Listening: A Great Way to Make Yourself Heard

By:  Erica Boucher

“The most basic need of all human beings is the need to understand and be understood.”  Ralph Nichols

(published in Natural Awakenings Magazine)

Imagine as a teenager in today’s world what it would be like to come home to a mother or father who was completely available and willing and able to listen to you completely.  This caring adult listens to you attentively with interest as you give a discount of your day; the conflicts you encountered, the successes and failures you experienced, and how you feel about yourself at the end of the day as a result.  Being given the opportunity to share what is coming up for you with an open-minded, non-judgmental, unconditionally accepting adult that held the space for you while you processed difficult emotions, confusing thoughts and frustrating feelings with which you may be struggling.  Afterward you feel fully received and seen by that person, validated, understood and valued.  You can then shed much of the frustration from the day and move on in an emotionally healthy way.  This is an ideal picture, but for most of our children, it is not the reality.

Unfortunately, we have become a society that does not listen to each other.  This results in many people feeling alone, misunderstood and insignificant.  Imagine the thoughts going through the minds of our children when they have emotions and feelings going on inside of them that they don’t know how to cope with.  Today’s children have much more complicated, heavy-duty issues to sift through than we ever did.  And we are failing miserably at giving them the tools to effectively deal with them.  Mom and Dad are too busy with work and other stressors to be fully present for them, and other adults, be it family or neighbors, are often too wrapped up in their own dramas to put forth the effort.  

This results in our children not feeling seen, heard or understood.  Could this be the reason school violence has become so common?  Is it possible these children are giving a cry for help?  Could they be feeling confused and scared, not knowing how to deal with the difficult thoughts and feelings going on inside of them, and there is nobody around who really seems to care anyway?  

Many children today have learned to get their acceptance, validation and importance through interaction with friends, often going through the same internal conflicts as they are, and together they find distractions to free their minds of the frustration, confusion and fear that they carry within them.  These distractions can be alcohol, drugs, gangs, or other unhealthy and anti-social behavior.   This scene is played out all too often in our society today and little is being done to break this cycle.

This cycle affects us in our adult lives as well.  Our failure to listen effectively has resulted in a disconnected society.  As a result of poor communication skills relationships suffer or fall apart completely, an alarmingly high number of marriages end in divorce, our children choose less healthy outlets to cope and society in general has become separate, isolating ourselves from each other and adopting the attitude that “it’s a dog eat dog world out there” and we have to look out for ourselves.  Neighbors stay strangers, drivers have become defensive and aggressive, and people in general have become rude with each other.  In our fear and in our anger we have created an illusion of separateness.  

Because of our emotional isolation from each other and lack of caring individuals that know how to listen and be there for us unconditionally and non-judgmentally, many adults also end up seeking their own distractions in food, alcohol, sex, drugs, or other addictions.  The use of anti-depressants is at an all-time high, with a number of adults relying on them to get through daily life.  Others take a more proactive approach and seek counseling, in essence paying for someone to listen to what is coming up for them.  The counselor then becomes an outlet allowing them to process difficult thoughts, emotions and feelings.

This pattern, although it happens all too often, does not have to continue.  We can break the cycle by learning to listen, really listen, to others.  Start with the people you care about most.  Numerous studies have proven that communication and, more specifically, the ability to listen to each other, is the most essential quality in all relationships, be it personal or professional.  In fact, of all other communication activities combined (reading, writing, speaking) we spend more time listening and yet we receive the least amount of education and training on how to do it effectively.  

Listening empathically is the greatest gift you can give to another.  When you are ready to listen with empathy this means you are making a commitment to understand the other person, not to offer advice or to criticize.  Empathic listening provides the space for an individual to process out loud what they are thinking and feeling.  Giving unsolicited advice, problem solving or “fixing” will only contribute to their insecurities and fears, making them feel powerless over their situation.  As an anonymous author wrote about listening, “you can help, not with answers but with questions… not with advice or solutions but with hope… not with protection but with assurance.”  Often, just being there and holding the space is all that is needed.

Many times people are not even aware of what they are feeling because they are so caught up in the mental thoughts they are having about the situation or event.  When you help guide them to their feelings, that is when they gain a new level of insight into what is really going on inside of them and it is then that they can get to a point of reaching their own answers.   

Begin working with the people with which you come into direct contact.  You will start to witness all of your relationships transform and deepen.  Although it takes effort to create a safe space for others to be fully present without letting our own perception and judgments get in the way, like working an atrophied muscle, flexing your listening skills will, over time, yield great results.  When you see how appreciative your loved ones are when they know they have been received, understood and validated by you, you will want to start offering that gift to others.  People will gravitate to you, knowing they can be themselves without fear of judgment or disapproval.  Personally it will make all of your relationships stronger and healthier, professionally it will allow for open and honest communication with an increased respect and trust level.  This gift allows others to unfold, open up and show themselves.  Imagine what it must be like to feel “seen” for the first time when you have felt invisible for so long.  

