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Feeling heard and recognised for who we are is one of 
our fundamental human needs. It’s easy to get 
distracted by our inner voice or wanting to tell our own 
stories or give advice.

Active listening is the practice of paying attention to 
what another human being is saying: the feelings they 
are expressing and their non-verbal communication. 
But it’s not just standing there with your ears open; it’s 
also about asking non-judgmental questions to signal 
your curiosity.

“The greatest gift you can give 
anyone is your undivided 

attention.”

Will Schwalbe
Author, Books For Living
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Here’s a simple exercise to practice active 
listening in all parts of your life. In the next 
conversation you find yourself in (whether at 
work or a personal one), try not to say “I” at all. 
Instead, make the conversation all about them.

STEP 2
When their answer has come to an 
end, ask a probing question (“Tell 
me more about that...”, “What made 
that so important to you?”, “What 
made that particularly difficult?”).

STEP 3
When they turn the conversation 
over to you, make a brief comment 
or observation, and then turn the 
spotlight back on them (“That 
sounds exhilarating, I can tell you 
enjoyed it. What made it so special 
to have that time?”, “I can tell you 
found that hard, I struggle with that 
too. What’s one thing you found 
helped you?”).

STEP 1
Start with a broad, open question 
(“How is that project going?”, “What 
was the best thing about your day 
today?”).
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Here’s an exercise to experience active 
listening more purposefully from both sides - 
how it feels and what makes it hard. In pairs, 
designate one person as the speaker, and the 
other person as the listener. 

STEP 2
The speaker answers the question, 
and the listener is not allowed to 
interrupt or ask any follow up 
questions until the listener has 
finished.

STEP 3
Then the speaker says: “I can hear 
that you love doing XYZ. What 
makes it so important to you?”

STEP 1
The listener asks the question: 
“What is it that you love the most 
about your personal life or career?”

STEP 5
Time yourself for four minutes, and 
then swap roles. 

STEP 6
Once both of you have had a go at 
speaking and listening, reflect 
together on how it felt.

STEP 4
And again the speaker answers. The 
listener is only allowed to make 
listening noises, not to speak. 



STEP 3
The storyteller says “thank you” (nothing else!), 
and then the next person tells a story, and so on.

Exercise 3
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Learn to recognise the different levels of 
listening (are you listening for facts, emotions, 
or to yourself?) and how they add to building 
our relationship with others.

STEP 2
Each listener in turn then offers three sentences:

1. What you are saying is… (and here they give a 
brief, simple verbatim summary of the core 
points of the story)

2. What I’m hearing is… (and here they name the 
emotions they are picking up)

3. And what I notice in myself is… (and here they 
say what went through their head, any 
memories or associations the story triggered)

STEP 1
Form groups of 3-5. One person tells a short story 
(no longer than 1 minute) while the others listen.

STEP 4
When everyone has told a story, reflect as a group how 
the act of summarising the different layers of a story felt 
both as listeners as well as storytellers. 
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Our world needs more active listening right 
now. It makes us pause, stops us from getting 
caught up in our own stories, and directs our 
attention at another human being. We build 
appreciation for others and their views by 
learning about their inner lives.

RESOURCES
● Additional techniques from 

Hyper Island 
● AI Commons - A forum for 

more information on the 
Appreciative Inquiry 

● How to Apply Appreciative 
Inquiry

THE 5 LEVELS OF LISTENING

5 ACTIVE LISTENING
Prompting, clarifying, reflecting

4 ATTENTIVE LISTENING
Hearing and inviting more

3 ADVISING
Giving advice too soon

2 HIJACKING
Making it about you

1 INTERRUPTING
Not listening at all

https://toolbox.hyperisland.com/appreciative-inquiry-discovering-and-building-on-the-root-causes-of-success
https://toolbox.hyperisland.com/appreciative-inquiry-discovering-and-building-on-the-root-causes-of-success
https://appreciativeinquiry.champlain.edu/
https://positivepsychology.com/appreciative-inquiry-process/
https://positivepsychology.com/appreciative-inquiry-process/

