REFLECTIVE LISTENING

The following is an excerpt from ‘Being a Parent’ Parent Link training run in the early 1990’s in the South of England. Now dissolved, the work of this group is being developed by the Play Team Association (www.ukplayteam.org) in their Non Directive Play training for Child Carers, Parents and Teachers.

“I can never tell you ‘what you said’, but only ‘what I heard’.  I will have to rephrase what you said, and check it out with you to make sure that what left your mind and heart arrived in my mind and heart intact and without distortion”.                           

 John Powe
· Reflect the content of message.

· Be short and to the point.

· Reflect only the essentials of the message.

· Use your own words.

Key phrases

When we start to use reflective listening it is all too easy to use the same sets of words all the time.  We then end up sounding rather boring and the people we are trying to help may switch off.  Below you will find a selection of phrases other people have found useful at different moments in the reflective listening process.

We call these phrases “lead-ins”, and they are important because they tell the other person that our paraphrase is what we guess or think they are saying rather than an attempt to lay down the law.

So, for example, where the statement “you’re feeling upset” might produce resentment or irritation, the more tentative statement “I have a sense that you’re feeling upset” or “I think that ...” invites agreement or disagreement, and allows the communication to move to the next stage.

As you practise this kind of listening, you will develop your own approach that feels natural to you.  Maybe you will find that you can convey an open-ended tentative approach without having to use these sorts of lead-ins at all.

How reflective listening helps the speaker

When you listen reflectively you are checking with the speaker that you really heard what they meant to say.  This stops you from getting their messages wrong, gives the speaker a feeling of safety because they know  they have been understood and allows the conversation to flow more freely, which helps them explore their problem.

They can then get to the problem that is really bothering them, which is rarely the same as the one that they start talking about.

People in the helping professions are trained to look beneath what is called the “presenting” problem that a person comes to them with.  We don’t usually start talking about our deepest worries immediately; we “test the water” first or “sound someone out” before we start to reveal ourselves fully to them

It also stops you, the listener, from trying to solve the  problem the speaker is  talking  about  first.  If you were  to  do  that,  they  would  have  no  chance to explore what it is that is really bothering them. Children, in particular, often make only indirect attempts to get their deeper needs met.  They want a drink at bedtime, they want something to eat just after lunch, etc.  If we meet these surface needs all the time the child never gets what they were really wanting.  You may wonder why they don’t just come out with the real problem.  Yet think of the number of times you have felt off-colour or fed up and not really known why.  Reflective listening to your child’s concerns can prevent this from happening.

Reflective listening can help people in two important ways.  Firstly, it can make it easier for some people who are not really aware of their feelings, or what is going on inside them emotionally, to get back in touch with their feelings again.  Just doing this often adds the missing piece they needed in order to begin to solve their problem.

Secondly, when a person is overwhelmed by feelings, reflective listening lets them know that it is all right to have those emotions and gives them the chance to express them fully.  Expressing the emotions has the effect of releasing the pent-up energy and drains off the emotion, after which the person generally feels a great deal better.

Reflective listening helps people feel strong and in control of their lives because it acknowledges what they are experiencing and thus who they are.  Too often in our world we are told by others what we are doing, feeling and thinking.  Reflective listening gives us a chance to see, hear and feel ourselves for ourselves - it puts us back in touch with who we really are!

Reflective listening, done with care and compassion, helps people through these initial stages.




“My daughter came thumping downstairs half-undressed one morning, shouting: ‘Where’s my red jumper? My striped blouse is in my cupboard, so is my blue sweater, but I’ve looked everywhere for my red jumper and can’t find it!’  





Normally I would have told her not to make such a fuss and would have complained about all the washing I had to do.  But this time I decided to try something different:- 





I said: ‘You’ve found some things to wear but not the red jumper you really want.’





She said: ‘It’s a pain. I expect it’s still in the wash. I suppose I’ll have to wear something else after all’.





I was amazed.











How do I start? Something happened today, do you want to share it? 


	Is there something I can help with? 


I’d like to hear about it if it would help.


Do you want to tell me about it?





He’s clammed up!  It doesn’t look as if it is easy to talk about it.


If you decide that you would like to talk later, I’ll be here.


I’m happy to listen any time you want.





I’m confused  I’d like to help, but I don’t know what is going on.


I’m trying to understand but I’m finding it hard.


I’m sorry, I don’t quite understand.


Let me check, is it that ....


I’d like to help but I don’t know how.





She’s confused  You seem confused to me.


Then it isn’t ... (original problem) you’re worried about (... don’t 


	like, are afraid  of), it is ....


Part of you wants to ... & part wants to .... ( do the opposite).


Am I right in thinking you don’t understand (what/how/why) ...?





He’s stuck, avoiding or going round in circles It is hard to talk 


		about……


Sounds / looks as though you’re uncomfortable (sad, hurt) 


	about this.


I feel there’s something we haven’t got to yet.


I wonder if there is anything else going on?





We’re ready for a solution, but how do we get there?


You’re looking for some ways to sort this out, can you think of 


something that might work?


You want to find some way to work this through.  What do you 


	think you can do about this?


You want some help with this.  Let’s see what we can think of 


	together.  Got any ideas?


You want to clear this up, yet you don’t know/are not sure 


	how. I get the idea you want to work this out somehow 


	.... any ideas?











