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			Dedication

			For James,

			for everything

		

		
			Introduction

			A story was unfolding. Just months after the birth of the New South Africa, troops were amassing on the seat of government. As BBC Africa’s new reporter, I needed to get to Pretoria fast.

			Hundreds of soldiers, former members of the ANC’s armed wing, shifted restlessly outside the Union Buildings, demanding to see their president. From here, they could see the lights of Pretoria. Above them, protected by armed police, stood the sweeping floodlit temple. It had long stood as testament to South Africa’s turbulent history – from the administrative heart of the apartheid regime to the inauguration of the first democratically elected president, Nelson Mandela. The Union Buildings could be about to witness another monumental moment.

			‘We’ve fought too long and hard to be treated like this,’ a soldier protested, ‘to be oppressed by our new bosses – white officers, our enemy – with food not fit for dogs.’ Across the manicured lawn, a group of liberation veterans huddled together, their weathered faces illuminated by the soft glow of cigarettes. ‘All of us here are soldiers. But in the MK [the ANC’s armed wing], I was a lieutenant – now I’m only a sergeant,’ one of them grumbled, his eyes fixed on the expansive sandstone façade of the presidential headquarters. ‘Madiba needs to understand. He knows our pain, our sacrifice. We need to speak to Mandela.’ His voice rose. ‘We fought for him. We need to speak to him now.’

			Eyes were cast skyward. Waiting. And waiting. The night grew longer. The rumours swirled and multiplied.

			Faintly at first and then with increasing strength, a swish of rotating blades. A helicopter sliced through the inky night. Nelson Mandela, their leader, had heard their cries.

			The rigged-up podium was waiting, but remained curiously empty. Looking for the president, I was surprised to stumble across Mandela’s tall resolute presence far from the stand, tailed by bodyguards. Armed with his upright posture and transcendent reputation, he slowly wove through the dense crowd of angry fighters, giving a nod of acknowledgement or a raised fist to each person he passed.
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			‘Where do you live?’ he asked one soldier, in his distinct gravelly tone. ‘Yes, I know Alexandra township, but which street? … Where along that street? … Yes, I can picture that corner in my mind’s eye.’

			Mandela’s attention was finely tuned. He was acutely aware of his responsibility and of the rough years of exile in Angola, Tanzania or Zambia that many there had endured. With his whole being exuding warmth and understanding, the president encouraged the soldiers to share their authentic feelings, their sense of unfairness and intense humiliation. These feelings cut deep as these fighters had found themselves relegated to underdogs in the country’s newly ‘integrated’ defence force.

			Over the course of the next hour, Mandela lent his empathetic ear to the soldiers, always without judgement and always with patience, as they voiced their frustrations. As he did so, I could feel their anger dissolving in the warm night air.

			Only then did the South African president address the crowd. Slowly, and with authority, he reflected back to them what he’d understood, acknowledging their grievances. ‘They are very genuine. You are men and women who are committed to the struggle. Some of you have fought. We are very sensitive to your demands.’ Mandela impressed upon these former guerilla fighters the need for discipline and patience. When he spoke, the soldiers were silent. When he finished, in their sweatshirts, zipped jackets and woolly hats, they returned quietly and peacefully to their barracks, satisfied that they had been heard.

			It was my first experience of the power of a profound type of listening.

			*  *  *

			The story of our life unfolds through our relationships – with parents, siblings, children, friends, neighbours, colleagues, even strangers. These connections are our true wealth. Through engaging with these individuals, we forge our identity, who we are and where we belong, and we make meaning from our short and precious lives. But our relationships have increasingly become frayed and routine; we are bereft of the recognition and understanding that we crave.

			And the reason? We no longer invest time and energy in the very fibre that connects us: listening. Almost three in four adults in Great Britain believe that people used to be better at listening, according to a poll taken for this book by the NGO More in Common.1 Too often, the standard way we listen fails pitifully. An unspoken assumption often lurks beneath the surface: why should we invest in hearing their perspective when we are already certain that they are wrong? Our children, of whatever age, aren’t sharing what’s truly going on in their lives, and we’re stuck in dysfunctional misunderstandings with our partners, parents, siblings and sometimes our colleagues too. At work we struggle to engage with people from different generations and backgrounds, people whose beliefs stand in stark contrast to our own. Too often, those attempting to speak to us feel ignored, dismissed, unheard. We avoid those with contrary ideas, talk past each other, or resort to shouting, whether in person or on social media, fuelling the scourge of polarisation.

			If only they’d understand. We fixate on trying to explain ourselves more loudly, more often, more insistently. But by concentrating solely on speaking, we’re missing the point. Since our days in the womb our ears have funnelled sounds by default, so we take listening for granted. Yet how many of us know how to listen, and then practise this way of relating, so the speaker, the person we’re listening to, feels safe to share their true ideas and unleash new thinking? How many of us have the tools to be great listeners when the stakes are high, as they were for Mandela? When we fiercely disagree or when our relationship at home or at work is balancing on a precipice?

			This book is an attempt to guide you to enjoy richer and more profound connections through a transformational way to listen in the conversations that matter. I call it Deep Listening. There are no absolute rules – rather inspiration, guidance, stories and evidence to propel you along your own Deep Listening journey. The chapters that follow will give you the desire, tools and confidence to Deeply Listen, challenging you to take risks and go beyond your usual listening, whether you want to nurture more fulfilling relationships with others (and even yourself) or are hoping to help bridge divides in your community. At its heart are the eight steps of Deep Listening, a framework which spans the creation of the right environment to unpacking your speaker’s deeper narrative.

			My experience as an executive coach and later mediator for the BBC has given me the opportunity to practise the high-quality listening fundamental to my roles. And it is from this first-hand experience, coupled with my extensive research into the work of psychologists and other experts and practitioners, that I have developed this practical framework. When we signed up 1,000 young people from over 100 nations for a BBC British Council Deep Listening project, with the help of academics and a control group, we were able to demonstrate its impact. Participants in this project and many others have helped me to further refine this listening approach.

			So, what’s the difference between standard listening and Deep Listening?

			Standard listening is transactional. We often only truly listen momentarily, pantomiming the act of listening as we’re ‘re-loading our verbal gun with ammunition’,2 to use a phrase coined by writer Jacqueline Bussie, getting ready to fire. Then we jump down the throat of the speaker to explain our own ideas, our own solutions, the ‘right’ answer – interrupting meaning and destroying thinking. Even if we’ve learned to listen better, we tend to treat the speaker as a resource. We listen to them to extract information, or because it is expected of us. This type of listening blinds us to what is not expressed in words and can leave a speaker feeling brushed aside or used.

			Deep Listening is transformational. You acknowledge a speaker’s humanity when you practise Deep Listening; you grant them respect and empathetic space so they can ignite sparks of fresh thinking. You listen openly to truly learn about them – and yourself. Through an interactive process, your speaker crystallises their ideas and feels witnessed. They can then share a more authentic story that allows you to understand them far more profoundly, even if you still disagree.

			When you Deeply Listen, you have the potential to enhance the mental health and self-awareness of your speaker as well as your own well-being. Studies have revealed that good listeners are more capable leaders and strengthen their colleagues’ creativity. They catalyse more effective, stronger relationships based on real understanding and trust.3 Deep Listening turns a person from an object, opaque, perhaps dimly threatening, into a multifaceted human being. And through this type of listening, you develop as a human being. But listening in this way can take a lot of courage. At a primal level, we find it hard to open ourselves up to alternative ideas, even more so when our perspectives clash and we firmly believe that we’re right.

			In an increasingly polarised world, you need to interact with people who sit round the dinner, board or café table with views that you might find difficult, even abhorrent. You can practise this approach whenever such an occasion arises, with no expectation that you all need to agree. Deep Listening conversations across chasms are essential to functioning families, companies and democracies, enabling us to collaborate, even if we have diametrically conflicting ideas. And the scale of the challenges facing our world demands that we transcend our boundaries to understand them; that we work collectively to tackle them.

			Learning how to Deeply Listen is not, however, a ticket to spend the rest of your life stuck in the back-row seats, muzzled, prevented from voicing your own ideas. Whether you’ve traditionally played a listening role or are accustomed to speaking your mind, cultivating balance is the aspiration. If you have felt silenced, you may need to confirm, before you listen, that you will also have your chance to speak. But when you truly listen, others are not only more likely to soften their attitudes, they’re also more inclined to be in the right headspace to listen to you.

			My Listening Journey

			From a very early age, I was aware of the profound consequences of not being heard or recognised. My father, Harry, came to the UK as a child refugee, just before the outbreak of World War II. His birth parents and most of his family were killed in concentration camps. When he died, I was 13. It felt as if I had entered a different land, with oceans of water between me and those around me; friends were too fearful, too out of their depth, to even ask me how I was. While I received much kindness, in the turbulence of loss there were few opportunities to unpack my thoughts or make sense of my world upturned.

			These memories have inspired me to embark on my Deep Listening journey, to enable people in divided communities to authentically listen and understand each other, to be curious and connect with people who are strangers to me and to help create a world where people feel truly understood.

			Growing up in Britain as a second-generation immigrant, I have always relished my insider-outsider status. I have honed my own listening in myriad situations across time and geography, embracing different opportunities to listen to strangers. I became a radio journalist at the BBC World Service. Every day I was immersed in the world of listening, with my microphone acting as a stethoscope, recording the beat of people’s lives, struggles and passions. I roamed solo for the BBC across India, Nigeria and Uganda, interviewing presidents, market traders and musicians.

			The enlightening experience of being listened to well by my own executive coach was a seminal turning point in my journey. Basking in their unhurried non-judgemental gaze, I was free to unpack my assumptions. I realised that I didn’t have to stick to the role that others prescribed for me. I also became clearer about my own values. It was a liberating exchange, unexpected within the hierarchical walls of a BBC meeting room. I wanted to be able to repay this gift of listening. And that’s what led me, in 2013, to train as an executive coach, alongside my day job.

			Being coached also sparked a shift in my priorities, placing the pursuit of meaningful change at the heart of my work. I led a culture change across BBC News encouraging colleagues to showcase solutions alongside their reports on problems and conflicts. Fuelled by my own history, I wanted to highlight stories where divisions had been bridged. I created the BBC Crossing Divides season, so news and documentaries, radio and television shows could broadcast reports about how people had come together across lines of race, class, religion, age and politics. Our audiences watched and listened to people from conflicting groups connecting and establishing trust – meat-eaters listening to vegans, black-cab drivers taking the time to understand their Uber counterparts. Briefing colleagues on how to create these conversations sparked my curiosity. I wanted to find out more about how people can learn to listen more profoundly to each other, in spite of their differences.

			To deepen my understanding about different ways of listening, I immersed myself in research across psychology, neuroscience, peacebuilding, management thinking, medicine, teaching and philosophy. I pored over papers and studies, first at the London School of Economics and then at King’s College London and learned from fellow coaches and mediators, as well as counsellors, psychologists and therapists. I have fine-tuned my approach while training people at a BBC festival in Salford, and on projects with participants in Lebanon and the Baltic states of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia. Recognising that strong listening is an essential leadership skill, I’ve been collaborating with the UK Forward Institute for responsible leadership to train all their fellowship cohorts, with participants from companies and organisations as diverse as Unilever, the Cabinet Office and the British Army.

			But, as my family will attest, I’ve still got some way to go on my own listening journey. Writing this book has been helpful.

			Navigating This Book

			The book is divided into three parts:

			Part One explains exactly what Deep Listening is – and isn’t. I then showcase eight traps that catch us out and prevent us from being able to Deeply Listen. You, like me, have probably become ensnared by many of these traps, regularly, perhaps every day, often with the best intentions. I then highlight the evidence for the many benefits of Deep Listening – for yourself, your speaker and the world.

			Part Two, the body of the book, is your guide to Deep Listening in eight steps:

			
					Step One: Create Space. You begin by creating a place of psychological safety for your speaker. There are also physical changes you can make to your environment, so a conversation feels effortless. Your ambition: Your speaker feels cherished and inspired to explore new ideas.

					Step Two: Listen to Yourself First. You can’t be open to listening to others until you truly listen to yourself. This step explains how you can begin to forge a more positive relationship to your family of shadows, the unacceptable parts of yourself, so they no longer hijack your most important encounters.

					Step Three: Be Present. This step will delve into an elliptical yet impactful aspect of Deep Listening – your presence, which transforms standard listening into a profound encounter. We explore what presence is, and how you can cultivate it to tackle the internal and external distractions that obstruct true listening.

					Step Four: Be Curious. Here we unpack the qualities you project towards your speaker: curiosity, empathy, awareness of judgements and respect. Acknowledging that you don’t already know what’s in the mind of your speaker can be transformative.

					Step Five: Hold the Gaze. This step explores the power of a steady, warm-hearted gaze and other non-verbal cues to communicate to your speaker that they are being heard. We explore how far you can read your speaker’s body language, facial expression and tone to understand what they are not expressing directly.

					Step Six: Hold the Silence. In this step we unravel the many types of silence and the reasons why you may resist a pause. How can you use a rich stillness to centre yourself and signal to your speaker your true respect, giving them the space to think, reflect and share?

					Step Seven: Reflect Back. Here we uncover how to crystallise what you’re hearing and reflect it back to your speaker. What are the clues that can guide you as you check your understanding of the meaning of what your speaker has conveyed, directly and between the lines?

					Step Eight: Go Deeper. This step explains how your listening can illuminate what ordinarily is hidden – your speaker’s deeper narrative. This deeper narrative is vital to understanding your speaker – and can include their unexpressed needs and whether their emotions are in harmony or alive with contradictions.

			

			Each of the eight steps closes with Takeaways. We can improve our listening by practising, so each step also sets a Deep Listening Challenge.

			Part Three navigates risks and starter questions, as well as ethical conundrums, with tips on how you can reflect on your own listening experience to support your journey.

			Throughout this book, I share stories from people who are beacons of the art of listening. We’ll hear from leaders like Christiana Figueres, who spearheaded international climate change negotiations at the UN, the head of one of the world’s largest advertising agencies, and the CEO of Wikimedia, who oversees the world’s largest encyclopaedia. Cultural trailblazers pioneer fresh perspectives, so we’ll also gain insights from artist Antony Gormley, Nobel Prize-winning writer Wole Soyinka, choreographer Akram Khan and photographer Platon.

			My research took me from Japan to Canada to Kenya, gathering lessons from leaders, Indigenous people and Buddhist monks. I’ve learned from those who listen in the most extreme environments, in their role counselling religious extremists or negotiating with those on the verge of taking their own life. Each of these inspiring individuals deepened my understanding, and I hope their experience and creativity can inspire you to listen anew.

			After you’ve read the book, you will be better equipped to reflect on the true purpose of your conversations and imagine what your relationships could be like if you authentically, deeply, listened. As you start to question old habits and try new ways of listening, you’ll notice that you begin to understand the people around you in a far more meaningful way, and they, in turn, will become more open to engaging with you.

			But first, let’s look at a Deep Listening conversation in action with someone who has a powerful story to tell.

		

		
			PART ONE

			ARE YOU LISTENING?

		

		
			What is Deep Listening?

			What does a Deep Listening conversation actually look like? How might it unfold in the real world? The following encounter is between me and my friend Sofiya, who has often worked at the British Library with me, seated at a neighbouring desk. It’s not a typical Deep Listening exchange, as Sofiya is so open, articulate and self-aware, but I have chosen it as our conversation highlights all eight Deep Listening steps and her reflections about the encounter are striking and profound.
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			For this exchange, I chose to leave the library and walk next door to the elegant St Pancras station hotel. Although we didn’t have complete privacy, the plush blue velvet seating absorbed the voices of other guests; we were comfortable, enclosed in our own world (Step One: Create Space).

			Sofiya’s life took a dramatic turn in 2022. Since then, she’s lived through danger and turmoil. When Russian troops began their full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Sofiya was working at the British Embassy in Moscow. The Russian state condemned her as a traitor. She was forced to flee her home. I first came to know Sofiya before this time, when she worked with me at the BBC in London. Since her return to the UK, our friendship and mutual trust have deepened. She’s often asked for advice, and I’ve often obliged.

			I wanted this conversation to be different, to be a Deep Listening conversation. The agenda was open, to be determined by her. I hoped to feature the encounter in this book, and she knew this. I was also conscious that this ambition could compromise our exchange. I resolved to let go of this distraction, to make our encounter authentic and meaningful for us both (Step Two: Listen to Yourself First).

			I arrived at the hotel before Sofiya so I could find a quiet spot. I centred myself by turning my attention to my breath. As my phone would record our conversation, I knew I was safe; my mobile could not distract me. I savoured my tea. Slowly (Step Three: Be Present).

			Emily: What would you like to talk about? What do you feel will be useful and interesting for you?

			Sofiya: I want to talk about going home and not being able to go home.

			Pause

			I’ve always wanted to live in the UK, here in London. On the surface I’m now doing all the things I’ve always dreamed about. But what is home? I choose to think of home as the small town near Moscow where I grew up and went to school, and also another small town, but in Ukraine, where I spent all my summers in my grandparents’ flat. This other home was always so full of life, love and stupid little family quarrels. And exploring nature with my cousin, with my sister and with my grandparents. There, I felt like a plant who was being watered and exposed to the sun. It was formative.

			As Sofiya is talking, I reflect on the idea of home as being universal; our relationship to our home is part of all our journeys. Then I become aware of my mind wandering and bring my attention back to Sofiya (Step Three: Be Present), wondering where she will go next in her thinking (Step Four: Be Curious).

			As I keep my gaze on Sofiya, her eyes wander, then return to greet mine (Step Five: Hold the Gaze).

			There is a silence of perhaps 10 seconds. This prompts Sofiya to reflect more deeply (Step Six: Hold the Silence).

			Sofiya: Today I can’t return to either of those places. And the difficulty is that the danger is not completely tangible. There is no certainty. If I return, I will or won’t face arrest. I feel sad and scared. This fear is in the background, and it also embraces me in every part of my life. It’s always there.

			More silence.

			Emily: So, I’m hearing you say a great deal … Can I capture, adequately, I wonder, what Sofiya has conveyed through her words and the emotional tone of her voice? (Step Seven: Reflect Back)

			You spoke about the excitement you have, living in this country, and yet there is also pain – separation from your small town near Moscow and also from your summers with your family in Ukraine, where you were a plant nourished by the sun. And the constant sadness, fear and uncertainty of return.

			Sofiya: Yes. She exhales. There’s no answer and there’s no way forward. My life’s been hard. If you were to write a book about it, it would be an interesting book. But sometimes I just want a simple life, with friends, and being able to go home twice a year and stay with my family in Moscow and get my nails done. But … even if I get through the interrogation at the airport, on the third day they will detain me for not filling in my taxes correctly. There are just so many of those stories.

			This is probably one of the very few areas in my life where I can’t do anything, apart from trying to support myself and build a sustainable life in London and minimise the pain of not being able to be home. But my pain is not going anywhere …

			I hold the silence and maintain my gaze.

			Sofiya picks up energy.

			And I’m not sure I want it to go.

			I don’t think I’ll be me if I do that.

			I’m aware that Sofiya has just had a new insight, which challenges what she said before: ‘There’s no way forward’ (Step Eight: Go Deeper). Instinctively I feel respect for Sofiya; for the ordeal she is going through, and for the perceptive way she reflects upon her experiences. Though I’ve always felt warm towards her, my empathy for her is deepening. Until now, she’s never laid out so explicitly what it feels like to be her. Perhaps I’ve never asked (Step Four: Be Curious).

			Emily: So, I’m hearing you say that you’ve got an ambiguous relationship with this pain. I get a sense that it is physically hurting (Step Five: Hold the Gaze). For a moment, I quieten and try to sense what’s going on for her. And yet you don’t feel that it’s right for you to abandon that pain because it also nourishes you. It connects you with part of your identity, with Russia, with Ukraine, with who you are (Step Eight: Go Deeper).

			Sofiya: Yes. She says this with a reflective look in her eyes.

			More silence.

			But the pain is also about what will happen if I lose my job here in the UK. On TikTok there are endless stories in my feed of people who were made redundant around Christmas, and they complain about their rubbish employer, as they sit in their parents’ home with a cup of tea and a library of books in the background. Me, I can’t fail in the way other people can. I have to succeed at my job because I can’t be anywhere else.

			The conversation continues.

			And then I have the feeling that I’ll be OK no matter what happens. I know if this job doesn’t work out, I’m sure I’ll find other interesting work soon. I sense that my pain is a strength. And I am moving on. I think I am really different from what I was last year. This missing home and all the related feelings have made me who I am and have taken me to where I am now – deep inside and actually now on the surface as well. I can appreciate what I’ve been through.

			After some 40 minutes, I ask Sofiya for her reflections on our exchange.

			Sofiya: I think that the eye contact helped. I really felt heard. Not just because of the space we’re in – it’s a really lovely place, but I feel like I wanted to unfold my story (Step Five: Hold the Gaze). We ended up talking about things that seemed like they’re not related to the start of the conversation, but I think the way you summarised and fed back what I said helped me unlock some extra thoughts and feelings (Step Seven: Reflect Back), which I was happy to share with you because I felt this safety. I think safety is the keyword (Step 1: Create Space). And also, I feel more structured in my thoughts now. It’s been clarifying and sort of illuminating. Your questions were based on what you heard, but you also did some inner work before you fed back your reflections. It was interesting to face my feelings from the outside rather than from within.

			Our conversation has helped me find those arguments supporting the feeling of being genuinely OK (Step Eight: Go Deeper).

			As Sofiya reflects, she is able to organise her thoughts, creating clarity. I sense that our encounter has encouraged Sofiya to recognise the ambiguity of her feelings: She acknowledges the pain of exile, insecurity and loss as a core part of her identity, but one that may also be a source of strength, a place for growth. There has been a significant shift.

			Cookie-Cutter Listening

			In practice, when we listen, we are rarely fully present. Listening is often a hollow, performative act. We go through the motions as we fall into one of the listening traps, distracted by the words in our head, or thinking of our reply, just nano seconds after our speaker’s first syllable. We interrupt. Or fidget with frustration, anticipating our opportunity to explain to our speaker what’s wrong with their argument. And the chance to demonstrate that we know better. The speaker expects us to interrupt, so their own thinking barely has space to form.

			Often, you listen only long enough to mentally sort what your speaker is saying into ready-prepared bins: ‘I’ve been there, done that’ or ‘That’s rubbish.’ You’re like someone who looks at the art in a museum with the sole aim of categorising it – ‘That’s Impressionism!’ or ‘That’s Minimalism!’ – but never truly sees the paintings.1 In standard listening, you assume that your speaker has pre-baked nuggets of information that they’re ready to deliver as soon as you ask them a question. Your role is passive. Whether you’re a fantastic listener or an appalling listener, their words and thoughts, you believe, will remain the same.2

			Deep Listening

			The person who first popularised the term ‘Deep Listening’ was an avant-garde American accordion musician and composer, Pauline Oliveros. I was intrigued to learn that she embraced the term after recording a set of tracks 14 feet beneath the Earth’s surface in an underground cistern,3 aptly calling the album Deep Listening. I have often listened to her compositions while writing this book. Her definition was expansive: ‘Deep Listening involves going below the surface of what is heard, expanding to the whole field of sound while finding focus. This is the way to connect with the acoustic environment, all that inhabits it, and all that there is.’4

			Oliveros’ focus on profound attention – whether she is directing that to the sounds of people, animals or the Earth itself – resonates with me. Her invitation to go beneath the surface of what is heard is echoed in Step Eight: Go Deeper. In one of her recipes for listening, she advocates that we ‘take a walk at night. Walk so silently that the bottoms of your feet become ears.’5 Her insight that we can listen with our whole body provides an inspiring one for a Deep Listening practice.

			My Definition

			I would like to be able to define my Deep Listening approach in a single, simple sentence. But this rich and multi-layered process resists a pat definition. Here, I’m going to try to convey its core.

			Entirely present and in a safe place, having listened to yourself first, you invite someone to share their thoughts. Guided by curiosity, empathy and respect, you listen to truly understand, letting go of judgements – and any instincts to agree, disagree, obey, solve, or change them. After silence, you reflect back the essence of their words, feelings and underlying thoughts to check that you’ve grasped their meaning and to inspire more thinking. They go deeper and you reflect, again. On this journey you both understand more fully. They feel heard, met and acknowledged. Irrespective of whether you agree, you both feel more connected.

			But Deep Listening is not easy. As third-century rabbi Samuel ben Nahmani put it, we don’t see things as they are; we see things as we are.6 Ben Nahmani was referring to our dreams, but this insight delivers a strikingly accurate depiction of the way we usually listen. None of us is a blank slate. Our experiences and preconceptions shape what we can and cannot hear in a conversation.7 It’s not easy for the speaker either. As a Deep Listener, it’s your role to create an atmosphere of psychological safety, allowing them to move beyond vigilance to expand the range of what they will be willing to say – or even think.

			Deep Listening presents an opportunity, never an obligation. Especially when it comes to listening to those who hold very different ideas from your own. Deep Listening is also not right for every occasion. If someone asked you if you wanted some tea and you waited 10 seconds, then tried to reflect back the real meaning behind their words, they might throw you a very strange look, if not worse (and you probably wouldn’t get any tea). Deep Listening is most powerful for encounters where the stakes are high, when creating real understanding and trust is critical. But this approach is not all or nothing; the way you use it will depend upon the relationship and the context. Sprinkling in selective elements of Deep Listening can enhance many sorts of conversations: at home, at work, on your commute, with friends and strangers, and even with yourself. And practising Deep Listening doesn’t preclude you, at other moments in the conversation, from having your say or probing answers to questions that are important to you. But the focus of this book is on the listening itself.

			My Deep Listening approach draws on the work of a wide range of thinkers, writers and psychotherapists, including Carl Jung and Richard Schwartz, along with my own experiences. I have been particularly inspired by the writings of pioneering psychologist Carl Rogers.

			Rogers was born at the start of the 20th century. His traditional parents enforced daily prayers and cold discipline upon him and their five other children. He reacted against this stern upbringing by forging a radically different way to relate to others.8 Rogers believed that therapists and psychologists should listen with an unconditional positive regard, accepting the speaker as they were and conveying an empathetic understanding and a sense of safety. There should be no questions, no suggestions, no advice, or any other techniques which directed the client.9

			In 1974, Carl Rogers gave a talk about empathy to an enraptured group,10 highlighting the importance of entering the private world of the other and becoming truly at home in it: ‘It involves being sensitive, moment to moment, to the changing felt meanings which flow in the other person – to the fear or rage or tenderness or confusion or whatever he is experiencing.’* You cannot embody this approach unless you are truly curious and truly empathetic.

			Paying attention to your speaker as well as yourself is integral to Deep Listening. This aspect of my approach draws on the work of mindfulness pioneer Jon Kabat-Zinn, who defines mindfulness, in a jam-packed sentence, as ‘Paying attention in a particular way, on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally.’11 Deep Listening attention is also suffused with the wisdom of other mindfulness and meditative practitioners, from Indigenous people to Buddhist monk Matthieu Ricard.12

			Active Listening – What Deep Listening Isn’t

			Carl Rogers, along with a colleague, coined the term ‘Active Listening’ to describe his client-centred, transformational approach of immersing yourself in your speaker’s perspective to grasp what they are trying to communicate and conveying back that deep understanding.13 However, you’re more likely to have come across Active Listening in its distorted form: paraphrasing the speaker’s message and conspicuously nodding and smiling. There is a chasm between Carl Rogers’ definition and how the business world often talks about Active Listening. An analysis of Active Listening on business websites has highlighted that it has been reduced to a mere set of instrumental techniques ‘more connected with coercion and manipulation than with meaning-making and understanding’.14

			If you manage people at work, you may have participated in leadership training in this type of Active Listening to prepare you for having difficult conversations. So, you explain to a member of your team your worries about their timekeeping. You then give them space, three minutes, or 30 seconds, to express their thoughts and concerns. But your listening is performative. ‘I hear what you’re saying,’ you reply as you go through the motions. And nod. But you’re not opening up your ears, or your heart. There is little curiosity. Your Active Listening is hollow.

			While some advocates of Active Listening also emphasise staying calm and compassionate, Deep Listening is more profound. You are also listening to what isn’t being said and exploring your speaker’s unexpressed thoughts while being aware of your own internal responses. Your entire being is listening to their entirety. This is an aspiration, however, and it’s unlikely that you’ll be able (or want) to listen in this way consistently. Getting caught in one of the listening traps is an inevitable part of everyone’s journey.

				
					* Carl Rogers was working in the mid-20th century and, like some others who I reference, followed the now discarded practice of using male pronouns to refer to both men and women.

				

		

		
			Why We’re Not Listening – Eight Traps that Catch Us Out

			‘You have my undivided attention,’ Homer announces to his family over the kitchen table, in a scene from The Simpsons.1 When the camera zooms in to reveal the contents of Homer’s mind, however, we see a cartoon jig, with a bird dancing, a cow on the fiddle and a tortoise banging percussively on its shell. Back in the kitchen, Homer remains oblivious to his children. Rather than giving them real attention, he is humming along to the imagined farmyard music. It’s not just the tune that is stuck in Homer’s head, but Homer himself.

			You might not be in danger of a camera opening up your inner thoughts. And you may not be routinely preoccupied with dancing farmyard animals. But you are nonetheless at risk of falling into the same traps that prevent Homer from listening. And, even without the intrusions of a camera, the results can be just as obvious to the people around you, the people you fail to listen to, whose thoughts and needs you ignore, every day.

			Some traps are commonly held beliefs which destroy your desire to listen – truly listen – to others. Even if you are able to start listening, you can still fall into other traps that hijack your ability, as you listen, to stay present. These traps can make you, like Homer, hum your own tune, drowning out the full story that your speaker is trying to share. And often, you’re not even aware that you’ve tuned out. I’ve been thwarted from listening by many of these traps, often in the conversations that matter most, with the people who are most precious to me. When these traps have entangled me in lip-service listening, I’ve failed to listen properly to close family members, to indispensable colleagues and to strangers who could have revealed new ways of seeing the world, if only I’d been able to really hear them.

			When you read about these traps, you might realise you’ve been ensnared in them yourself, perhaps many times, perhaps every day. You might feel ashamed about the moments when you’ve blocked what someone was trying to tell you, or when you’ve cut in and changed the subject mid-stream. But rewind for a moment. Many of these traps reflect strategies that you and your ancestors – going back millennia – evolved to increase the chances that your gene pool would survive and flourish into the next generation. They are not accidental defects. On many occasions, they’ve served you well. But if you’re not careful, these traps can prevent you from achieving the profound understanding and richer relationships that can emerge through Deep Listening.

			The first trap is laid by some of our keenest impulses: to achieve our goals and to enhance our status.

			I Want to Win

			‘I’ve been formally trained to be argumentative and win. I am here to defend myself,’ explains Joe, a South African on the cusp of leaving his role in a Cape Town start-up to embark on an MBA at Harvard University. He tells me that he developed an instinct for confrontation while debating at school and honed it through competing at the World Universities Debating Championship. As his opponent was preparing to talk, Joe’s whole body was tense, ready to jump. This formidable debater was alert to any chink in his opponent’s armour. Anything they omitted to say. Anything he could exploit.

			‘A lot of my debate training has to do with pretending – creating an illusion of confidence. Never acknowledging what the other person is saying, even inwardly to myself. Though I might feel sorry for my opponent, outwardly I needed to be totally dismissive.’

			I met Joe when he participated in my three-week Deep Listening programme. Prior to this course, like many of us, he’d not been aware of his default ‘vigilant for victory’ mindset. Joe had been raised on rebuttal, listening only to cut his adversary down. The goal of his most important interactions was always the same – to triumph.

			You don’t have to be a competitive debater to fall into this trap. This is especially true if the person you are listening to holds a completely contrasting perspective or is a stranger who looks or sounds different from you. Or, conversely, is someone close to you who you find profoundly irritating at this moment – a partner, parent or colleague.

			‘Winning’ a conversation in this way causes collateral damage across a relationship. You leave the speaker feeling dismissed or seething, convinced that you have wilfully ignored them. Depending upon your relationship, you may start round two from a position of strength, but with your speaker wary, approaching the conversation with caution and distrust.

			I am in Charge

			Your role is to explain, to instruct, add value, be right, even at times to dictate. It’s in your job spec as boss, parent, elder, teacher, professor, older sibling or supervisor. You need to shine a light, inspire them by laying out your vision. If you don’t ‘help’ them, you are failing to fulfil your duty.

			[image: A black and white iline drawing of a man in a suit with his arms open. Bright lines radiate from his head against a dark background, suggesting sound waves.]

			By keeping control and dominating the airwaves, you can safeguard against disruptive ideas that might otherwise skew you off course. If you are honest with yourself, you might feel your authority is threatened by alternative facts or ideas. Often, you mask your desire to voice your opinion with a perfunctory question. You do listen, of course, but you listen presumptuously, impatiently, as you wait for your opportunity to speak. With this mindset, the more authority you wield, the more pressure there is to drive the conversation. To stay in control. If you listen, your dominant status, you fear, will be diminished.2

			Makiko Shinoda was caught in this trap. Shinoda has served as chief financial officer for many international companies, following a consultant role at McKinsey & Company.

			‘I was trained, if you don’t speak up in a meeting, you’re simply worthless. You are not contributing. You don
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