CORE YOUTH WORK TRAINING PROGRAMME



Communication Skills

Active Listening

Active listening is a technique based on a number of skills.  It depends on careful attention to listening to what is being said and also too observing and responding to both verbal and non-verbal signals.

Active listening focuses not only on the words making up the statement, but also the tone and pitch of the voice, hesitations and silences, emphasis and inflections, issues avoided, facial expression, eye contact and body posture.

Active listening uses a variety of skills these are: positive body language, clarifying, paraphrasing, empathy and summarising.

Positive Body Language
This means using lots of eye contact, although without staring.  It also means adopting gestures; facial expression and body posture, which demonstrate you, are taking an interest in what the other party is saying.

Clarifying and Paraphrasing
These are means of giving feedback to the other person, they demonstrate that you are listening to what is being said, checking the accuracy of what is being said and have understood, even if you do not agree.

Empathy
This is the ability to put you in the other person’s shoes in order to gain an understanding of his/her views.  This can help in avoiding false expectations and misunderstandings.  Again this does not mean that you have to agree with the other person’s point of view, just to understand it.

Summarising
Summarising enables you to effectively sum up each stage of a discussion as it progresses.  It enables the clarification of issues for both sides.  It provides an opportunity for any incorrect interpretation to be put right.


Non-Verbal Communication 

Non-verbal communication is a way of communicating without using words.  Posture, facial expressions and hand gestures are all forms of body language as is tone of voice.  Other ways are through personal appearance – such as clothes and jewellery, e.g. power dressing; and through control of the environment where a meeting takes place.

Body language is much more important than we might think.  Some expert’s estimate that around 90% of any message is in the form of non-verbal communication, leaving only 10% for words!

Our body language can give away our true feelings even when we want to keep them to ourselves.

Being able to understand and interpret non-verbal communication can contribute to a better understanding of what is going on in an interview or discussion.  Body language is the most common way non-verbal communication is expressed.

Most people use body language unconsciously and it is culturally and gender specific and can be highly personalised.  However there are some gestures, expressions and body movements that appear to be common in Western Europe and America.

The key to interpreting body language is to actively listen and watch the behaviour of people.  A single gesture cannot be interpreted in isolation from other aspects of a person’s behaviour.  A single gesture may have no actual meaning.  For example, not being able to look someone straight in the eye may be because a person is shy, or it makes him/her feel uncomfortable, or s/he is dishonest or there may be some other reason.  What is important for a reasonably correct interpretation of body language is to look for the correlation between actions and words.  For example, someone telling you they are interested in what you are saying may not seem sincere to you if they are constantly examining their finger nails or staring out of the widow while you are talking and never respond with a nod or agreement or a smile.



Barriers to Effective Listening

Every message has a sender and a receiver.  When we want to send a message, we know what we want to say and who we want to hear it.  The receiver wants to hear from us, so it should be easy to receive our message exactly as we sent it out.

Why then do so many things go wrong?  How often do we hear that a problem is due to ‘bad communication?’

Below is a list of common barriers to effective listening that prevent us from communicating well.

	Sender of message


	Receiver of message

	Use of words
	Misinterpretation

	Tone of voice
	Distraction

	Distraction
	Different meaning

	Speaking quickly/rushed
	Difficulty hearing

	Length of message
	Lack of understanding

	Cryptic message
	Assumptions

	Assumptions
	Too busy

	Use of jargon
	

	Timing
	


For example:

Knowing what’s coming next – we don’t bother to listen because we think we know what is coming next.

Rehearsing a reply – we think about what we are going to say before we have finished hearing the sentence.

Message anxiety – we don’t listen because we don’t want to hear something we don’t like.

Conflicting messages – words and body language/non-verbal signals don’t match



Confusing the person with the message – we like/dislike the speaker and so evaluate the message

Investing the speaker with hostility toward us – we expect the speaker to be hostile and interpret the message accordingly

Stereotyping – ‘we know what people like that are like’.  We are not generally aware of the stereotypes we are using, so it requires honesty and self-analysis particularly as we are surrounded by stereotypes constantly.

Asking Questions

Understanding the various ways questioning can be used is a complementary skill to active listening.  Questions can be used to open up a discussion or interview, to gain information, to clarify issues and to show interest.

The questions you use in an interview or survey will often dictate the kind of answers that you will get.  For example:

Closed questions will elicit either a yes or no answer, which may not give you enough information.  These questions are framed in such a way as it easy to answer yes, or no.  Closed questions use beginnings such as Do…  Can…  Did…  Are…  Is…

Open questions will give you more information.  Open questioning encourages someone to talk.  These questions are framed in a way in which it is difficult (although not impossible) to answer ”Yes” or “No”.  Open questions usually begin with words such as What…  Where…  When…  Why…  How.

· Use a mixture of open and closed questions to get the information you need

· Only ask one question at a time.  Multiple questions make it hard for the listener to understand what you want to know

· Make your questions clear

· Keep your questions short

· Try not to ask too many questions

· Arrange your questions in a logical order

Further Reading
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