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LISTENING AS A CRUCIAL
MANAGERIAL SKILL
Listening is one of the most important managerial and leadership
skills. Although many might think that it is more important to
master organizational skills, delegation or some other people
management skills, the truth is that effective communication is
one of the basic and essential skills that each manager and leader
must know how to properly do if they want to be good at their
job.

Communication represents transfer of a message from the send-
er to the receiver, i.e. from the one that is talking to the one that
is listening. The message is transferred through a certain media
such as e-mail, telephone, TV, radio, direct communication etc.
The “things” that make the communication more difficult and
that can result with miscommunication from not receiving the
message, receiving it wrongly, or receiving just a part of that
message all the way to not understanding it correctly or not
understanding it at all, are called communication barriers.

Another misconception is that ensuring proper transfer of the
message is sender’s job. Actually, the role of the receiver i.e. the
listener is as much, if not even more, important and complex. For
managers and leaders, it is important to know how to transfer a
message as well as to be able to understand the message sent to
them.

One of the highest levels of listening is the Active Listening. This
level includes set of skills and techniques that will ensure that the
listener understands the message correctly. And by understand-
ing the message correctly I mean understanding the words and
information as well as the meaning, importance, context and
feelings.
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THE LEVELS OF LISTENING

We've all caught ourselves in situations listening to someone
speaking to us, but not really listening. Or listening impatiently
and waiting the other person to stop so that we can reply or
top what they are saying. We have been in situations
where we've been trying to listen as good as possible in
order to understand, etc. All these are different exam-
ples of the different types or levels of listening
where not listening is the first level and active lis-
tening is the highest level of listening. The follow-
ing are the levels of listening:

1. Not Listening, Ignoring and Pretended Lis-
tening

“Not listening” is the absolute lowest level of listening
and it can have two different versions. The first one is
not listening due to certain distractions or communica-
tion barriers. Most commonly this happens uncon-
sciously. For instance, a colleague is telling us about a
certain task, but we are not listening because we are
mentally preoccupied with one of our own tasks.

The second version of not listening is consciously ignoring
what is being said to us by simply choosing not to listen. Either
way, you are not listening at all. It is a waste of time both for you

and the one that is speaking to you. Eventually, they can easily
see from your body language, facial expressions etc. that you are
mentally absent and that you aren't listening. For instance, they

are telling you about their problem and you are making a
happy or indifferent face. Or someone is telling you a joke

and you are making a sad face or look absently in the
distance.

Another variation of conscious ignoring is the pretend-
ed listening. These are situations where the listen-
er is not listening, but trying to pretend he is
listening by copying the facial expressions of the
one that is talking and saying things like “yes, of
course”, “I see”, “true” etc.

Advice: If you see that you aren't listening there are two things
that you could do: First, try to put away all distractions and listen.

If that is not possible as it often isn’t due to the strength of the
distractions, tell them that you are distracted by some other issues
and ask to postpone the conversation until you can listen. It might
seem inappropriate but it is a much better solution than to keep on
listening.

The next three levels can be grouped in one so called selective
listening subgroup.
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2. Listening to Tell My Story

Listening to tell my story, my point of view or to top what is
being said is on the verge between pretended listening and
selected listening. Here we listen just enough so that we can add
on with our story and steal the conversation. For instance, some-
one is talking about what their two-year old child has learned to
do and you are waiting for them to finish the sentence and jump
in and tell about your child. This means that you aren't really
listening what they are saying. Something that they said was a
trigger for a similar story that you have to say, so you aren't
concentrating on what they are saying, instead you are just wait-
ing for them to finish or to take a deep breath so you can jump in.

Advice: Instead of concentrating what you are going to say and
waiting for a suitable moment to jump in, try to concentrate and
listen what your partner is saying in order to understand the mes-
sage they are trying to convey. This will show more respect.

3. Evaluative Listening

These are the situations where we listen to evaluate what is
being said and to decide if we agree or disagree with the same.
So, we are listening in order to be able to respond. The negative
side is that we stop listening right after we make up our mind and

stop considering any further facts or information. Instead we are
thinking what to say and constructing our answer.

Advice: No matter if you think that you have made up your mind
and decided if you agree or disagree, listening to the end of the
message can reveal information that could change your mind. Fur-
thermore, once your collaborators learn that you listen only half
way, they will try to transfer the messages much faster with only
the information they think is important. That might result in omis-
sion of important information.

4. Listening to Use

Very similar to the previous one is the 4th level of listening with
the only difference that at this level we listen in order to use the
information. For instance, the project manager is introducing us
to the project activities and after we hear our part we start
planning what we are going to do and how we are going to do it
instead of listening to the rest of the conversation. Though
we've been listening actively, we've been listening only to one
part of the conversation and might miss important information.
Also, using this example, a project is consisted of many activities
which are mutually correlated and interdependent so if we con-
centrate only on our part we will miss the whole picture. Thus,
our results, no matter how good they might be, may end up
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doing no good to the project because they do not fit in the
concept.

Another negative side of listening to use is that we aren't really
paying attention to the conversation just picking the information
that we need. That way we won't understand the essence of the
message.

Advice: Instead of just picking the information you need and focus-
ing on how to use it, try to listen more carefully and understand the
message. Many times, it will prove that the whole picture impacts
the parts and the way they should be understood and implemented.

5. Active Listening

Active listening, as highest level of listening in a regular conver-
sation, means listening to the words but also paying attention to
voice, verbal aspects such as volume, flow, pace, intonation, as
well as reading the facial expressions and the body language of
the speaker. By this you will be able to understand what the
speaker is saying and how they feel which will help you under-
stand the whole message with true meaning, essence and con-
text. To be able to do this, active listening also includes asking
questions, asking for clarification, summarizing and repeating.
These are all techniques that will help you better understand the
message.

Advice: Use every conversation to practice active listening. Practice
techniques such as asking questions, summing up and repeating in
order to understand the message.

6. Leading or Coaching Listening

Leading or coaching listening is an additional level of listening in
which the listener leads the conversation by directing, facilitating
and leading the speaker to easily express and convey the mes-
sage. Besides the techniques of active listening this level requires
additional techniques such as facilitation and coaching skills
which will enable getting the maximum of the conversation.
With coaching skills, you will be able to understand what the
speaker is saying and even more you will enable him to under-
stand the whole situation and see aspects that he was not able
to see before.

Advice: Facilitation and coaching skills are essential skills of every
effective leader. If you want to become one, then you should mas-
ter them as soon as possible.

10 Minutes Guidebook Series



Copyright © 2018 by Dejan Madjoski                             7

10 Minutes Guidebook Series

THE LEVELS OF LISTENING



Copyright © 2018 by Dejan Madjoski                             8

HOW TO ACTIVELY LISTEN

Having described the levels of listening, let’s see how to reach the
highest level, i.e. active listening.

1. Leave all Distractions Behind

There can be many distractions that can make communication
difficult or even impossible. Such distractions are personal prob-
lems, issues, busy schedule, personal view and biases etc. Active
listening means being focused on the conversation, being attentive
and listening to understand. As a listener, we must show that we
are relaxed and comfortable. Relaxedness as well as anxiousness
are contagious. So, if we want to be involved in a relaxed and
constructive conversation we must enter relieved of all distractions.
If the distractions are that strong, that you cannot leave them
behind then it would be better to postpone the conversation until
you can attend both physically and mentally.
Also put aside other distractions such as your laptop, tablet com-
puter, smartphone, newspaper, documents etc. They are all
thieves of our attention and focus.

2. Focus on the Speaker

When you listen to someone speaking to you, focusing on them will
help you show that you are listening carefully and will help you

establish rapport. Focusing first means sitting or standing proper-
ly, facing the speaker and maintaining eye contact. Sitting or
standing properly will show that you are interested in what they
are saying and that you are willingly listening to them. By facing
them and making an eye contact you show that you are focused on
what they are saying. However, when looking in their eyes make
sure that it doesn’t look as if you are staring. That might make them
feel uncomfortable.

3. Listen to the Words

This is the easiest part. Listen to what they are saying. Listen to the
words. By listening to the words, we are receiving the message that
they are sending to us, or the information that they are giving to
us. Words are the basis and the structure of the message, so if you
want to hear and understand what the speaker is saying, you have
to carefully listen to the words they are saying. If you don't listen
to what they are saying, then it is irrelevant if you are sitting
properly, maintaining eye contact or reading body language be-
cause you don't have the basic structure to add them to.

4. “Listen” to What Isn’t Said

“Listening” to what isn’t said or in other words reading the non-
verbal signs such as tone, voice, pace, body language and facial
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expressions is as important as listening to the words. No matter
what the words are saying the non-verbal signs can convince you
in totally different truth. For instance, a trembling voice that says
“I am calm”, hesitating response that says “I am absolutely sure”,
or nervous eyes of a person that says “I am focused on the conver-
sation” etc. are all signs that in communication you have to pay
attention to a lot more things than only the words.
All these are signs that we must learn to read if we want to be an
effective listener and if we want to understand the message cor-
rectly. For some professions and functions such as salesmen, man-
agers, project managers etc. these skills are essential.

5. Be Empathic

In order to really understand what is being said sometimes you
have to feel what the speaker feels. To achieve this, you have “to
stand in the shoes” of the speaker and see things with their eyes.
In that manner, feeling sad when you hear about the sad story of
the speaker, or feeling happy when you hear such a story and then
being able to express that through your body language and facial
expressions means you have mastered empathy.
Just as with learning to read non-verbal signs, learning to be em-
pathic is not an easy task to achieve. However, through constant
practice you can achieve unconscious mastery that will help you
become an effective listener.

6. Don’t Judge or Evaluate

Simply - be open. Do not listen to judge or to evaluate. Some of the
traps we fall into are bringing our own judgment, agreeing or
disagreeing with what is being said. Usually, after we make up our
mind and decide if we agree or disagree, or if something is right or
wrong, we stop listening and focus on other things, or focus on
what we are going to say etc. In practice this doesn't mean that we
have literally stopped listening. We are still listening, but words are
coming in and out of our ears without being registered by our
conscious mind. This way we aren't actively listening which might
result in bringing the wrong decisions by omission of something
that is said after we have stopped listening.

7. Don’t Interrupt

A very important rule is not to interrupt. No matter if you have
million questions or the best solution for the problem wait until the
speaker ends. They might answer some of the questions or come
up with a solution on their own. Furthermore, interruption is rude
and sends message that you think you are more important or
smarter than the speaker, that the subject of the conversation isn't
important, that you don't have time to listen or that you don’t care
etc.
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Eventually, we have all been in situations where we have been
interrupted and we know how much we hated it. So, if you don’t
want other people to do it, don’t do it yourself either.

8. Ask Questions

The ultimate purpose of active listening is to understand the mes-
sage. So if you don't understand something, or something isn't
clear, ask questions. Ask for more information and ask for clarifica-
tion which will help you understand better.
There are couple of rules on how to ask questions. First, keep on
the subject and ask only related questions that will help you under-
stand better. Second, wait for the speaker to stop or to pause
before you ask. Don’t jump in and interrupt.

9. Repeat and Reflect

Two very useful techniques for better understanding are repeating
and reflecting.
By repeating you'll show that you listen and will ensure that you've
heard it the way the speaker wanted to say it (“So if I understood
correctly…”). This way, both you and the speaker will be sure that
the message is conveyed properly. However, be cautious with the
repeating because you don't want to burden and interrupt the

conversation with constant repeating. This may have counter ef-
fects as the speaker may think that you don't understand him well
or that you don't follow him.

Reflecting is similar to repeating with the difference that here you
try to reflect the message in terms of feelings (“So you feel that…”).
By reflecting the words in terms of feelings you go one step further
and understand what the message or the words really mean to the
speaker.

10. Summarize

By summarizing at the end of the conversation (or at the end of one
logical part of the conversation) you make sure that you've heard,
understood and remembered everything that was important. Sum-
marizing is a very powerful tool for ensuring wrapping up an effec-
tive conversation and will create the basis for further actions and
follow up.
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TEAM BENEFITS OF LEADING
BY LISTENING

Listen more to say more.

The difference between a leader and someone who thinks that is
leading, between a rookie and an experienced leader and be-
tween a stupid and a wise man is the percentage of listening in
their overall communication. While the manager tries to talk his
way into organizing the employees, bringing decisions and moti-
vating them, the leader engages and leads them through listen-
ing their ideas, opinions and suggestions. While the rookie thinks
that it is important to dominate each conversation, to have and
say the best ideas and solutions, the experienced leader knows
that it is much more effective if he pauses and listens to the
employees. And while a stupid man thinks that he needs to have
each communication under control and under his influence, a
wise man knows that the best way to get most out of any discus-
sion is by involving everyone and listening what they have to say.

Though many may neglect it, listening is an essential manage-
ment skill for everyone who wants to excel from boss to leader.
There are several reasons for this:

People are the company and you as a leader are there to facili-
tate in order to assist them in completing their task and ultimate-
ly achieving their goals and the goals of the company. A wise

leader knows that by facilitating the communication, listening
and helping the employees they will be able to achieve extraordi-
nary results.

People want to be heard. If you as a leader want to be heard,
then be sure that employees do as well. No one wants to just
listen and execute orders. And if you, by any chance, find such
employees, they aren't the right ones. By listening them you
make them feel equal members of the team.

By listening you get to know your employees. You learn how
they reason, how they think, what motivates and engages them;
you learn what they are capable of doing and what they aren't.

Getting to know them is very important because you will be able
to motivate and engage them only if you know what motivates
them.

By active listening the leader can get most of any conversation
and understand the whole situation which can help him bring
better decisions, or even better, guide the employees to bring
decisions on their own. Wise leaders know that by letting em-
ployees bring decisions they haven't lost the control over the
decision making, but that they have improved the process
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through listening and facilitation of opinions all the way to the
best decision for achieving the goal.

Therefore, taking into consideration the above, the formula for
being a better communicator and a better leader is very simple –
Listen more to say more.

Every manager who wants to become great leader first has to
become a great listener, because the job of the leader is to listen
and facilitate, not to come up with the best ideas and solutions
for every issue.

It Develops People, Boosts Creativity and Innovation

By listening to their ideas, opinions and solutions instead of
suggesting your opinion without a discussion you create an envi-
ronment where employees develop skills such as problem solv-
ing and critical thinking, and even further, it boosts creativity
and innovation.

Generally speaking, employees will behave the way you lead
them to and the way you allow them to. If the leader is the one
that does most of the talking, suggests ideas and solutions, and
gives directions the employees will expect that in every possible
situation. They won't try to find their own solutions or express
their opinion when they think that they have a better solution.

On the other side, if the leader listens to them they will come
much better prepared because they know that they will have to
come up with a solution together with the leader. Also, it creates
a learning environment, where the employees through constant
practice and communication, will develop their skills and abilities.

At the end, listening is a great development tool for the leader
as well. By listening to others, you learn new things and see
different perspectives. On the other side you will never hear
anything new while you are talking. Simply you already know
everything you say.

They Get More Involved and Engaged

Knowing that they are heard and that their manager takes time
to listen, understand and value their opinions fosters the level of
their engagement and involvement. Just as I said above, people
are not machines, they want to be heard. They want to feel
useful and important. The formula from here is very simple –
when people are heard and their opinions are taken into consid-
eration, when they feel useful and important they will get more
involved. The increased involvement not only in the execution of
task, but also in decision making and problem solving will result
in increased engagement. Simply, the more you listen the more
they get involved and engaged.
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Improves Performance and Decision Making

When employees’ ideas are implemented in the final solutions
they will feel ownership over the solution and will be closer to
their understanding. Their performance in accomplishing the
tasks foreseen in the solution will be much higher, then in situa-
tions where they just execute what they have been told to.

Involving more people in the problem solving and decision-mak-
ing process will improve the process itself and will result in bring-
ing better decisions. Listening to more opinions will eliminate
weak spots, assumptions and one-sided solutions. It will take
into consideration more perspectives, opinions, points of view
and experiences.

Simply, if the leader includes the employees in the decision mak-
ing and takes time to listen and understand their views they will
do a better job.

We Can Not Always Help Them

Another reason why leaders should listen is that they cannot
always help the employees with their problems. So instead of
offering solutions it would be much wiser to hear them out. With
the active listening techniques accompanied by coaching tech-
niques you can lead the employees to their own solutions. Own

solutions are always much more effective than the solutions told
by other.

Creates a Listening Culture

Whatever leaders do and promote is likely to be accepted by the
employees as well. So by practicing, promoting and encouraging
active listening the leader will set the basis for an active listening
culture.

Creates a Culture of Tolerance and Understanding

Active listening helps in creating a culture of tolerance where
people take time to listen to and understand different opinions
and perspectives. Active listening does not mean that the listen-
er has to agree with what is being said, it means that the listener
has to listen to understand so that later on he can value the
opinion and make a decision.

The culture of tolerance and understanding will result in mini-
mized number of conflicts and misunderstandings among the
employees. We might not agree with what is being said, but if we
understand why it is the way it is the reasons for a conflicting
situation might be minimized.
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Improves Teamwork and Enhances Relationships

Effective communication built on the principles of listening to
other opinions and understanding will help build trust and re-
spect within the team. Trust and mutual respect are one of the
essential preconditions for an effective and successful team.
Furthermore, interpersonal relationships built on these bases are
strong relationships. And I am not talking only about the relation-
ship of the leader with the employees, but also between the
employees themselves.

10 Minutes Guidebook Series



Copyright © 2018 by Dejan Madjoski                             16

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Dejan Madjoski has more than 17 years of hands-on professional, management and consultancy experience in the
fields of HR and general management, leadership development, corporate culture and project management.
Throughout his professional life he has worked with organizations from different industries including telecoms,
ICT, FMCG, food & beverages and management consulting.  He is also a visiting lecturer at postgraduate studies in
operational and strategic management, and an executive coach.

Dejan is an author of numerous articles, guidebooks and study books. He is the author of the 10 Minutes Guidebook
Series with more than 10 titles in the series. In 2015 he wrote Managing Project Teams, his first study book.

After several years of research and practice in 2017 and 2018 he finished with the development of several concepts
and models including the STAR Culture Model, TARGET Coaching Model, STAR Engagement and STAR Leadership
Competencies.

Copyright © 2018 by Dejan Madjoski
All rights reserved.

www.dejanmadjoski.com


