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    What does it take to be a great communicator? Most business people would cite such factors as the skill to explain things clearly, the ability to inspire others, or a strong delivery to hold listeners' attention. Only the savviest would include listening skills. Yet, without the ability to listen, there is no communication--only speechmaking.
    Developing good listening skills allows the listener to gather more information more easily and to communicate more effectively with clients, subordinates, and peers. But listening, like any other skill, needs to be continually polished.

WHAT MAKES A GOOD LISTENER?
    We have found eight techniques for effective listening:
    * attending,
    * appropriate silences,
    * supporting statements,
    * questions,
    * rephrasing,
    * sharing your experiences,
    * empathy, and
    * labeling non-verbal conflicts.
    Attending. A vital first step in effective listening is making the decision to listen and preparing yourself physically and mentally. Good body language and eye contact are essential; lean forward attentively and focus on the speaker's face. Touching can increase a listener's effectiveness; but if you are uncomfortable or the situation does not seem to warrant it, don't.
    Mentally, put aside what you are working on and concentrate on the speaker. If you are in the middle of a project, ask that the person come back when you can give your full attention.
    Appropriate silences and supporting statements. You should be careful not to interrupt a speaker; wait for a count of three to be sure that the speaker is finished. However, it is appropriate to make encouraging, positive sound or gestures. Head nodding and "uh-huhs" make a speaker more comfortable.
    Questions. Be prepared to respond to a speaker with a question that is relevant, but don't shift your concentration away from what is being said to think of a question. Also be careful not to begin judging the statement halfway through; you will fail to hear the entire presentation. Unless you are trying to bring the discussion to a close, use open-ended questions that cannot be answered with a "yes" or "no." An open-ended question is also a good way to draw out a shy speaker.
    Rephrasing. Once a speaker has finished, respond with a rephrasing of what he or she has just said to you. This technique helps ensure that you have understood what has been said. People often hear what they want to hear instead of what is being said. In addition, because retention is improved by as much as 25 percent when you repeat what you have heard, you have a better chance of remembering the points being made.
    Empathy and sharing your experiences. In some cases, a listener does not want you to respond with a suggestion, but merely to acknowledge what has been said. As a manager, you often feel that you are called upon to provide a solution, but sometimes responding to the emotion behind a speech is more important. If an employee comes in to complain about a problem tenant, they may be looking only for an understanding that the job is tough rather than help in addressing the problem.
    In some cases, sharing your own experiences may be a way to respond empathetically to a speaker, but keep your remarks short (two sentences maximum) and do not take over the conversation.
    Labeling conflicts. Clearing the air can also be an important technique in improving communication. Sometimes what a person says conflicts with how he or she says it. If a speaker says "I'm fine" in a listless, melancholy way, the message is clearly something different. If you are perceptive, you might say," "I know you said you are fine, but tell me what is really bothering you."
    Likewise, if a person is very aggressive, it may be wise to call for a "time out," and explain that the way the idea is being expressed is interfering with the message.
    By supporting a speaker with these listening skills, managers can increase their ability to communicate at all levels and improve their overall job performance.
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