Listening well speaks volumes
We listen to obtain information.
We listen to understand. 
We listen for enjoyment. 
We listen to learn. 

Given all this practice, you would think we'd be brilliant at it! In fact most of us are not. The average listener only hears, understands, evaluates and retains approximately half of what is said to them. And within 48 hours, that has diminished to a mere 25%. This means that when you talk to your injured worker, they are likely to recall less than half of the exchange—and the same goes for you.

The key to improved communication is learning how to listen actively and responsively. Sounds difficult? Well, the good news is that listening more attentively is a skill that can be learned.

Bearing this in mind, RTW Matters has prepared a tool to assist you get more out of your people. The tool is in the form of a handout and is designed to be copied from the text below, or downloaded in Word (editable) or PDF. Add your logo and contact details, and change the wording as you see fit. 
Then give the handout to the supervisors in your company, perhaps as part of a training session in Return to Work programs, or on a case by case basis when injury occurs. 

What is active listening and how do you do it? 
THE BENEFITS OF ACTIVE LISTENING
Active listening is a technique that allows the listener to glean as much useful information as possible from a conversation, while ensuring that the person who is talking feels worthy, appreciated and respected. 
In the return to work context, active listening may help:

· Establish rapport;

· Demonstrate care;

· Develop a deeper mutual understanding;

· Place the listener in a position where they have more control over the direction of the conversation;

· Increase motivation; 

· Prevent misunderstandings; and

· Increase the employee’s sense of ownership over the solutions to RTW problems.

By really paying attention to what a person is saying, you encourage them to continue talking, as well as ensuring communication remains open and positive. 

Active listening will help you become a better communicator, improve your workplace productivity, improve your return to work outcomes and develop better relationships.

BARRIERS TO EFFECTIVE LISTENING

There are many reasons why busy supervisors find it difficult to really listen to injured employees.

These include:

· Their personal beliefs and feelings about the employee and the injury or health problem;

· Production demands and time pressures;

· A lack of support from their own managers; and

· Resentment that their time is being monopolised by one employee.

Employees cam also struggle to communicate well, because of such things as their:

· Beliefs and feelings about their supervisor;

· Beliefs and feelings about their injury / illness;

· Fears about job loss;

· Cultural background;

· Concerns about confidentiality;

· Expectation that they will be disbelieved / viewed with suspicion;

· Sense that it is improper to share personal / medical information with the “boss”;

· Concerns over sharing information with someone of the opposite gender; and

· Experience of pain, which can be stressful and distracting.

BECOMING AN ACTIVE LISTENER

The following are the five key elements of active listening. If you decide to use them, you can be confident that you are actually hearing the other person, and that the other person knows for sure you are hearing what they say.

1. Pay attention. Give the speaker your undivided attention by setting aside time to focus solely on the person you’re communicating with. In addition:
· Look at the speaker directly. 

· Put aside distracting thoughts. Don't mentally prepare a response! 

· Avoid being distracted by environmental factors. 

· "Listen" to the speaker's body language and facial expressions. 

· Make a conscious decision to devote yourself to listening.

2. Show that you are listening. Use your own body language and gestures to convey your attention. This can be achieved by:
· Making eye contact.

· Nodding in agreement.

· Smiling and using other facial expressions.

· Repeating key words and phrases.

· Noting your posture and making sure it is open and inviting. 

· Encouraging the speaker to continue with small verbal comments like yes, and uh huh.

You might feel a bit self-conscious to begin with but keep trying. Much of the value of active listening comes from the person you’re listening to feeling that they’ve been understood. Make it obvious to them.

3. Provide feedback. Our personal filters, assumptions, judgments and beliefs can distort what we hear. You need to suspend these. As a listener, your role is to understand what is being said. This may require you to reflect on what is being said and ask follow-up questions such as. 

· Reflect on what has been said by summarising. "What I'm hearing is." and "Sounds like you are saying." are great ways to play things back to gain greater understanding. This doesn’t mean you are agreeing with or endorsing the speaker’s opinion; simply that you recognise and comprehend it.
· Ask questions to clarify certain points. "What do you mean when you say?" "Is this what you mean?" 

· Ask open ended questions such as “How are you feeling?” and “What can we do to help you cope?” Bear in mind that “what” and “how” questions are better than “why” questions, as too many of the latter can put people on the defensive.

Tip: If you find yourself responding subjectively to what the speaker has said, say so, and ask for more information: "I may not be understanding you correctly, and I find myself taking what you said personally. What I thought you just said is xxx; is that what you meant?”

4. Defer judgment. Interrupting is a waste of time. It frustrates the speaker and limits full understanding of the message. Instead:
· Allow the speaker to finish.

· Don't interrupt with counter arguments.

5. Respond appropriately. Active listening is a model for respect and understanding. You are gaining information and perspective. You add nothing by attacking the speaker or otherwise putting him or her down. Alternatively:
· Be candid, open, and honest in your response. 

· Assert your opinions respectfully. 

· Treat the other person as you would want to be treated.

It takes a lot of concentration and determination to be an active listener. Old habits die hard and if your listening habits are as bad as many peoples are, then there's a lot of habit-breaking to do!

Be deliberate with your listening and remind yourself frequently that your goal is to truly hear what the other person is saying. Set aside all other thoughts and behaviors and concentrate on the message. 
Ask questions, reflect and summarise to ensure you understand the message. If you don't, then you'll find that what someone says and what you hear can be amazingly different! 

