
How to Be a Better Listener 

A deep, practical guide to the inner work, obstacles, and real strategies 

behind transformative listening 

Most people want to be better listeners. It is one of the most common goals I hear from clients, and 

one of the first things couples say they want to improve. But the desire itself is usually vague. We 

say, “I want to listen better,” the same way we say, “I should stretch more,” or “I should be more 

patient.” It sounds admirable, but the reasoning behind it is usually thin. We tell ourselves listening 

is the polite thing to do. Or the mature thing. Or the expected relationship skill. All of those may be 

true, but they miss the real point. 

Listening is not a virtue. It is not a soft skill. It is not a social nicety. 

Listening is the primary tool that allows two nervous systems to connect. It is the foundation of 

intimacy, psychological safety, emotional regulation, conflict resolution, and personal growth. When 

you understand what listening actually does, it becomes obvious why relationships collapse without 

it, and why your own clarity and well-being depend on it more than you realize. 

Most of us drastically overestimate how well we listen. Studies out of the University of Minnesota 

show that the average person retains only about 25 percent of what they hear. During a ten-minute 

conversation, our attention spikes and crashes like a volatile stock chart. We drift, get triggered, form 

rebuttals, think about ourselves, rehearse our next line, or retreat into memory. What passes for 

listening in most relationships is really a juggling act of half-attention mixed with self-protection. 

But real listening is something entirely different. It is an act of presence. It is a form of service. And 

it can transform the emotional climate of a relationship faster than any communication technique or 

conflict strategy ever will. 

Harvey Jackins, founder of Reevaluation Counseling, taught that most of a person’s confusion 

comes from accumulated emotional tension. He believed people think more clearly when they have 

the chance to express themselves in a warm, non-intrusive atmosphere of attention. This simple idea 

sits underneath nearly every effective therapeutic approach we use today. Bessel van der Kolk, 

author of The Body Keeps the Score, notes that trauma heals in the presence of a regulated, attuned 

nervous system. Daniel Siegel, the pioneer of interpersonal neurobiology, teaches that integration 

happens when we feel seen, safe, soothed, and secure. And Carl Rogers, the father of humanistic 

therapy, famously said, “When someone really hears you without passing judgment on you, without 

trying to take responsibility for you, without trying to mold you, it feels damn good.” 



Real listening allows a person to become clear. And a clear person is a powerful person. 

Here is where the paradox kicks in. The clearer I become, the better listener I become. And the 

better listener I become, the clearer I become. Listening is not a one-way act. It sharpens your 

perception, your tolerance for emotion, your ability to sit with discomfort, and your capacity to 

understand yourself. Listening deeply to others develops the same muscles required to listen deeply 

to your own thoughts. 

So if listening is so transformative, why do we struggle with it? 

The problem isn’t a lack of desire. The problem is that listening requires us to face the exact patterns 

we’ve spent our whole lives avoiding. Good listening demands self-awareness, emotional regulation, 

curiosity, patience, and humility. It presses against every reflex we have to control, fix, defend, or 

protect. In other words, the obstacles to good listening aren’t technical. They are psychological.  

When I listen to someone, I’m not just hearing them. I’m dealing with my own history at the same 

time. 

People underestimate how quickly listening gets hijacked by old patterns. Someone says something 

that touches a sensitive place in you, and your attention collapses inward before you even realize it. 

The Relationship Triad teaches that authentic connection requires honesty, openness, and personal 

responsibility for one’s inner experience. Listening is where these principles get tested most fiercely. 

Here are the inner blocks that make listening difficult: 

You get triggered. 

Not because the other person is wrong or hurtful, but because their words activate old fears, 

insecurities, or unfinished emotional business in you. In that moment, you stop hearing them and 

start hearing your own internal alarm system. 

You switch into self-protection. 

Your mind scrambles to defend, to explain, to rationalize, or to prepare your rebuttal. Your attention 

is no longer relational. It is survival-based. 

You get overwhelmed. 

The emotional tone of what they’re expressing feels too heavy, too messy, or too intense. Your 

system wants out. So you tune out. You hurry them along. Or you jump in to fix things in an 

attempt to calm yourself down. 

You slip into familiar roles. 

Caretaker. Fixer. Problem solver. Analyzer. Teacher. Placater. These patterns look like support from 

the outside, but inside, they’re driven by anxiety and a need to feel useful, in control, or safe. 

You think you already know what they’re going to say. 

So you stop listening with curiosity and start listening on autopilot. Gottman’s research calls this 

“preemptive defensiveness,” and it kills connection. 



You personalize what isn’t personal. 

Instead of hearing their experience as information about them, you hear it as commentary about you. 

This is where listening collapses into self-referencing. 

You start managing their emotions instead of hearing their words. 

This is the caretaker pattern. You leap in to soothe or lighten things because their discomfort feels 

like a threat to your stability. 

None of these patterns make you a deficient person. They make you human. They are survival 

strategies you learned long before you had the awareness or capacity to choose differently. 

But these patterns do come with a cost. They block intimacy. They distort communication. They 

create confusion. They erode trust. And they prevent you from hearing the truth of what the other 

person is trying to share. 

This is why listening is so much more than a skill. It is inner work. To become a better listener, you 

must first learn to recognize your own patterns. Then you learn to stay present in spite of them. 

The question becomes: how do we do that? How do we listen through our triggers, our emotional 

reflexes, our automatic roles, and the mental chatter that constantly pulls us away? 

We start with the simplest, most powerful shift: delighted attention. 

Jackins used this term to describe the quality of presence that says, without words, “I am glad you 

are here. I am glad you are talking to me. I want to know you.” Delighted attention relaxes the 

nervous system on both sides of the conversation. When someone feels your warmth, their 

emotional guard drops. Their thinking opens. Their clarity increases. 

Delighted attention is not a performance. It is a posture. It is a softening in your face, your 

shoulders, your breath. It is a decision to value the person in front of you, and it is impossible to 

fake. People can feel the difference between attention and obligation. Between presence and 

performance. 

Along with delighted attention, Rogers emphasized unconditional positive regard. This is not blind 

approval or agreement. It is the belief that the person in front of you is fundamentally capable, 

worth listening to, and deserving of respect. It is trusting that their experience makes sense within 

the context of their life. When someone feels your positive regard, they stop bracing themselves for 

judgment. Their words become more honest. Their emotions become more accessible. And the 

conversation becomes real. 

The next key is space. Most people never receive enough space in conversation. They are rushed, 

interrupted, redirected, reassured prematurely, or responded to before they have had time to express 

the full shape of what they’re feeling. 

I have never once had someone tell me that being fully heard made them feel worse. I have seen 

people leave a conversation lighter, clearer, calmer, and more hopeful without receiving a single 



piece of advice. All that changed was that they had room to express themselves in the presence of 

warmth and nonjudgment. 

Listening is not a passive act. It is active containment. You are holding the emotional space while 

the other person sorts through their thoughts. You are providing the safety they need to find clarity. 

Psychologist David Rock describes this process in his book Your Brain at Work. When someone feels 

heard, the prefrontal cortex becomes more engaged and their stress response decreases. They think 

better because they feel safer. This is why listening is not about fixing the problem. It is about 

creating the conditions where the problem becomes solvable. 

A well-listened-to person is a clearer person. 

And here is the self-work: as you listen, you become aware of your inner reactions. You notice when 

the fixer rises. You feel when the caretaker wants to rescue. You catch the tightening in your chest 

that signals a trigger. You feel the impulse to defend. And instead of acting on those impulses, you 

breathe. You relax your body. You return attention to them. 

This is the real work of listening: resisting the reflex to center yourself. 

When you stop centering yourself, something remarkable happens. Conversations become easier. 

Conflicts become less explosive. Closeness grows. And you begin to feel more stable in your own 

mind because you’re not constantly hijacked by emotional reflexes. 

Better listening develops emotional maturity. It strengthens your capacity to tolerate discomfort. It 

creates a deeper relationship with your own thoughts because you learn to sit with them the same 

way you sit with someone else’s. 

Good listening transforms relationships because it transforms you. 

Let’s talk about the relational impact. John Gottman’s research shows that couples who turn toward 

each other with genuine curiosity during low-stakes conversations build the foundation that protects 

them during high-stakes conflict. In other words, listening is not something you save for problems. 

Listening is the investment that keeps problems manageable. 

Listening also builds trust. When someone consistently feels heard by you, they begin to relax in 

your presence. They share more openly. They bring their real self to the table. They don’t hide or 

withhold. And they treat you with the same generosity. 

Listening builds intimacy. Intimacy is not created by agreement or similarity. It is created when two 

people can reveal the truth of their inner world and stay connected while doing it. 

Listening builds clarity. When someone is allowed to talk without interruption or judgment, their 

thoughts naturally organize themselves. Insights emerge. Solutions arise. Emotional knots loosen. 

People don’t become wiser when they are listened to. They become more themselves. 



Listening builds emotional safety. When people know they won’t be corrected, shamed, rushed, or 

emotionally managed, they stop performing and start being real. Emotional safety is the soil that 

every healthy relationship grows in. 

Listening is the foundation of every skill people try to master in relationships: communication, 

conflict navigation, empathy, repair, boundaries, and closeness. And yet most people skip straight to 

techniques without ever learning to actually listen. 

So how do you become a better listener in real life, not just in theory? 

You start with presence. You bring your mind back to the person in front of you, again and again, 

like returning to your breath in meditation. 

You notice your patterns. You cannot manage what you cannot see. If you are a fixer, a caretaker, a 

defender, or an avoider, you need to know that about yourself so you can interrupt the pattern. 

You regulate your body. A calm body listens better. Slow your breathing. Relax your shoulders. 

Loosen your jaw. A settled body tells your nervous system that it is safe. 

You stay curious. Curiosity is the antidote to defensiveness. When you are curious, you ask, “What’s 

happening for them?” rather than “What does this mean about me?” 

You let moments land. When they pause, let the silence breathe. That silence is where their clarity 

emerges. 

You trust the process. People are more capable than we give them credit for. Most don’t need 

advice. They need space. 

You reflect what you’ve heard. You check in. You say, “Help me understand.” You ask, “What was 

that like for you?” You follow the thread of their experience, not your agenda. 

You avoid turning their story into yours. This is one of the biggest traps. Their experience does not 

need to be compared to your experience for it to be valid. Let them have their world. 

You listen until they are clear. Not until they are done talking. Until they are clear. 

And above all, you allow yourself to grow. Because listening is not only for the other person. It is for 

you. The more you develop your capacity to stay present, the more grounded and whole you 

become. 

Listening is not just a communication skill. It is a spiritual discipline. It is a form of humility. It 

requires surrendering your agendas, your defenses, your ego, and your need to control the narrative. 

Better listening doesn’t always make life easier. But it makes it richer. It gives you access to the 

depths of the people you love. It strengthens your inner stability. It increases clarity on both sides. 

And it changes the emotional climate of your relationships. 



If you trained for listening the way you train your body or your career, your relationships would not 

improve slowly. They would improve dramatically. 

Because when someone talks to you and you are fully there, something inside them softens and 

something inside you strengthens. 

You become a clearer person. A steadier partner. A more grounded parent. A more compassionate 

friend. 

You become someone who does not need to be right to be present. 

Someone who can stay connected even when things feel messy. 

Someone who can hear truth without collapsing. 

Someone who knows that clarity is not something you force. It is something you create space for. 

And all of that begins with one deceptively simple commitment: 

When someone talks to me, I will be here. 

Not halfway. Not strategically. Fully. With warmth. With curiosity. With presence. 

I will listen through my patterns. 

I will listen past my defenses. 

I will listen until they feel understood. 

And I will let their clarity sharpen mine. 

This is what it means to be a better listener. Not polite. Not performative. But transformative. 

Good listening is not just something you offer others. It is something that reshapes you from the 

inside out. 
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