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Hi, my name is Elizabeth Parks and I’m an assistant professor of communication studies at 
Colorado State University, and the dialogue and diversity specialist for the Center for Public 
Deliberation.  
 
Today I want to chat with you a bit about how we can all improve our listening skills to promote 
better dialogue.  
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The three pools were going to talk about today are The ABC’s of Listening: three core 
components in how to listen better when we engage other people and have relationships and 
want to promote dialogue. We're going to talk about listening as invitation: kind of thinking 
about listening as different than you might have before. Not just about hearing information or 
trying to make sense of it, but really showing up in a space in a spirit of invitation, of welcome, 
of creating a space in which all people feel like they should be there, and people are looking out 
for them. And third were going to talk about what it means to show up as a listener with the 
intent to learn and just how important that posture or that perspective of learning is for people 
to feel like they’re being listened to  
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Now, listening scholars say that listening is multidimensional. In other words, listening is more 
than just about the ears, and really intuitively we know this. We know that when somebody 
comes up to us and they’re like “I’m having a great day,” but they have tears streaming down 
their face and they’re not smiling, that really our eyes and our ears need to work together to 
make sense of that message. That message is coming to us through multiple dimensions, both 
through our sight and through sound, and to be a good listener we need to pay attention to all 
of it. 
 
Now the ABC’s of listening are three different ways to think about how we show up as listeners. 
 
“A” stands for Affect. Now this just means that we need to think about our motivations or 
emotions around listening. For example, are you motivated to really pay attention to this 
person or to these people? Do you actually care about understanding what they have to say 
and where they are coming from? How are you thinking about listening at all? Now we all have 
people in our life who make us really excited to listen to them. Maybe they are really fantastic 
story tellers, maybe they make us laugh, maybe they make us want to be better people, maybe 
we just really love them and even though it’s not really what they say that means so much it’s 
that they’re in relationship with us. Now those people are actually really easy to have positive 
affect towards, were motivated to listen to them. But what about the people in our lives who 



we actually don’t like so much, who maybe talk in a way that we don’t appreciate, who maybe 
we don’t understand where they're  coming from and we don’t really want to know where 
theyre coming from. Then it becomes much harder to be a good listener to them. So when we 
come into a space with strangers or people who we want to promote dialogue with, we all need 
to show up with the right affect. We all need to show up with the right motivation to really try 
to pay attention and to hone in on what they’re saying and show that we care about who they 
are as a person and what they are trying to communicate. That showing part is really the B part 
of the ABC’s of listening. 
 
“B” stands for behavior. In other words do you know how to respond with the appropriate 
verbal feedback and nonverbal feedback. In other words if I ask people “what do you think of 
when you think of a good listener?” Usually what they say is “oh someone who makes good eye 
contact, someone who nods their head, someone who leans forward, someone who doesn’t 
check their phone all the time.” We kind of have these senses that when people do certain 
things they’re actually listening well, and this can often be true for us in different contexts. But 
it changes based off the situation and even the culture you are a part of. For example, imagine 
you’re driving down the street and you’re trying to have a conversation with somebody sitting 
in the passenger seat. That may not be the best time to really hold good eye contact with them 
to show that you are listening. You might do other things like go “mmhmm,” “yeah” or have 
other head nods to show them you’re listening. Or imagine you go to a different culture in 
which its not appropriate for an elder in the community and a child in the community to have a 
conversation in the same way. Maybe it’s not appropriate for them to make eye contact in the 
same way. Or maybe there’s particular rules about genders and the way that particular genders 
interact with each other: How far apart they need to stand, how close they can stand. Maybe 
there are rules around whether or not you can reach over and touch somebody on the 
shoulders to show that you’re comforting them. It might be totally fine in one culture and 
totally inappropriate in another. So as you think about affect and behavior, you not only have 
to want to listen, to be motivated to listen, you also have to know how to show in appropriate 
ways both in your words and in your body language that you are indeed listening.  
 
Now “C” stands for cognition and this is just a fancy way of saying that you are trying to make 
sense of what the person is saying. You’re actually hearing them or seeing them, you’re trying 
to understand, you’re receiving that message, you’re remembering what they have to say, and 
you’re working really hard to interpret what they’re saying based off who they are, who you are 
in their relationship with them; always keeping in mind that we all have our own stories, we 
bring with us our own biases and so sometimes we just may not get it because we haven’t lived 
their life. But this is where the multidimensions of listening become so important because in 
these (audio cuts out and goes to next slide) 
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Because ultimately listening is not just about hearing or receiving information, it's about 
showing people that you’re inviting them into the space. Listening as invitation basically means 
we are trying as listeners to show others, whether that be through our head nods or the way 



that we ask questions or the way that we reflect or paraphrase what they have to say, were 
trying to show them, you’re welcome here. Another way of thinking about this is kind of by 
these phrases that I use in my head. That everyone, when they enter into a dialogue with me, 
should feel three things, they should know three things based off of how I am listening to them.  
 
First of all, they should know that I recognize them. In other words, I see them. And that can be 
as easy as saying their name or greeting them when they walk in the room or into an online 
space, but essentially its avoiding the situation in where they feel invisible. Secondly, I try to 
communicate I’m with you, I acknowledge that you’re a part of this, so I see you but also I’m 
here with you, you’re not alone. Third I want to communicate to them that I’m for you, in other 
words I endorse you. I want your best. I may not agree with you, I may not see the world the 
same way as you, but at the end of the day I want a good life for you, I want the best for you. So 
as a listener one thing that I always try to do whenever I go into a situation to listen hard, 
whether that be with strangers or with people I know really well, is that they would leave the 
room knowing these things, I saw them, I was with them for that time, and was for them no 
matter what  
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Because at the end of the day what my research shows is that being a good listener is not just 
about going about going through the motions. It’s not just about head nods and eye contact, 
it’s not just about accurately paraphrasing what somebody had to say and remembering. It’s 
really about showing a different kind of intervention. It’s about showing them what your 
purpose is and then everybody agreeing, when we listen together in this dialogue, were sharing 
this purpose, were trying to achieve something together. Were going to be clear, were going to 
be honest, were going to be complete about what our listening intentions are, and then were 
going to work hard to communicate them clearly together. And ultimately at the end of the day 
all of the people involved in my research and my scholarship really say one thing. In order for 
people to feel listened to they have to believe that you’re trying to learn, that you’re coming to 
it with a spirit of curiosity, that they want to learn who they are, you want to learn what they 
have to say, you want to learn more about yourself. You don’t come knowing it all, being 
perfect, but rather embracing that we are all imperfect, that we are all doing the best we can 
with what we have, that we are all showing up in our listening. 
 
If you have any questions don’t hesitate to reach out. My email is there on the screen. I’m 
happy to have a conversation about listening at any time.  
 


