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Character is one of the most effective traits 
involved in persuasion.  Judge people by what 
they say and how they say it, what they do and 
how they do it, what they think and why they 
think it. — Anonymous 
 
 
 

What good are 

and noise.  Hearing is passive.  Listening is 
hearing plus interpretation, evaluation, and 
reaction.  Listening is active. 
 
Some of the information contained in this 
sheet cannot be applied without modifica- 
tions for non-traditional audiences.  When 
dealing with different cultural groups, read 
information on how best to effectively 

 
II.  Who listening skills? communicate with them. 
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Effective listening is a learned skill that can 
help you more effectively communicate with 
people either individually or on a group basis. 
As you improve your listening skills, people 
tend to listen more to what you say.  Effective 
listening can improve relations with your 
family, friends, colleagues, acquaintances, and 
even strangers. 
 
 
 
Who can use listening skills? 

Everyone in the Conservation Partnership who 
needs to communicate with others. 
 
 
 

IIWhen do you need to make 
use of listening skills? 

Listening skills are used every day in all 
different types of settings — at home, at the 
office and in the field.  Listening is especially 
important as The Conservation Partnership 
explores locally led conservation planning 
opportunities.  We need to listen closely to 
traditional and non-traditional stakeholders as 
they identify local priorities and conservation 
options.  Hearing and listening are as different 
as night and day.  Hearing is a mechanical 
function in which your ears process vibrations 
 
 

 
 

How do you improve 
listening skills? 

 

Improving listening skills requires active 
commitment and effort. When you actively 
listen, you can improve and enliven the 
interaction.  There are often times when 
you engage in “serious” listening; such as 
listening intently to your teacher before the 
mid-term or final exam, or negotiating a 
contract on a house or car. Serious or 
active listening requires that you do the 
following:  comprehend, sort and catego- 
rize, suspend your disbelief, be a mentally 
active critic, and continuously evaluate the 
messages the speaker is sending. 
 
Listening attentively can be challenging. 
The average person talks at a rate of about 
125 words per minute, while we can listen 
at a rate of 400 words per minute.  Conse- 
quently, listeners have a lot of time on their 
hands, which they can use positively or 
negatively.  An active listener can prepare 
to use this time wisely by forming positive 
habits. 
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Characteristics of a 
Good Listener 

 

    Looks at the person who 
is speaking 

   Controls their emotions 
   Shows concern by asking  

   questions about feelings 
   (“How did you feel  
    when.”) 

  Repeats information given 
 Does not rush a speaker 
 Uses short phrases  
effectively (yes, I see, 
okay) 
 Uses body language 
effectively (nod of head, 
smile, a frown) 
 Does not interrupt 
 Stays on the subject until 
the other party has 
finished his/her thought 

 
Characteristics of a 

Bad Listener 
 

  Writes everything down 
  Impatient 
 Jumps to conclusion  
 Changes the subject  
 Does not give any 
response 

 Tries to complete  
someone’s sentence 
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Positive Habits 
♦   Prepare yourself through proper body language: maintain eye contact, sit 

up straight and on the front part of the chair, lean forward, open your arms and 
yourself to the message. 

♦   Prepare the environment:  turn off the radio and television, maintain a 
com- fortable room temperature, minimize noise and distractions, turn on your 
telephone’s answering machine, etc. 

♦   Think ahead of the talker:  anticipate where the person is going. 
♦   Assess the accuracy of the information 
♦   Mentally summarize the information 
♦   Listen “between the lines”:  be alert for nonverbal communication, such as 

facial expressions, gestures, tone (sarcasm), speech patterns.  For example, when 
people talk quickly, this usually indicates an underlying emotion such as excite- 
ment or anger, while talking slowly may indicate someone is very careful, 
precise, unsure, or is thinking while they speak.  Interpretations of these kinds of 
behavior can be very tricky, especially when dealing with people that come from a 
different part of the country or that have a different cultural background than 
yours. 

♦   Listen to both the content and the delivery 
 

Negative Habits 
♦   Daydreaming:  don’t be a “Walter Mitty” and finalize your “get-rich” 

scheme while someone is talking. 
♦   Facts only listening:   don’t preoccupy yourself with a speaker’s minor points 

or missteps. 
♦   Poor posture:  don’t slump, yawn, cover your face, prop your head on your 

palm, or fold your arms. 
♦   Faking attention:  don’t act like you’ve been listening and ask “general guess” 

questions.  When you ask questions that are way off the mark, it can embarrass 
you and the speaker. 

 Loses temper 
 Often interrupts 

Feedback and questions Where can you get 
more information? 

 Does a different task at 
the same time someone 
is talking 

Here are some ways to 
give feedback to 
stimulate 
conversations: 
 
“What I hear you 
saying is….” 
 
“Let’s see if I’m 
following you….” 
 
“May I summarize” 
 
“Please tell me 
more about….” 
 

Here are some types of 
questions to ask to 
stimulate conversations: 
 
“Could you clarify 
concept A?” 
 
“I don’t understand that 
last point, could you 
please review it?” 
 
“I’m curious about 
something you said; 
could you tell me more 
about ….?” 
 
Ask questions to 
challenge the speaker 
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its 
programs and activities on the basis of 
race, color, national origin, age, 
disability, and where applicable, sex, 
marital status, familial status, parental 
status, religion, sexual orientation, 
genetic information, political beliefs, 
reprisal, or because all or part of an 
individual’s income is derived from any 
public assistance program (Not all 
prohibited bases apply to all programs.) 
Persons with disabilities who require 
alternative means for communication of 
program information (Braille, large 
print, audiotape, etc.) should contact 
USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-
2600 (voice and TDD). To file a 
complaint of discrimination, write to 
USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 
1400 Independence Avenue, SW, 
Washington, D.C. 20250-9410 or call 
(800) 795-3272 (voice) or (202) 720-
6382 (TDD). USDA is an equal 
opportunity provider. 


