachers teach listening.

World Perspectives on Listening

Asians, and South Americans, however, indicate different perspectives 
on listening. Interviews were conducted with students from Argentina, 
Brazil, China, Ecuador, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Taiwan, and Thailand. 
Three major questions were provided to the interviewees prior to the 
interview in order to give them time to think about and formulate their 
answers and to facilitate the process:

1 Tell me about listening in your culture. What is the role of listening 
in your culture?

2 In your culture, what is a “good listener”?
3 Are there differences in listening between your country/culture and 

the United States?

In interviews with Asian students attending a small Midwestern uni-
versity in the United States of America, there were similar responses to 
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all three questions. Students indicated that they do not have classroom 
instruction in “listening” per se, but they learn early that they must be 
good listeners. Family members demand respect from children, and 
respect is displayed in one’s listening to others. In the classroom, the 
expectation is that one will listen and think and not talk, not ask ques-
tions, and not cause the speaker to lose face, unless the class is one 
where interaction and asking questions is specifically identified as 
appropriate behavior. One of the students suggested that listening con-
tinues long after the classroom experience ends, because one must truly 
reflect on what was said and the meaning. Each Asian student indi-
cated that listening is lengthy, and something that Americans do not 
seem to comprehend. “Americans are always in such a hurry. They 
don’t take the time to listen properly. They are always rushing on to the 
next thing before they understand what is being said.” The students 
from China and Taiwan, especially, referred to the Chinese characters 
“ting” (see Figure 10.1) and how those characters define and explain 
listening well.

The characters in “ting” represent the eyes, the ears, the heart, (the 
total being) and undivided attention. These aspects of listening capture 
the essence of what they learn about the role of listening in their own 
cultures. Listening requires the whole being to be involved when trying 
to understand what is being communicated. And, the concept of undi-
vided attention is crucial. Several interviewees suggested that one 
“must listen between the lines. You have to listen to what is said and 

YOU

EAR

EYES

UNDIVIDED
ATTENTION

HEART

Figure 10.1 The word “to listen” in Chinese
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what is not said, and then you have to think about all of it. It takes time 
to think about everything that is said, but it takes more time to think 
about what was not said, but is a vital part of the message.” Listening 
in their classrooms means that one listens with the whole being. Eyes 
are focused on the teacher/professor and one works hard to avoid all 
distractions. Students from South America identified similar kinds of 
attitudes and behaviors in their cultures.

Discussion

Each country, culture, or microculture has a somewhat different and 
unique perspective of listening, with Western and Eastern ways dis-
tinctly different from each other. We have much to learn about intercul-
tural listening, but research can provide additional information about 
what we need to know and what we need to study in the future. The 
stories about listening from the Chinese women in the research provide 
guidelines for how to understand others.

Responses to the interview questions indicate that previous research 
findings suggesting that people in Asian cultures view listening as a 
much stronger and much more valuable skill or trait. While these stu-
dents say they are not directly taught to be good listeners, Chinese cul-
tural traditions create expectations that listening is much more valuable 
than any other attribute. And, everything in the culture provides impli-
cations for appropriate behaviors. The four themes pervading the inter-
views were: (1) Listening is important; (2) Listening is expected; 
(3) Listening is learned by example and by expectation; and (4) One 
must listen for what is not said. All Asian interviewees indicated that 
listening is very important in their own cultures, and they were sur-
prised that it was less so in the United States. In their own cultures, they 
indicate that there are punishments for failure to listen, especially to 
one’s parents or teachers. While they were hesitant to state that they 
were taught to listen, they were quite descriptive about the ways that 
good, careful listening is expected, and that parents, elders, and teach-
ers expect to say something only once, and that the listener will receive, 
comprehend and comply with the message. Students provided numer-
ous examples of how one must listen to not just the words, but to the 
meaning intended. This listening with the mind also includes listening 
with the heart, the eyes, and the ears. “We must listen to what is not 
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said,” was a common phrase they offered about listening. Many of their 
examples of good listening also included instances of listening to more 
than the words, and with more than the ears. It was clear in these inter-
views that in their culture, listening can indeed be defined as it has 
been delimited by the International Listening Association (1995): 
Listening: The process of receiving, constructing meaning from, and 
responding to spoken and/or nonverbal messages (p. 1).

The informal interviews with the western European students and 
faculty, and the lengthy interviews with the Chinese women suggest 
that we can learn a great deal about another’s culture, and the world’s 
view of intercultural listening if we will take the time to learn about 
the culture and, especially, to learn to listen with the ears, eyes, mind 
and heart.

We have much to learn about culture and listening if we are to suc-
cessfully interact in this global community. Visitors to other countries 
need to learn about the people, their culture, their language, and their 
views on listening. Only through an awareness of and sensitivity to 
the cultural practices and traditions of others, will we be able to effec-
tively communicate with the people around us. Harris (2002) provides 
several strategies for listening interculturally:

1 Listen for your own cultural/individual values.
2 When you are introduced to someone from another culture, listen 

for his/her cultural/individual values.
3 Expand your knowledge of the cultural norms of other peoples.
4 Listen with your eyes open and an open mind.

Harris further describes a global listener as one who has: knowledge; 
attitude; and skills. She says we have to begin with understanding our 
cultures, our values, and ourselves before we can gain and use knowl-
edge of others’ cultures. Once we know our own values, strengths, and 
weaknesses, we can develop attitudes that will help us in intercultural 
encounters. Finally, we need to develop the skills that will allow us to 
approach each intercultural encounter as a unique experience.

This writer also developed some guidelines for effective intercultural 
listening.

1 Be prepared to listen.
2 Learn to control internal and external distractions.
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 3 Behave as a good listener. Stop talking; let others have a chance. 
Don’t interrupt. Concentrate on what is said, not who is saying it, 
or what the speaker is doing.

 4 Good listeners maintain eye contact with speakers, if it is a part 
of their culture.

 5 Good listeners learn the “rules” of the culture!
 6 Good listeners ask questions at appropriate times and maintain 

flexibility as they carefully listen to the speaker’s views.
 7 Remember that dialects, accents, and “different” vocal dynamics 

can but should not distract. Learn to focus on the message.
 8 Learn to ask appropriate questions.
 9 Remember that all cultures and co-cultures have both similarities 

and differences. We should not focus on differences!
10 Enjoy the journey!

Future Research

This chapter and the review of literature contained in it provide ample 
justification for needed research in the area of intercultural communica-
tion. Those whose business or personal travels to other lands and cul-
tures have undoubtedly already learned that “good” listening depends 
on a number of variables, including the situation, the status, and the 
cultural variables themselves. We need to learn more about other cul-
tures before visiting. And, research needs to be completed to help us 
find the answers to “what is good listening?” in the various cultures of 
the world.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1 What is culture? How can we define intercultural communication? Is intercultural 
 listening defined differently than intercultural communication? How so? If not, should 
it be?

2 Describe the relationship between culture and listening.
3 How is intercultural listening affected by nonverbal communication?
4 What are the major differences between listeners in high context and low context 

cultures?
5 How is listening perceived in Scandinavian countries?
6 How can you apply Harris’s strategies and your author’s guidelines for effective inter-

cultural listening to your own lives.
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7 If you were planning to visit another country, what kinds of things would you wish to 
learn about the culture before you travel?
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Listening in Spirituality 
and Religion
Diana Corley Schnapp

Listening has been an integral aspect of spirituality and religion through the ages, the 
assumption being that if one attempts to connect either internally or externally with a 
source that guides or controls one’s life and self, some type of reception of message must 
occur. It is assumed that individuals listen to: a higher power; the universe; self; “inner 
voices;” other people; nature; sounds; spirit guides; and/or a combination of these. This 
chapter will examine listening in both spirituality and religion by reviewing current publica-
tions and the comments of qualified persons using the terms “listening” or “listen” in the 
context of spirituality and religion and how the context employs listening behaviors.

What is the Meaning of the Terms: Listening, 
Religion, and Spirituality?

The nature of this chapter demands definitions of some frequently-used 
terminology, the most fundamental of which is listening. One of the 
inherent problems in examining the role of listening in these contexts is 
that the definition of listening is still in development. Glenn (1989) iden-
tified 50 definitions of the concept. In an effort to arrive at some consist-
ency for research and educational purposes, the International Listening 
Association agreed to accept the following definition of listening: “the 
process of receiving, constructing meaning from, and responding to 
spoken and/or nonverbal messages” (Bentley and Bacon, 1996, p. 1). 
While this broad definition has been accepted by the Association, many 
scholars continue to regard listening as a multidimensional process 
which involves the physical, mental, emotional, and social behaviors 
of individuals (Brownell, 2002; Purdy, 1991; Wolvin and Coakley, 
1996). Various models of the listening process include “preparing to lis-
ten, attending, hearing, cognitive processing, responding, interpreting, 
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evaluating, remembering, and listening filters” (Brownell, 2002; 
Thompson, 2005; Wolvin and Coakley, 1996). Janusik (2002) asserts that 
there is no single accepted definition or model of listening, which is a 
complex cognitive and behavioral process, and that scholars focus on 
different aspects of the process.

The treatment of listening in spiritual and religious literature sup-
ports Janusik’s observation. Writers of religious and spiritual articles 
and books assume that listening does occur, but they focus primarily on 
practicing listening and on specific aspects of the listening process 
rather than on a scientific analysis of how listening is related to spiritu-
ality and religion. Certainly there is a need to clarify what is meant by 
“listening” in these contexts, and then the relationship of that concept 
to beliefs and practices.

Adding to the confusion is the fact that the terms spirituality and reli-
gion may frequently be used together, but they connote different mean-
ings (Schneiders, 2003). Spirituality has been defined in a number of 
ways depending on the writer’s perspective. Two definitions serve as 
effective summaries of the concept: (1) “The four (sic) domains for spir-
ituality: relationships with other people, within self, within nature, 
within a religion, and within a relationship with God” (Kass and Kass, 
2000, p. 58); and (2) “A working definition of spirituality suggests it is 
both embodied and transcendent, and involves notions of a holistic, 
not-strictly-rational connection within the self, and interconnectedness 
with others, including the environment” (National Communication 
Association, 2008). Lonsdale (1992) defines “Christian spirituality” as 
“life in the spirit as sons and daughters of the Father and brothers and 
sisters of Jesus Christ” (p. 19).

The Concise Oxford American Dictionary (2006) defines religion as: “(1) the 
belief in and worship of a superhuman controlling power, esp. a personal 
God or gods; (2) details of belief as taught or discussed: (3) a particular 
system of faith and worship; (4) a pursuit or interest to which someone 
ascribes supreme importance” (p. 753). Comparison of the definitions 
suggests that religion focuses on being a part of a community which 
adheres to a specific set of beliefs and practices, whether one is active in 
that faith community or not; whereas spirituality encompass those 
thoughts and actions whereby we as individuals seek the truth about 
ourselves and our lives in relation to self, others, and to a higher power. 
One may be spiritual without being religious and religious without being 
spiritual, or one may be both religious and spiritual at the same time. 
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This author contends that there are actually two contexts rather than one. 
At this point in time, however, the two are being examined as one context 
in the research goals of the International Listening Association.

Why is There a Need for Research Regarding 
the Relationship between Listening 
and Religion /Spirituality?

An extensive review of tables of contents and articles in religious and 
spirituality journals suggests that while there is a great deal of writing 
being published with respect to spirituality and religion that mentions 
listening, very little work has been done using empirical study. See, for 
example, tables of contents of journals indexed in the following resources: 
Hartford Seminary Library 2008; International Listening Association, 
2008; National Communication Association, 2008; Questia, 2006; Religious 
Research Association, 2008; Yahoo Directory Religious Journals, 2008.

At the time of this writing, The International Journal of Listening 
has published only one spiritual/religious focused article during its 
20 years of publication (International Listening Association, 2008; 
Corley Schnapp, 2008). The papers and programs presented at the 
annual meetings of the International Listening Association do include a 
much broader representation of interest in the contexts (International 
Listening Association, Index to Convention Papers, 2006). Beginning in 
the 1990s, programs focused on ways to practice listening skills in a 
variety of spiritual and religious applications. Among these are: 
Armstrong, Timm and Schroeder, 2002; Cordova, 20064; Gering, 1996; 
Glenn, 1999; Kearley, 2002; Kollar and Landes, 2008; Nixon, 2000; Paulin 
2005; Shafir, 2001; Thompson, 2003; Warland and Fadden, 1990; and 
Watson, 1999).

The National Communication Association (2008) does have a Spiritual 
Communication Division “dedicated to the study, criticism, research, 
teaching, and application of communication phenomena in the context 
of spirituality,” but this search found no studies related specifically to 
listening in the tables of contents of the numerous journals published 
by the Association.

Hedahl (2001) cites three reasons for the lack of research in the 
Christian tradition: listening skills have been defined as belonging to 
contemplative tradition and pastoral counseling; emphasis has been 
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placed on doing whereas listening is perceived as passive; and the 
 culture places emphasis on speaking rather than silence. She points out 
that while listening is advocated in most religions, the literature focuses 
more on a speaking–listening dyad, which omits a great deal of reli-
gious and spiritual interaction. She also concludes that a skill based 
listening approach is missing from the literature and the research.

In 2006, an international conference co-sponsored by the International 
Listening Association and Rockhurst University focused on research 
in listening using Progress Review Groups to identify areas of concern 
in listening and to propose research projects. The context group dealing 
with Religion and Spirituality identified as potential for research “rec-
ognizing and neutralizing our own emotionally-charged words and 
phrases in intrapersonal, interpersonal, and interfaith dialogue with 
the context of an interfaith listening study” (Janusik, 2007, p. 8). The 
group stated as a desired outcome of their research study to be com-
pleted in 2008: “to develop listening strategies to initiate and promote 
positive and productive interfaith dialogue” (p. 8).

In spite of the seeming lack of empirical research, there is information 
available related to listening in the contexts. Hart (1980), Hedahl (2001), 
and Savage (1996) offer specific guidelines for listening for ministry. Shafir 
(2000) examines the tenets of Zen Buddhism’s relationship to effective lis-
tening. She advocates that individuals listen with the heart, body, and 
mind: “to focus on the process of listening in order to keep our everyday 
lives healthy, peaceful, and productive” (p. 23). Lindahl (2002, 2003, 
2005), who focuses on interfaith spirituality, perhaps comes the closest 
to the research goals of the “Research in the Contexts” meeting of 2006.

Because of the current broad definitions of listening, there have 
been a number of other communication studies that either directly or 
indirectly concern the reception of messages in the contexts. Wright 
(1993) identified rhetorical practices in classical Ch’an Buddhism. If 
listening includes linguistics and cognitive processing, then additional 
broader communication studies, including a number of language-
based studies, related not only Judeo-Christian study, but also to 
Eastern Philosophies as well have been published. Eilberg-Schwartz 
(1988), for example, proposes a Rabbinic theory of language, while 
Carpenter (1992) examines the language of the VEDA in India. Dalferth 
(1992) deals with God and the mystery of words. Erhling (1984) also 
focuses on language related to context of meaning. Shinn (1992) ana-
lyzed the use of language and symbols in relationship to the naming 
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of the Divine. The use of ritual language in everyday life as used by 
the Christian Right was the subject of an article by Meigs (1995). 
Waltner (1991) reports an analysis of Koine Greek, the language of the 
first century Christians, as it relates to the faculty of hearing, attention 
to, and consideration of what is being said, and to understand and 
perceive the sense of what is being said. Thiselton (1980) relates the 
function of language to hermeneutics, the science of the interpretation 
of the scriptures, by examining the relationship among Being (Higher 
Power), language, and man, including concepts of the relationship of 
language and thought. Ladd and Spilka (2002) tested the idea that 
spiritual individuals practice focus of prayer by focusing upward 
(human with divine), inward (with oneself), and outward (human to 
human); but they did not find a dominating factor in the direction of 
prayer focus.

Despite the number of references that may be found, most of the 
writers focus primarily on practicing listening and on portions of the 
listening process rather than on a scientific analysis of how listening 
relates to spirituality and religion. Such focuses are of value, but they 
need to be supported by research rather than assumptions.

To Whom or To What do we Listen?

The articles published to date focus the listening behaviors in three dif-
ferent areas: listening to a higher power or spirits; listening to “inner 
voices”; and listening to other people.

A common theme in religious listening literature is that of listening to 
the higher power or spirits, which encompasses a number of identities 
for that power. In Judeo-Christian-Islamic literature, the listening is to 
God, YHWH, Allah, the prophets, scripture, the Holy Spirit, Jesus, 
saints, and angels. Those who consider listening to a higher power indi-
cate that God may be heard in scripture, silence, community, other peo-
ple, nature, literature, and other beings (Ackerman, 2001; Brueggemann, 
2000; Childs, 2005; Honze, 2004; Lesnick, 1998; Lonsdale 1992; Meyer, 
2003; Paulin, 1993, 2005; Stanley, 1995).

Both the Old and New Testaments are filled with references to the 
importance of hearing and listening. See Table 11.1 for a display of how 
many times words related to listening appear in scripture (WORDsearch 
7.0, 2005).
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In addition to the examples presented in the table, the words listen, 
 listening, listened, and other forms of the word occur an additional 
88 times in the New International Version translation. Cruden’s Concordance 
(1968) lists the word harken, a commandment meaning that one should 
listen, 160 times in the King James Version of the Holy Bible. As the trans-
lations shifted from the preferred translation of the King James Version 
language of the 1600s to the language of the twentieth century, the words 
listen, and listening became more prominent. The use of the word may 
be in reference both to man hearing God and to God hearing man.

Jesus and the writers of the New Testament books refer numerous 
times to hearing and listening, implying that listening is an important 
part of one’s functioning as a Christian (See for example: Matthew 
11:15; Luke 10:16; John 10:27; Acts 3:22; Romans 10:14, NIV). Watson 
(1999) offers an analysis of listening by Jesus as exemplified in scrip-
ture, indicating passages that show that Jesus listened to God, employed 
patience and empathy, asked effective questions, reinforced and sum-
marized, and gave direct feedback. The latter behaviors are associated 
with interpersonal and empathic listening. Passages of the New 
Testament also state that hearing is considered the first step in believing 
that Jesus is the Christ (Romans 10:14, 17, NIV, 1991). The Holy Bible is 
read aloud during worship services, at weddings, at funerals, and on 
special occasions, which implies that listening to scripture is part of the 
practice of the ceremonial occasions.

In Christianity, New Age, Eastern Philosophies, Inter-faith, Native 
American, and Pagan, the source of the message is attributed to the 

Table 11.1 References to hearing and 
 listening in two versions of The Holy Bible

Translation

King James 
Version (KJV)

New International 
Version (NIV)

Hear 553 379
Heareth 52 0
Hearing 46 56
Hears 3 53
Heard 642 577
Listen 1 352
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“inner voice,” nature, the Universe, spirit guides, and “life.” The New 
Age writer Harra (2005) suggests methods of tuning in to “spirit 
guides.” Schmidt (2002), in a historical examination of the importance 
to hearing in the theology of the eighteen and nineteenth centuries, 
examines the attitudes and practices of listening to spirits, including 
angels and the devil. Contemporary attention to listening to angels is 
the subject of Paulin (1996) as well as Daniel, Wyllie, and Ramer (1992). 
The latter authors include an expanded chapter on paying attention, 
focusing, and conversing with one’s personal angel. Burnham (1990) 
drew wide attention to the subject of angels and their communication 
with man past and present in a best-selling book based on the stories 
told by people who claim to have not only seen angels, but also com-
municated with them. Fakhry (2004) interprets the Qur’an to say that 
angels do bring messages to individuals.

Hexham (1999) discusses listening to nature and the earth in contem-
porary Paganism. In addition, listening to nature, Mother Earth, Father 
Sun, and other external spirits permeates the religion of Native 
Americans. Similarly, listening to sounds in nature is part of the ongo-
ing practice of spirituality of each of these groups. Not only are various 
tribes attentive to the presence of spirits all around in both the animate 
and inanimate, but in healing as well.

For those who believe that God speaks directly to them, it is difficult, 
if not impossible, to separate listening to a higher power from listening 
to the “inner voice.” In fact, much of the literature referring to listening 
to God and/or spirits relates to listening inwardly. Harvey (1961) 
observes, “For much of Christian history, the ear was the way to God: 
‘hearing things’ meant hearing God’s voice directly without media-
tion” (p. 252). The problem with these conclusions is whether the source 
is actually a higher power or is merely a form of intrapersonal commu-
nication, which Roberts, Edwards, and Barker (1987) define as, “the 
physiological and psychological processing of messages that happens 
within individuals at conscious and non-conscious levels” (p. 2).

Among religious writers, the subject of listening to sermons and how 
listening functions in worship services is common. A review of the 
holdings of the Jewish Community Center, the Hebrew Academy, and 
libraries of Nazarene, Jesuit, Episcopal, Church of Christ, Baptist uni-
versities and Roman Catholic theology institute libraries resulted in a 
number of titles of articles and books that focus on listening to scripture 
(see for example Brayerton, 2006; Gering, 1996; Heer, 2006; Lyons, 2006; 
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Meyer, 2003; Moretz, 2005). McClure (2004) employed interviews and 
analysis to determine listener’s perceptions of the preacher. He con-
cluded that preachers should compare their own perception of their 
sermons to those of the parishioners. Howden (1989) studied the effects 
of age, sex, and education on hearer responses to sermons.

Baxter (1980) advocates the ear as the major doorway to the mind, 
and therefore, “Perhaps Christians should have their attention drawn 
to the responsibility of listening, for it plays a key role in God’s plan” 
(p. 93). Glenn (1999) proposes a curriculum for teaching churches to 
listen in worship services. Her content focuses on identifying general 
and specific purposes for listening in worship as well as techniques for 
listening to music, prayer, scripture and sermons, and use of imagery.

Religious traditions also advocate “listening” to spiritual writings 
and theological traditions from the past (Holmes, 2002; Polter, 1997). 
The sounds of language in the form of poetry and storytelling are 
also present in most religions and spiritual practices. When search-
ing for listening resources, it is not unusual to find many references 
to listening to literary forms as part of the spiritual (Eskenazi, 
2003; Gallagher, Paulin and Grant, 2002; Redmond, 1992; Sanford, 
2002). The sound of language is significant in the spiritual ways of 
the Native American, Celtic, Inter-faith groups, and Pagans (Newell, 
1997; Brodeur, 1997).

A problem arises in writers’ use of the word listen to mean attention to 
and/or responding to reading scripture or other religious writing in that if 
the written word is read, a different type of communication experience 
from listening occurs, and this calls for differing communication skills. 
The factors of reading were distinguished from factors related to listen-
ing by Spearritt (1962). Irvin (1952) also compares reading with listen-
ing to distinguish the characteristics of each. Unless the scripture or 
religious literature is presented orally, is it accurate to say that the 
receiver “listens to the Word?”

Meditation and Listening

A number of writers advocate listening to the “inner voice” for  guidance 
and enlightenment (Burton, 2004; Carlson and Hawkins, 2003; Connor, 
1992; Palmer, 1999; Willard, 1999). Fischetto (2000) uses biblical exam-
ples of people whose ability to listen brought them a closer  relationship 
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with God; and he discusses the value of listening and  meditation to 
grow stronger physically, emotionally, and spiritually.

Among Eastern philosophies and traditions, listening inwardly is 
important as a practice. Wong (1997) describes the meditation form of 
internal observation as beginning with awareness of thoughts, emo-
tions, or sensations. The focus of one’s awareness is an aspect of listen-
ing.From the Hindu point of view, meditation begins with attention to 
mind, to what you are doing, and to others. Krishnamurti (1999) 
describes meditation as “absolute silence of the mind” (p. 43) during 
which the person meditating listens to his ideas. Passages of the Tao Te 
Ching describe the use of listening and hearing sound in order to achieve 
The Way (Mitchell, 2000, pp. 12, 14). Fadiman and Frager (1997) describe 
the third stage of Sufism as “the direct experience of the presence of 
God within” (p. 13). Gyatso Tenzen (2005), the fourteenth Dalai Lama 
of the State of Tibet, describes the stages of meditation including aspects 
of the nature of perception and cognition, both of which may or may 
not be aspects of the listening process. He does, however, believe that 
there are distinctions between the sensory process of hearing and 
 mental experiences. Piver (2002) also describes the process of medita-
tion as focus and being receptive to quietness and to what the peaceful-
ness of emptying oneself brings. Buddhist author Thich Nhat Hanh 
(2001) advocates “the practice of compassionate listening and use of 
loving speech” for the purpose of understanding and transforming 
anger (p. 4). He observes that looking deeply into the nature of our 
perceptions and looking deeply into the other person with compassion 
come from Buddha. Zen Master Dae Gak (1997) advocates that listen-
ing is the fundamental practice of any spiritual path, “a practice that 
returns us to our true way-the way of human beings, the way of com-
passion” (p. 1). Chetwynde (2005) compares the meditations of Zen 
Buddhism and Christianity.

New Age writer Michael Brown (2005) describes practicing presence 
awareness as “tuning in to one’s ‘Inner Presence’, a Being, and how to 
become one with this Being: to consciously activate the power of our 
Divine Presence” (p. 9). Tuning in involves learning and applying 
 perceptual tools, intending to listen, and identifying the messenger. 
Another New Age writer, Carmen Harra, (2005) promises to instruct 
readers (hearers?) on how to hear the wisdom of the Invisible World 
through hypnosis, astrology, dreams, mediums, clairvoyance, and other 
mystic, spiritualist methods. Roman (1986) writes of receiving  telepathic 
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messages and being open to higher guidance. He says this is done 
through tuning into energies within and around us through auras, feel-
ings, and thoughts.

Kaplan (1995) offers a practical guide to Jewish Meditation. Yahweh’s 
admonition to his people to think on His word daily suggests medita-
tion and listening to the message of the Lord (Plaut, 1981; NIV, 1991).

Prayer as Listening

The subjects of centering prayer and contemplative prayer also raise 
questions with regard to listening inwardly. Calhoun (2005) defines 
centering prayer as “a form of contemplative prayer where the pray-er 
(sic) seeks to quiet scattered thoughts and desires in the still center of 
Christ’s presence” (p. 207). Centering prayer is waiting before the Lord in 
open attentiveness, attending to the presence of the Holy Spirit. The 
process allows for the recognition of thoughts then gently releases those 
thoughts to God. The goal, as is true in Eastern philosophies of medita-
tion, is to become empty of one’s self. In this type of prayer, the purpose 
is to spend time in the presence of God and to become one with God.

Contemplative prayer is defined by Calhoun (2005) as, “to develop an 
open restful receptivity to the Trinity that enables me to always be with 
God just as I am.” … Keeping our hearts alert and awake to the pres-
ence of God, we listen” (p. 211). Contemplative prayer has been brought 
to the attention of contemporary seekers by Thomas Keating (2006) and 
Brother Lawrence (1982) among others. Matthews (2004) examines a 
contemplative approach to communication based on the writings of 
Thomas Merton. Barry and Connolly’s (1982) comments on contempla-
tion include aspects of the listening process, particularly those of 
empathic listening. The vocabulary used by these authors sounds very 
much like the objective of empathic listening in interpersonal commu-
nication. However, even if one focuses on a metaphysical or abstract 
“presence,” is the activity listening or another form of interaction? 
Keating (2006), a leading proponent of contemplative prayer, asserts 
that contemplative prayer is not the same as listening. If listening is 
defined as a multidimensional process, these practices fit with the defi-
nition. Perception and cognition are certainly viewed as aspects of the 
listening process, but the question remains: are these experiences listen-
ing or some other behavior?
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Listening to Others: Pastoral Care 
and Interfaith Dialogue

Schultz and Ahrens (1996) define pastoral care, sometimes referred to as 
 caring ministry, “to respond to fellow human beings in their time of physi-
cal, spiritual, and emotional need on behalf of one’s faith community.” 
Times of need include, but are not limited to, bereavement, birth, adoption, 
job loss, chronic illness, divorce, moving from one community to another, 
anger, youth in crisis, terminal illness and other life crises.” Faith community 
is defined as “a group of people who hold in common a system of beliefs 
and practices relative to sacred things” (Corley Schnapp, 2003. pp. 4–5).

Hedahl (2001) asserts that “while ministers are expected to be listeners 
as a prior qualification for anything else they might do, (yet) … listening 
instruction is lacking in most pastoral training (p. 95). Her table of the 
“Historical view of pastoral theology books on listening” provides some 
support for this view (p. 103). Pembroke (2002) concludes that “listening 
lies at the heart of pastoral ministry” (p. 1). In analyzing the types of atti-
tudes and communication techniques used in pastoral ministry, he cites 
the behaviors of openness, availability, confirmation of the other, respond-
ing with and encouraging the use of feeling-language, and awareness, all 
of which are tools of compassionate, therapeutic and empathic listening 
(Wolvin and Coakley, 1996). Thompson (2003), identifies listening as an 
integral core of the methods of practicing pastoral care. A study examin-
ing women’s silences in pastoral care was undertaken by Bons-Storm 
(1996), the results of which suggest that listening to the silences of women 
produces significant insight for pastoral caregivers.

In her survey of ministers, rabbis, priests, and other spiritual leaders to 
determine which specific listening behaviors they perceive that they 
employ in pastoral care, Corley Schnapp (2003) concluded that while 
respondents tended to rate themselves highly in each of the six types of 
listening skills, interpreting was used more frequently than the other 
skills; while understanding was used less frequently than the other types 
of listening skills surveyed. However, because of a small sample, the 
results were inconclusive. Non-Christian respondents indicated that 
they do not use the term “pastoral care” even though the concept was 
defined for them in the survey.

While the term “pastoral care” may not be used among Jews, there is 
still provision for listening to and caring for one another. An example is 
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Shiva, a gathering of friends and relatives who sit with a grieving per-
son for a period of time following the burial of the relative. Although 
Shiva is a silent gathering, the presence of friends and relatives to the 
grieving person may be a type of listening. Slater (2004) writes of the 
Jewish compassionate practice of “mindful living,” a concept that has 
already related to listening in other religious and spiritual traditions.

Ecumenical Dialogue and Interfaith Views

Ecumenical writers strongly address listening as part of the dialogic 
 process (Barrigar, 1995; Berling, 1993; Friedman, 1983; Jones, 1999). Kasper 
(2000) states, “Today dialogue among cultures, religions, and churches is 
a presupposition for peace in the world” (p. 1). Both Brodeur (1997) and 
Hoffman (1997) are among the authors who consider listening as an 
essential aspect of interfaith dialogue. Brodeur (2005) describes the inter-
faith dialogue as being characterized by honesty, trust, and openness as 
being important for the quality of listening and understanding.

Lindahl’s interfaith books focus on listening as sacred. Her books pro-
vide very basic, skills oriented techniques for practicing listening as spir-
itual awareness. Among the topics she includes are listening for soul, 
integration, holy connections, listening to God, the inner voice and others. 
(2002). She also explores contemplative listening as “exploring the quality 
of silence,” (p. 13) and “listening to the True Self: the voice of the soul” 
(2003, p. 29). Her book for children encourages them to use their senses to 
explore ways that God listens and is present in everyday lives (2005).

Although his focus is evangelism, Johnson (1994) strongly encour-
ages his reader to begin the efforts of converting another by listening to 
the beliefs and questions of those of other religions. He asserts that only 
by listening to and understanding the beliefs of others can one advo-
cate a particular religious message.

Relationship between Culture 
and Listening Behavior

The cultural experiences of individuals contribute to the meaning of the 
messages they hear during the religious experience, so all may not listen 
in the same way. In Eastern cultures, the sounds may even be processed 
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differently in the brain than in Western cultures. This view is supported 
by Samovar and Porter (1995), “we want to reemphasize that while per-
ception takes place inside each individual, it is culture that primarily 
determines the meanings we apply to the stimuli that reach us” (p. 80).

In addition, listening to nature, Mother Earth, Father Sun, and other 
external spirits permeates the spirituality of Native Americans. Listening 
to sounds in nature is part of their ongoing practices. Tribes attend to the 
presence of spirits all around in both the animate and inanimate. 
Interaction with spirits may be achieved through singing, dancing, and 
drumming. Among the Navaho, “Sings” are central to healing. Navahos 
participate in a Sing performed by a shaman to heal and put their bod-
ies, spirits, and minds on the right way. In the dance, the ear must be 
attentive because the dancer must be in harmony with the drum. Each 
step is with a beat, and the dancer must know exactly when to step. 
A change in beat signals a change in meaning of the dance. The Hopi 
cleanse the ceremonial space by burning small bundles of sage and 
wafting the smoke around the area to clear the way for spirits to come, 
another link to the use of the dance and music as spiritual.

In African American spirituality, prayer has been a stronghold of 
encouragement. Prayer collections reflect the history of the culture from 
its beginnings in Africa to the present time. (Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture, 2003). Persons from other cultural or reli-
gious groups may observe African Americans in prayer and worship, 
but do not perceive the event in the same way as the African American 
worshipers. The origins of the prayers and music are related closely to 
the African American experience in a unique way. If the prayers have 
different meaning for the listeners, what is each hearing?

Hagedorn (2006) discusses the significance of drumming in African 
religious services. African slaves brought the forms of music from their 
homeland to the United States. Williams and Dixie (2003) assert that 
black people hear the lyrics and music of religious and spiritual songs 
differently from others because both the blues and the gospel were 
responses to the black experience and reflect not only the experiences of 
the people, but also the tone of their lives. While other cultural people 
might appreciate the rhythms and melodies of the music in African 
American churches, scholars of the black experience in America see the 
religious music as an inherent part of the culture, an outlet for emotions 
unexpressed in other channels and a method of expression of self and 
one’s history. Lomax (1993) observed that the primary African ritual 
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that came to the New World was the dance. He notes that the tradition 
of the symbolic dances that bring the gods to the services and honor 
them there “took many forms in the New World, including that of the 
present day Holy Rollers” (p. 71). In his attempts to record African 
American music through the Mississippi Delta in the 1940s, Lomax 
(1993) came to believe that the volume, emotion, dancing, and interac-
tive communication between preacher and church participants was the 
expression of the people’s existence. Listening would be a primary 
component of the communication in these settings.

Hawaiian chants, like those of many indigenous peoples, are used 
for protection or worship. The practitioners believe that spirits inhabit 
all aspects of nature. The ancient Hawaiian religions are closely bound 
with the land and with the sounds of nature. Clicking sticks, drums, 
and rattles accompany the dances and chants. Blowing on a conch shell 
is part of the beginning of ritualistic music. The rate, rhythm, and inten-
sity of the drumming and accompaniment of any other instruments 
used tell the listener how to respond. Does listening to the drums 
and clicking sticks call for a different type of processing than listening 
to the chants?

Cultures whose spirituality is based in Shamanism practice cere-
mony, sacred dance, vision quest, and pilgrimages to places of power in 
nature. An example of a tribe that practices Shamanism is the Huichol 
Indians of central Mexico, who from their home near Ixtlan in the Sierra 
Madre Mountains practice Shamanism daily. In order to maintain their 
peaceful, agricultural life, they live in a continuous cycle of ritual and 
devotional exercises, all of which require various listening practices to 
songs and instruments.

How Does Listening to Sound and Music Relate 
to the Spiritual?

Music, both vocal and instrumental, is a universal in both religion and 
spirituality. Since music can be such an important aspect of worship, 
meditation, contemplation, education, and encouragement, an examina-
tion of how listening relates to music in these contexts is very appropri-
ate. A review of books, journals, and interviews with qualified persons in 
music and religious contexts suggests that every religious and spiritual 
practice ranging from primitive to high church employs some kind of 
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music, which raises the questions: Does listening to different styles of 
music and types of music call for differing types of listening skills? Is 
listening the primary communication employed during ritualistic use of 
sound and music in ritual and worship? Blacking (1995) points out that 
in societies where music is not written down, but rather is learned by 
repetition and hearing, informed and accurate listening is important and 
a matter of ensuring continuity of the musical tradition.

In a study of how sound may be used to focus the attention of wor-
shippers in church buildings, Roth (2003) describes how church build-
ings have been constructed in such a way that the building reflects the 
focus of the attention of the congregation. Contemporary church build-
ings now employ “sound engineers” during construction to achieve a 
particular effect with the music. Many pages could be filled with com-
ments on the responses to organs, pianos, and bands as part of the wor-
ship service. The question arises concerning the purpose of differing 
types of music: how much of the sound employed is for the entertain-
ment of the attendee and how much is employing listening for the acts 
of worship, learning, and encouragement?

The sound of bells signals individual messages in Eastern religions, 
Catholic services, and Protestant calls to worship. Bells are present as 
“bell choirs” in Lutheran and Swedish churches. The ringing of the 
church bell, in American and European villages, can signal a gathering, 
a warning, or a wedding or funeral. The intensity of the sound, the fre-
quency of the ringing, and the number of rings differ according to the 
message suggested by the sound of the bells. Thus, the listener is forced 
to attend and focus to interpret the meaning of the sound. Bells are also 
used in the Buddhist meditation steps to signal the approaching end of 
each meditation segment. Cordova (2006) describes the purpose of bells 
in Zen Buddhism as “mindfulness bells” used to call one’s attention to 
the present moment.

Wong (2000) also describes the importance of music in Buddhism: 
“Buddhist music is traditional, religious chant and instrumental music 
performed in the context of a ritual…. the text of Buddha’s teaching is 
intoned during the chant, (so) vocal music holds primary importance 
over instrumental music.” The vocal music is not singing, but is reciting 
scriptures in a particular harmonic and rhythmic pattern, which can be 
accompanied by instruments. The sounds of instruments or bells affect 
the emotions and perceptions thereby altering the mind – an aspect of 
listening. Where chanting is incorporated into meditation, novice 
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monks learn the music by hearing every day what is intoned by the 
monks in the religious service. The purposes served by the music 
include: teaching; attracting people to Buddhism; a reminder to come 
away from every activities and thoughts to a place reserved for the 
sacred; and as a framework by marking sections of the service.

In Jewish history, so significant was the trumpet as a means of com-
munication that a Feast of Trumpets was celebrated (Numbers 29:1–6; 
Leviticus 16: 23:26–32 NIV, 1991), which later became Rosh Hashanah, the 
observance of the New Year (Plaut, 1981). Today the sound of the Shofar 
begins the observance of Rosh Hashanah and reminds the Jewish people 
of their history. In contemporary Judaism, music tradition and purpose 
differs from one ethnic division of Judaism to another. Eisenberg (2004) 
describes the variations in use of instruments and vocal music as part of 
the worship: Hassidism emphasizes wordless vocal melody; Ashkenzaic 
tradition recites in singsong fashion; while in Sephardic ritual the leader 
keeps up a steady chant while the congregation chants only in specific 
sections. The congregation certainly employs listening skills to varying 
degrees in following the service. Does each type of chant or melody call 
for a different type of listening?

According to Khan (2006), Sufism has a very different attitude from 
Islam about the role of music. “What is wonderful about music is that it 
helps us to concentrate or meditate independently of thought – and 
therefore music seems to be the bridge over the gulf between form and 
the formless “(p. 3). Kahn’s comments suggest that in Sufism, music is 
of key importance. The “whirling dervishes” associated with Sufism are 
probably one of the best examples of listening to the sounds to the point 
of losing connection with the rest of the world around and concentrat-
ing on the spiritual. What kind of listening is going on during this type 
of ritual? Is the listening a conscious application of a set of behaviors 
with respect to the music? If so, how much listening must be conscious 
for the behavior to be considered listening? The sect of Judaism known 
as Kabbalah claims a close correlation between the spiritual practice and 
music. The Kabbalah writers (2006) claim that the receptors work within 
man because there is spiritual information in the musical sounds.

Finally, consider the role of music in the Christian tradition. The Holy 
Bible evidences that singing was certainly a part of early Christian prac-
tices. The early Christians sang when they gathered. The writers of the 
New Testament admonished Christians to “Speak to one another with 
psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” (Ephesians 5:19). Diverse Christian 
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groups have similar viewpoints about the meaning of music in the  religion. 
Songs were and are meant to be heard: “Let the word of God dwell in you 
richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you 
sing in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” (Colossians 3:16, 1985). Kleinig 
(2005) addresses the songs as not only to be heard by the worshippers, but 
also to be heard by God in communion with other spiritual voices. The 
Center for Church Music (2006) reminds readers that the purpose of sing-
ing is for instruction. Other Christian writers and musicians give numer-
ous reasons to explain why worshipers listen to music: to hear what God 
says (by singing or hearing) scripture; for interpretation and understand-
ing; for edification, for encouragement; for instructions; for entertainment; 
for appreciation. The Center asserts that songs sung by religious people 
“are about substance, that is, things that involve thinking” (p. 10598) and 
that the congregations should be fully involved in singing, listening, and 
learning.” So this assumes that if we sing, we hear what we are singing and 
think about the meaning of what we sing before, during, and after we sing. 
How does “working at” music affect the way we listen? According to 
Choral director and Worship Leader Dr. Rodney Bell (July 12, 2006, pers. 
com.), Benjamin Britten suggested that we are “working for the chance to 
listen” by recognizing notes, hearing the sounds in your brain before 
sounding the note outwardly, and producing the sound. At least two of the 
components identified with the listening process are reflected in these 
ideas, those being hearing and understanding.

To what extent does the heritage of a particular church affect the 
musical listening ability or preferences? For example, Lutheran churches 
traditionally use highly classical music such as Bach, while Southern, 
fundamentalist churches incorporate gospel music. Does a change in 
the origins of the music change the listening behaviors? Musician and 
church Worship Leader Scott McDonald, (2006, pers. com.) says, “People 
connect with their memories through music. The way we listen is influ-
enced by our experiences.” How do events in our lives affect how we 
listen spiritually? Do we listen differently if we are in a painful time or 
joyful time in our lives outside the place of worship? For example, fol-
lowing the attack on the World Trade Center in New York in 2001, the 
attention of citizens in the United States focused sharply on spiritual 
matters. Was the listening to instrumental music or singing different at 
that time than if no threat had been directed at the country? If a person 
is in great joy, does the music have a different sound to the listener than 
if one is not particularly emotional?
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How does a change in the characteristics of music affect listening 
behavior in worship settings? Contemporary church music is leaning 
more toward simple, short songs and melodies rather than employ-
ing complex four to eight part harmony. Many churches today are 
placing videos and simple music on large overhead screens, reflecting 
an American society that is more visually oriented than aurally trained 
and is unwilling to take the time and effort to deal with learning chal-
lenging music. Are the visual and the aural processes distinct from one 
another, and are churches sacrificing listening for visual stimulation or 
does the combination of visual and aural enhance the message?

How does the presentation ability of choirs or instrumental groups 
affect whether the listener grasps the meaning in a spiritual setting? 
While Bell (2006) stated that the quality of a presentation can affect the 
reception of the music in a spiritual sense, Davis 1996 puts responsibility 
for the spiritual significance of a musical experience on the listener as 
much as the performer: “Likewise in music, spiritual listening habits and 
responses are as important as well-rehearsed musical numbers. Good 
music must be received in the right way in order to be effective” (p. 1).

How does our purpose for being present to the music affect how we 
listen? If listening is just “faked attention” to pass the required ritual 
time, our listening will not be the same as if we are involved because 
we desire to be closer to God. If our motivation to listen is that we want 
God’s favor, we may listen in church in a different way than we would 
listen in a different setting. Perhaps the extent of involvement in the 
message changes depending on the purpose of the listening. But do we 
have actual research to support the idea that in spiritual communica-
tion we use different listening skills for different purposes?

How do the characteristics of the audience including age, gender, 
socio-economic level, and education affect how they listen to music? 
A survey of teenagers by Resch (1996) characterized church music in 
today’s contemporary setting: choral, not instrumental; sung by a 
group of singers rather than by a soloist; characterized by simple 
musical texture and understandable text. In order of most to least 
important functions of church music, they believe that church music is 
an expression of religious belief, part of the presentation of God’s 
word, a way for people to use their talents to serve God, a way to 
establish or change people’s moods, and a performance that enter-
tains. The teens responding to the survey did not bring into the church 
service their own personal preferences in rock or pop music. There is 
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much potential here to investigate how the music, both vocal and 
instrumental, that church groups employ influences attendance.

Summary

Religion is recognized throughout sociology and anthropology as one 
of the major institutions of a society. Spirituality permeates the lives of 
diverse people. It is obvious from the writing being published that lis-
tening as a communication construct is recognized among spiritual and 
religious people. However, the meaning of listening and how it is to be 
applied in the context still needs much investigation.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 1 Why is the definition of listening problematic in the contexts of religion and 
spirituality?

 2 How important is it to distinguish between religion and spirituality when considering 
the role of listening?

 3 What evidence is there that research in listening, as related to the contexts, is lacking?
 4 What is the relationship between listening and intrapersonal communication?
 5 How do the following groups perceive listening as a construct: Roman Catholic; 

Judaism; Islam; Protestantism; African Americans; Native Americans; Sufi; Tao; Buddhist; 
New Age; Hindu?

 6 What problem is inherent in using the terms “listen” or “hear” if the written word is 
the source of the message?

 7 What is the relationship between prayer and listening?
 8 What role does listening play in pastoral care?
 9 How does listening function in ecumenical dialogue?
10 How does the construction or location of a place of worship or assembly affect the 

type of listening that takes place in that setting?
11 Is dancing a form of listening? Why or why not?
12 What factors in a religious/spiritual setting might serve as barriers to listening?
13 What unanswered questions about listening in religious and spiritual contexts need 

to be investigated?
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The Integrative Listening 
Model: An Approach 
to Teaching and Learning 
Listening
Kathleen Thompson, Pamela Leintz, Barbara 
Nevers and Susan Witkowski

This chapter presents an integrative listening model designed by a collaborative team of 
educators at Alverno College. The authors introduce a unique and practical framework 
for listening across the curriculum. They explain the components of the Integrative 
Listening Model (ILM), illustrate the stages in the listening process itself, and provide sam-
ples of how listening can be incorporated into classroom activities, assignments and 
assessments in various disciplines. In a systematic and comprehensive way, the ILM frame-
work presents concrete strategies for developing one’s own listening ability. It also stresses 
contextual and personal filters that impact listening behaviors, as well as self assessment 
and goal-setting, to promote ongoing listening development.

The ILM reflects the authors’ beliefs that listening is far more than just hearing and that 
genuinely effective listening requires commitment, understanding, and practice. It addresses 
psychological, emotional and cognitive factors that influence human communication and 
offers a promise of life-long benefits.

Educated people know how to pay attention – to others and to the world 
around them. They work hard to hear what other people say. They can 
follow an argument, trace logical reasoning, detect illogic, hear the emo-
tions that lie behind both the logic and the illogic, and ultimately empa-
thize with the person who is feeling those emotions. (Cronon, 1998–9)

The listening qualities mentioned by Professor Cronon do indeed repre-
sent significant communication objectives for educated adults. How well 
do we listen? And how do educated adults learn to listen effectively? 
Communication scholars remind us that students spend more time listen-
ing as a way to learn than they do using any of the other communication 
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abilities (Barker, Edwards, Gaines, Gladney, and Holley, 1980; Davis, 
2001), yet few of them have opportunities at the undergraduate level to 
develop their listening as a fundamental ability for learning. Most stu-
dents do not receive comprehensive instruction in listening because few 
colleges and universities require such courses; and communication 
courses that do include units on listening generally focus on skill devel-
opment, and at that, only briefly (Janusik and Wolvin, 1999). So there 
seems to be a discrepancy. Listening scholars agree that listening is a sep-
arate and distinct communication ability, but there are few listening 
courses available to assist students to become more effective listeners.

At Alverno College, however, listening has been part of communication 
coursework since 1973 when the institution introduced its ability-based 
curriculum. At that time, all students registered for a series of listening 
labs that emphasized analytical listening, the type of listening tradition-
ally expected of students when they were in lecture settings or when they 
needed to analyze oral presentations. In retrospect, we now realize that we 
were preparing students for and giving them practice in listening to for-
mal, usually well-prepared podium speeches, and, by default, not 
acknowledging and working with other types of listening interactions 
that people have every day in their professional, social, and interpersonal 
lives. So even though we were doing something on a sustained basis to 
teach listening, our scope was somewhat narrow, perhaps because there 
had been no agreement among communication scholars on a single defini-
tion of listening (Glenn, 1989) or on an effective approach to teaching it.

However, in 1994, a group of scholars in the International Listening 
Association (ILA) did reach consensus on a definition of listening: 
“Listening is the process of receiving, constructing meaning from, and 
responding to spoken and/or nonverbal messages” (Emmert, 1994, 
p. 6). Simple yet comprehensive, that milestone definition clearly 
acknowledged cognitive and behavioral dimensions of listening.

Early in 2002, using the ILA definition as a working platform, a group 
of four faculty and academic staff representing various areas within the 
college formed a listening task force and began looking at listening 
instruction to make it more comprehensive, developmental, discipline-
specific, and, like all learning, a lifelong ability. In other words, our goal 
was to fully integrate listening into our curriculum, giving it a status as 
prominent as reading, writing, and speaking. Moreover, we realized that 
our students and graduates will face significant challenges posed by the 
globalization of economies, by personal and professional interactions, 
and by sweeping technological advances. As Bentley proclaims, “[N]ew 
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technology has changed whom we are listening to, what we are listening 
for, when … and how we listen” (1999, p. 3). She further states:

[B]ecause of our new listening environments, our use of … context to 
determine meaning may be changing. Also because we cannot give feed-
back, ask questions, or paraphrase in an asynchronous conversation, the 
behaviors we use to indicate listening may also be changing. Add to this 
the complications of listening to knowledge, which is often abstract, and 
the fact that we are listening to people from a variety of cultures, and the 
stage may be set for more changes in our listening behaviors. These 
changes are far reaching, and have significant implications for how we 
will study and teach listening skills in the future. (Bentley, 2000, p. l30)

Addressing the foregoing implications, we developed a comprehensive 
definition of effective listening and used it as a basis to construct a 
unique framework for teaching and learning listening across the cur-
riculum. That framework, the Integrative Listening Model (ILM), 
reflects our belief that building listening competence requires a system-
atic, developmental approach; opportunities for listening practice in 
varied contexts and for different purposes; multiple opportunities for 
self assessment and feedback; and goal setting.

The Integrative Listening Model (ILM)

The Integrative Listening Model is based on our definition of effective 
listening:

the dynamic, interactive process of integrating appropriate listening 
 attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors to achieve the selected goal(s) of a 
listening event.

A framework specifically designed to assist individuals in developing 
their listening abilities systematically and developmentally, the ILM (see 
Figure 12.1) includes four stages: prepare to listen; apply the listening 
process model; assess listening effectiveness; and establish goals for future 
listening events. Each stage addresses the attitudes, knowledge and 
 behaviors appropriate to successful completion of that stage. Although the 
ILM appears to be cyclical in nature, it is helpful to think of it as interre-
lated, discrete components, each uniquely important to the listening process, 
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yet individually accessible to the learner for instructional purposes. Initially, 
students develop proficiency with the entire process by focusing on those 
discrete components; eventually, with practice, they can access any one or 
any combination of its components as they internalize the ILM.

Hence, to achieve listening proficiency, a student moves through 
four developmental levels (see Figure 12.2). Each level requires 

Prepare to Listen
Determine listening goal(s) 
Analyze listening context 
Address listening filters 

Establish New
Goal(s)

Reflect on listening goals(s) 
and processes 

Build on strengths 
Work on concerns

Apply Listening 
Process:

Receive 
Comprehend 
Interpret 
Evaluate 
Respond 

Listening Attitudes, 
Knowledge, and 

Behaviors

Assess Listening 
Performance 

Self-assess 
Get feedback 

Effective Listening:

The dynamic, interactive process of integrating appropriate listening  
attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors to achieve the selected goals of a

listening event   

The Integrative Model (ILM) 

Figure 12.1 The Integrative Listening Model
Source: © Copyright 2003.  Alverno College Productions, Milwaukee, Wisconsin.  All rights reserved 
under US, International and Universal Copyright Conventions. Reproduction in part or whole by any 
method is prohibited by law.
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increasingly more complex understanding of the listening process 
and factors that influence listening, more skillful application of the 
listening process in varied contexts, and more sophisticated assess-
ment of listening performances.

Stages of the Integrative Listening Model

Listening involves more than the physical process of hearing and  observing 
the verbal and nonverbal communication of self and others. It requires the 
listener to adopt appropriate attitudes and behaviors, as well as to con-
sciously bring prior and developing knowledge to a listening event.

Stage 1: Prepare to listen

Listening preparation is key to achieving the desired outcomes of any 
communication event. By determining the listening goal(s) beforehand 
(whenever possible), analyzing the listening context, and addressing the 
influence of various listening filters, a student can effectively participate 
in the listening encounter itself with thoughtfulness and self-assurance.

Determine listening goal(s) Listening goals involve people, settings, 
and tasks/purposes. Because goals are varied and incorporate both 
verbal and non-verbal components, an effective listener must deter-
mine if the immediate goal is solely or a combination of, for example:

● Discriminative: recognizing stimuli and their nuances (for example, a 
knock at the door, a sigh, a raised eyebrow in the course of conversa-
tion, an instructor’s vocal emphasis);

● Comprehensive: understanding/analyzing/making meaning (for exam-
ple, getting directions, receiving answers to questions, participating 
in a task-driven social interaction event, connecting new informa-
tion with prior knowledge);

● Evaluative: judging the merits of a message (for example, responding 
to a TV commercial, seeking a second opinion for a medical prob-
lem, deciding which candidate to vote for, re-thinking a previously 
held stance);

● Appreciative: responding aesthetically to sounds and sights (for 
example, enjoying a symphony, a poetry reading, nighttime sounds 
around a campfire, the laughter of children);
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● Empathic/therapeutic: perceiving and responding non-judgmentally 
to the emotional needs of others (for example, consoling a friend 
who has suffered a loss, understanding the subtext in a teenager’s 
angst, sharing the joy of a recently promoted colleague);

● Interpersonal: interacting with another to develop, sustain, or enrich 
a relationship (for example, chatting over coffee, exchanging views 
on a best-selling book, getting to know a new neighbor, working 
with a peer on a class project).

Analyze listening context Context might be described as the circum-
stances and elements surrounding a listening event. Without an under-
standing of that context, the listener cannot effectively comprehend 
and respond to the message. In order to appropriately analyze the con-
text, she must determine answers to the questions Who? What? Why? 
and For whom?
That is:

● Who is presenting the message? (for example, an office manager? 
a friend? a historian? a candidate for office?);

● What is the occasion for delivery of the message? (for example, a 
goal-setting session? a concert? a community town meeting? a class-
room presentation of a discipline framework?);

● Why is this presentation being made? (for example, to push a politi-
cal agenda? to stimulate fresh thinking on a stubborn problem? to 
reach a business goal? to share a personal concern?);

● For whom is the message being presented? (for example, a class? an 
activist group? angry citizens? a frightened child?).

Address the influence of listening filters Listening filters are internal and 
external factors that influence all aspects of the listening situation. They 
either positively or negatively affect the listening process; thus, it is 
imperative that the effective listener take inventory of them and, before 
the listening event begins, find ways to address them. Some of the many 
listening filters are:

● Culture: Ethnic background, religious belief, dominant first language 
may affect the processing of information.

● Listening style: Some listeners focus on “the bottom line”; others 
savor every detail; still others concentrate on the speaker-listener 
relationship.
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● Age: Length of attention span, hearing acuity, and entrenched stances 
are frequently age-related.

● Brain dominance: Creative individuals may perceive and process 
messages differently than analytical individuals.

● Physical condition: A listener who is not feeling well, who is hungry 
or tired, or whose adrenalin is running high may have trouble con-
centrating on a message.

● Atmosphere: A room’s temperature, acoustics, and sight lines can 
affect listening, as can a balmy breeze beckoning through an open 
window.

● Psychological states: A listener who is reluctant, stressed, over-tired, 
or preoccupied may face significant listening barriers, as may one 
who is looking forward to a weekend event or is excited about hav-
ing landed a coveted new job.

● Attitudes and assumptions: Preconceived ideas about the speaker, the 
message, or the event may influence listening.

● Prior knowledge: As one takes in new or conflicting information, prior 
knowledge can have a positive or negative influence on message 
reception.

● Time: A listener who feels rushed might have trouble giving atten-
tion to a message or lack the necessary motivation to sustain focus.

The effective listener will recognize, analyze, and address the influences 
of various listening filters in advance of or as they occur during the lis-
tening event. While some adaptive strategies may depend very much 
on the listener’s awareness of her own capabilities, other strategies 
might be as simple and practical as sitting in the front of the room, tak-
ing brief notes, maintaining eye contact, enthusiastically determining to 
benefit from the listening experience, or overtly trying to empathize 
with the speaker’s perspective and stance.

Stage 2: Apply the listening process model

The Integrative Listening Process Model is designed to show the com-
ponents of the listening process itself (see Figure 12.3). The five distinct 
components – receive, comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and respond – work 
together to some degree in every listening encounter, although empha-
sis at any given moment may be primarily on one or two of the compo-
nents, depending on the listening context and purpose. For example, in 
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a classroom situation, listeners must rely heavily on the ability to 
 comprehend information well in order to learn new ideas and compare 
and contrast them with their previously held knowledge and opinions. 
In a political debate, listeners also must carefully interpret and evaluate 
what they hear to determine the credibility of the speaker and the logic 
and value of the message. In conversations with friends, however, lis-
teners may be called upon to suspend judgment altogether in order to 
provide an empathic ear (see Table 12.1).

Stage 3: Assess effectiveness of listening performance

Key to ongoing development of effective listening is the listener’s abil-
ity to reflect on her performance to determine what she is doing and 
whether or not her behaviors are effective. During and after the listen-
ing event, she needs to self assess. Others, such as instructors or peers, 
will also assess her performance and provide feedback.

As she self assesses during the event, the listener recognizes the spe-
cial circumstances of the context, as well as her own attitudes and behav-
iors (both identified in Stage 1). She adjusts accordingly. For instance, if 
the student recognizes that she is losing concentration during a class 
presentation, she can adjust her posture and start taking notes. If she has 
a negative attitude toward the topic or the speaker, she can make a con-
scious effort to temporarily set aside her bias in order to concentrate on 
fully absorbing the message. If she recognizes that the message chal-
lenges her previous understanding of the topic, she can commit herself 

Receive

Comprehend

Interpret

ILM
Listening

Process Model

Evaluate

Respond

Figure 12.3 ILM Listening Process Model
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to listening for points of similarity and possible  compromise. When she 
self assesses after the event, the listener reviews her own response in 
relation to explicitly stated criteria (see Figure 12.2).

Stage 4: Establish new goal(s)

Once they are learned, some activities like bike riding are never forgot-
ten. But listening is different. Because it is dynamic and complex, it 
requires ongoing development. Using peer and instructor feedback and 
her own self assessment, the student establishes new goals to keep 
growing as a listener and to refine her listening process.

Reflect on listening goal(s)

● Conscientiously consider how well one has achieved the goal(s) of 
specific listening performances.

● Use feedback from others and self assessment to set, modify, or 
reevaluate goal(s) when planning for future performances.

Build on strengths

● Identify the specific attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors to main-
tain because, during this experience, they were conducive to an 
effective listening performance.

● Strive to activate the attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors that will 
result in more effective listening performances.

Work on concerns

● Identify those aspects within one’s repertoire of attitudes, knowl-
edge, and behaviors that did not serve one well in a particular listen-
ing performance.

● Strive to conscientiously minimize or avoid in the future those aspects 
that could reduce the overall effectiveness of the listening process.

The Integrative Listening Model in Practice

Even before they begin their first semester of classes, Alverno students 
are introduced to listening as an ability they will learn about and develop 
as they progress through their courses. During a communication 
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 placement assessment designed to elicit baseline performances in 
 listening, reading, writing, computer literacy, and quantitative literacy, 
participants listen to a videotaped presentation. The assessment facilita-
tor encourages them to take a few minutes to prepare to listen by think-
ing about, then writing down, something that could affect their listening 
(for example, their physical or emotional state, possible environmental 
distractions, their attitude toward the topic), as well as something they 
could do to address that filter (for example, take deep breaths, put on – 
or take off – a sweater, resolve to listen with an open mind). Following 
the presentation, students prepare written responses to a few questions 
about their listening performance and complete a written self assess-
ment which asks them to identify a listening strength and an area to 
work on.

Then, within the first several weeks of the semester, they meet one-
on-one with an experienced assessor to compare their self assessment 
with that of the assessor. By the end of the appointment, they come 
away with the understanding that, as Alverno students, they not only 
listen to learn, but also learn to listen; with the help of their instructors, 
they will increase their listening competence and apply their skill in 
multiple learning contexts.

In the required communication seminars that follow, instructors 
introduce and students apply the ILM in various ways. One instructor 
purposely introduces the ILM inductively and subtly even before the 
students are aware of the course’s emphasis on developing listening 
abilities. In the first class, each student interviews another, then intro-
duces that classmate to the whole group. Afterwards, students self 
assess their listening during the interview and respond in writing to 
two questions: (1) What did you do that helped you to listen effectively? 
and (2) What would you do differently to help you listen more effec-
tively if you were to do this activity again?

Compiling their input, the instructor categorizes the responses under 
two headings (Listening strategies and Listening filters), and returns 
the lists to the class in the next session (see Appendix12.1). During a 
brief discussion, the students begin to discover for themselves that lis-
tening is a process involving attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors.

Subsequently, each student then gets a chance to practice her listen-
ing by becoming the “primary listener” for one other student while that 
student is giving her first formal podium speech. The listener again self 
assesses her listening performance by answering questions related to 
preparing to listen, applying the listening process, and setting goals for 
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working on her listening. In addition, the listener gets immediate 
 feedback from the speaker regarding her accuracy with comprehend-
ing the speaker’s message. The cycle is repeated two more times during 
the semester. What began as a subtle focus on listening gradually 
becomes an obvious and intense emphasis on developing one’s own 
listening effectiveness by going through all the stages in the ILM.

The instructor notes that, because some student speakers are just learn-
ing to prepare and effectively deliver an oral presentation, some listeners 
may face a challenging listening task. But, the random pairing of speaker 
and listener mirrors real-life listening events. Not every listening event is 
well organized and occurs under ideal conditions, and yet there is usu-
ally the need (the expectation, even the demand) to listen effectively in 
spite of speaker, listener, or environmental contingencies. Since listening 
is not just an academic ability and since the ILM is a framework for life-
long listening, this type of listening practice is a productive and insight-
ful experience for the students. They discover that listening doesn’t just 
happen, nor is it a passive activity. Good listeners plan to listen, deal with 
filters, and methodically apply the listening process.

Continuing Development in Integrative Listening

As students become more familiar with the discrete elements of the 
ILM and more aware of its efficacy as a vehicle of learning, they have 
opportunities to reveal their listening skills within academic experi-
ences that incorporate all aspects of the listening process. While these 
experiences appear in a variety of configurations, the format seen in 
Appendix 12.2 is typical.

Moving into more advanced – evaluative – listening events, spe-
cifically those based on disciplinary concepts, students expand their 
listening proficiency, especially in showing their growing ability to:

● identify their goal(s) in a listening situation;
● determine a speaker’s perspective and recognize how that perspec-

tive informs the speaker’s stance;
● assess the credibility and logic of a message;
● assess the credibility of a speaker’s sources;
● assess their own attitudes and knowledge regarding a topic and 

their possible responses to a discipline-based message; and
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● consider how they might continue to refine their listening performance 
in academic contexts.

In the 2005–2006 academic year, in response to a request from the listen-
ing task force, Alverno faculty and academic staff submitted numerous 
samples of listening activities, assignments and assessments being effec-
tively implemented across the curriculum. Following are selected exam-
ples from Alverno colleagues in art, nursing, biology, and education.

In a studio art course, the instructor realized that the students were 
not putting much weight on recognizing verbal feedback as “real” feed-
back, so she designed a listening assessment to be used after a critique 
that asked students (1) what they heard about their work in terms of its 
strengths and weaknesses, (2) when during the critique they realized 
that their brains “clicked off”, and (3) what they heard that kept their 
interest. If a student did not seem to be particularly engaged in the dis-
cussion, the instructor caringly asked a question like, “What’s going on 
in your head now?” to get at listening filters, individual attention span, 
or receptivity or degree of open-mindedness to feedback. In addition to 
helping the students internalize the ILM and learn by listening, the 
answers to all of these questions identified teachable moments for the 
course instructor.

To emphasize the importance of comprehensive, interpersonal, and 
empathic/therapeutic listening when interacting with clients, an instruc-
tor in an intermediate nursing course, Health Assessment: Individual, 
Family, and Community, designed an assignment that gives the students 
practice with those types of listening while simultaneously applying the 
family nursing theories they are learning in class. The students are asked 
to interview a family in order to assess the family’s structure, function, 
development, and system/interaction patterns. Both the form and the 
content of this assignment reflect in a very obvious way the four compo-
nents of the ILM.

Each section of the assignment begins with a heading that restates 
exactly the ILM components (Prepare to listen, Apply the listening 
process, etc.). In the section Prepare to listen, the instructions direct the 
students to set a goal, to observe the context of the family’s environ-
ment, and to be ready to address their listening filters. The instructor 
suggests that a primary filter might be their adjustment to their rela-
tively new role of “nurse” as opposed to that of “student.” In the sec-
tion Apply the listening process, the instructor provides additional helpful 
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information by recommending that the students “ask questions for 
clarification” to aid them in their comprehension of the oral input they 
are receiving and warns them about the need to carefully interpret that 
input because sometimes there is a “significant difference between 
what is said and what the student nurse actually sees.” In the section 
Assess listening performance, the students are told to self assess their 
work using the criteria that are distributed at the same time as the 
assignment. Here again, they are given advice to help them become bet-
ter listeners. They are informed that the students who have previously 
completed this assignment often comment on their nervousness or their 
lack of adequate questions or appropriate follow-up questions. In other 
words, the more students know about the experience they are about to 
undergo, the better they can prepare to listen to the family members. 
Finally, in the section, Establish new goals, the students reflect on their 
ability to accomplish their listening goal and ways to build on strengths 
and work on weaknesses. The students will have many more opportu-
nities to interview clients, to work on the goals they set, and to keep 
practicing the ILM in their academic and professional work.

In an upper level biology course, Examining Evolution: Biology and the 
History of an Idea, students are challenged to comprehend a wide range 
of concepts relating to evolution. So interactive listening becomes a cru-
cial element of this course. However, the instructor does not explicitly 
teach the model; he assumes that, at this level, students have internal-
ized the ILM and are able to apply it with understanding. Indeed, there 
is a need for them to do so because of the additional social and political 
emphasis on controversial aspects of evolution: frequently, students are 
unable to discern the scientific concepts from broader issues.

Each week, students enter into small group discussions after reading 
a variety of articles, submitting written responses to what they have 
read, and receiving in-class clarification of any particularly difficult pas-
sages. They expect one another to further illuminate ideas that appear in 
the articles.

The course design reflects application of the ILM in several ways. 
The initial goal of their listening is clear. Students need to comprehend 
one another’s understanding of the readings in order to prepare for 
additional discussions and assessments of their knowledge. Because of 
their careful preparation, they are able to proceed through the listening 
process together, receiving, comprehending, interpreting, evaluating, and 
responding directly to the information the others are sharing. As the 
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course progresses and the discussions become more complex, students 
are accountable at increasingly more challenging levels of listening. 
They engage in more sophisticated comparison of the various authors’ 
views, using discussion prompts that emphasize their need for careful 
listening. Such prompts ask them to: (1) comprehend the views repre-
sented by each of the participants; (2) analyze the similarities and dif-
ferences among the multiple views; and (3) evaluate their author’s 
stance in light of the new information.

Throughout the course, the instructor maintains a commitment to the 
ILM because of the controversial nature of some views expressed by 
students over the subject of evolution. Whatever their extra-scientific 
commitments to origin stories from other frameworks, the instructor 
hopes the students engage with one another and the material in ways 
that reflect the best of civil discourse and openness in liberal learning. 
By employing the ILM consistently, students become especially aware 
of how their listening context can be analyzed, how listening filters can 
influence their learning, and how they can effectively address listening 
filters that may impede understanding of course content. This aware-
ness also allows them to establish new listening goals for subsequent 
 discussions.

In a senior capstone course, Philosophy of Education, students explore 
universal questions in the field of education. The course is designed as a 
listening seminar in which it is just as important to listen carefully to one’s 
own concerns and questions about the field of education and to pose those 
questions to the class for their consideration, as it is to explore possible 
answers through additional reading, lecture, and class discussion.

To prepare for this listening and learning experience, students must 
have completed all of their major education courses and several, if not 
all, of their teaching field experiences. In the first class of the semester, 
the instructor reviews the ILM framework and models the type of listen-
ing and discussion she wants students to emulate in future classes. 
Subsequently, a primary student facilitator is selected each week to listen 
to and record peer questions on the board and organize the discussion 
that follows. In the first half of the class, students are invited to enter into 
a thoughtful, silent reflection about the universal questions in education. 
Only those who raise their hands, posing questions to be recorded by the 
student facilitator, may speak. This process is purposely not rushed, and 
all students are urged to carefully consider each question, silently, as a 
means of going deeper into their own thinking and perhaps triggering 
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their own related questions. It means that for some of the time, they are 
learning to listen to silence. They are learning to be fully focused on their 
own and their peers’ thinking for an extended period of time.

Once the facilitator decides that there are enough questions on the 
board for that particular class session, she finds commonalties among 
the individual questions, groups them logically, and decides where to 
start the discussion. Every other week, the instructor assesses students’ 
listening and learning by requiring each one to write a 2–3 page paper 
reflecting her mental journey on the path of discovering some of the 
answers to the universal questions that were posed. Students receive 
written feedback on their papers, and as a follow-up assignment, 
respond to others’ papers in one-on-one discussions.

In exploring the bigger picture of education in this manner and iden-
tifying key issues, education students not only learn to think critically 
about their chosen profession, but they also learn to value listening 
deeply to self, comprehending and appreciating the complexities of the 
issues they will face in the field of education and valuing the element of 
reflective silence in the process. This listening is clearly sophisticated as 
it integrates all elements of the listening process with the universal con-
cepts of education.

Eventually, as they equip themselves to apply their listening abilities 
to professional and other life-long situations, students are able appropri-
ately to adapt their listening styles to both predictable and unpredictable 
goals and contexts. They have acquired sophisticated versatility and 
competence in the listening process. To provide evidence of their profi-
ciency, they may be asked to present, in oral or written form, a report 
reflecting that proficiency in, for example, a career interview in which 
they have participated. Or they might complete a peer listening response 
to a classmate’s sales presentation for a business setting or an education 
major’s lesson plan. The possibilities for assessment at this advanced 
level are limited only by the student’s or instructor’s imagination.

Conclusion

Learning to listen effectively is a complex, challenging, and lifelong under-
taking, a dynamic process that requires skillful integration of appropriate 
listening attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors. The Integrative Listening 
Model provides a unique and practical framework to address this process. 
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It is valuable to both teachers and students because it addresses the factors 
that influence human communication such as the contextual and personal 
filters we need to consider as we prepare to listen effectively. Simply put, 
it enables students to become keenly aware of why and how they listen, as 
well as the influences that affect their listening, and it provides them with 
the tools for improvement. More importantly, students who apply the 
model take an active role in their own listening development through self 
assessment and goal setting. They begin at stage one and progress system-
atically, as reflected in the Listening Criteria Matrix (see Figure 12.2), until 
they have achieved the ability to apply the model independently and cre-
atively in all listening contexts. As the students at Alverno College respond 
to and work with this model, they learn that listening is indeed more than 
hearing and that effective listening requires commitment, understanding, 
and practice. They discover that applying the Integrative Listening Model 
is a wise investment, offering immediate payback in terms of increased 
understanding of  others and the world around them. Additionally, appli-
cation of the model provides insights into and tools for the ongoing devel-
opment of their own listening abilities. Like any good investment, effective 
listening provides the students with valuable long-term benefits: compe-
tence;  confidence; and productivity in their academic, personal, and pro-
fessional lives.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1 Explain why effective listening involves attitudes, behaviors and knowledge.
2 Compare/contrast the Integrative Listening Model (ILM) with other listening models 

you’ve learned. What distinctive features does the ILM have?
3 Describe a listening situation you were in. Using the ILM, analyze what you did to listen 

effectively and what you could have done to be a better listener. Set a goal you can 
work on the next time you are in a similar listening situation.

4 Describe another listening situation you were in. What kinds of internal and external 
listening filters affected your listening process in that situation? Why are some of these 
filters more difficult to address than other?

5 When people think of listening filters, they usually think of factors that interfere with 
their listening. What are some filters that had a beneficial or positive effect on your 
listening? Explain why these filters were effective.

6 Identify a pattern you recognize in your listening (for example, “bottom line” listening, 
attentive observation of the speaker’s body language, a tendency to “drift,” careful 
note-taking). Discuss at least two non-academic situations in which you are aware of 
these patterns in practice. Explain how effectively they do or do not work for you.
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 7 What are some unique ways that you, as a student in your discipline/major, listen to 
learn?

 8 Many of our jobs require us to multi-task. How well do you do this and how does 
multi-tasking affect your listening?

 9 What are the listening demands that you will encounter in your professional life? 
How can you use the ILM to meet those demands?

10 Most people will say that they are good listeners. In your opinion, are some people 
naturally born good listeners?

11 How can the ILM help you to become an effective life-long listener?
12 How would you adapt the ILM for someone who has a visual or aural disability?

Appendix 12.1: Working Toward an Integrative Listening Model

Listening strategies

Based on the interview activity during Class 1, these are strategies that you already know 
and use:

 1 Be genuinely interested in what the speaker has to say, OR create an interest.
 2 Maintain focus and concentration on the speaker.
 3 Ask the speaker questions (if the situation permits); ask questions that you are 

 interested in knowing the answers to.
 4 Ask questions in some kind of order; ask appropriate follow up questions.
 5 Keep the task in mind; relate what you have heard to what the task required.
 6 Maintain eye contact with the speaker.
 7 Watch the speaker’s body language and facial expressions.
 8 Become fascinated with the speaker’s voice.
 9 Paraphrase or repeat back to the speaker what she said to verify the correctness of 

the information being received.
10 Take some notes to assist with concentration and memory, OR postpone taking 

notes in order to give full concentration to the speaker.

Listening filters

Internal and external factors that affect the listening process and that the listener can 
address:

 1 “Didn’t know the person I was interviewing so I felt uncomfortable asking her 
questions.”

 2 “Bothered by the noise in the room from the other students doing their interviews.”
 3 “Fumbled around trying to come up with the ‘right’ words when taking notes.”
 4 “Asked too many questions; didn’t pre-plan my questions.”
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5 “Started planning my own presentation before I finished the interview.”
6 “Worried about own presentation while listening to the other students give theirs 

and began to think that I had too much information compared to theirs.”
7 “Needed more time; felt rushed.”
8 “Didn’t follow the plan suggested by the instructor.”
9 “Noticed that my student stopped talking when I started jotting down notes.”

Appendix 12.2: Integrative Listening

Theory of Multiple Intelligences – videotaped interview with Howard Gardner

Respond to the following to show your understanding of listening as “a dynamic, mindful 
process.”

Preparing to listen

● Identify at least one physical/mental/emotional filter that might have influenced your 
listening effectiveness in this listening experience.

● Explain how you addressed the filter(s) in order to enhance your listening  effectiveness.

Applying the listening process
Receiving

● Express the speaker’s main point in the form of a thesis statement.
● Identify at least two nonverbal aspects involved in the interview and explain how they 

affected your reception of the message.
● Explain how at least one element of technology in the recorded presentation affected 

your reception of the message.

Comprehending

● Explain how new information in this presentation has stimulated/challenged/reinforced 
your prior knowledge of the topic. Be specific about your prior knowledge and con-
nect it with specific references to information from the presentation.

Note: If the information was entirely new to you, explain in a comprehensive paragraph or 
two what you believe to be your dominant intelligence and, based on the information 
presented, explain why you think so. Describe at least one learning experience you’ve had 
in the past to validate your response.

Interpreting

● Describe what you did to suspend any biases you might have regarding the presenter 
or the message itself.

● Explain what you recognize about your own listening style. How well did that listening 
style work for you in this experience?
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Responding

● Briefly describe what information from the presentation you accept and what you 
reject. In each case, explain why.

● What strategies did you use to remember the major elements of the message?

Self assessing

● Based on your responses above, assess your overall effectiveness as a listener for this 
experience. Focus on a couple of things you know you did well.

● Identify a challenge you faced in this listening process. Be specific.

Establishing new goals

● Describe at least one area you will focus on – and what you will do in that area – to 
continue to develop your listening effectiveness.
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