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BARRIERSTOLISTENING

FAILING TO LIMIT DISTRACTIONS

As we covered in Chapter 1, noise is part of every communication interaction, Fxternal
noise includes distractions such as audible talking during a meeting, ruffling of papers,
or a cell phone going off in the next cubicle. Whenever possible, you should take steps
to control the external noise that might interfere with your ability to listen to others, as
well as their ability to listen to you. For example, when you are talking to someone on
the phone, turn away from your computer if you're distracted by messages in your inbox.
If you're running a meeting, begin by asking everyone to turn off their cell phones. If the
work environment is such that it’s difficult for people to break away from distractions,
hold a retreat away from your worksite to maximize the team’s ability to listen effectively.
For example, Jennifer (in Step Back and Reflect” on page 49) failed to limit her distrac-
tions when she did not turn off her cell phone prior to the new-hire training. Instead, she
focused on reading the messages from her boyfriend, increasing her inability to listen to
the trainer. We must be conscious of the extent to which environmental, physical, psy-
chological, and experiential factors affect the quality of listening (Highet, 1989, p. 65)-
encompasses any internal condition or state that interferes with the com-

municator’s ability to focus on the message. Even when we are listening in real time—on

a cell phone, for example—listening has become more multilayered. During 2 cell phone
conversation, we expect the speaker to be doing something else. ‘Whether we think about
it consciously or not, during the conversation we assess what the speaker is saying as well
as what she or he is 70t saying because of where
she/he is or whom she/he is with. Technology has
changed not only the tools we use to listen but
also when and where we use them, and even what
we think about as we listen (Jalongo, 2008).
Controlling internal noise in others can be
difficult, as it may be hard to predict. Still, you
can minimize some internal noise in others. For
example, holding long meetings without food or
bathroom breaks will guarantee internal noise
in your team. Minimize the noise by providing
food and giving breaks. Say you are a health
care provider who has to deliver bad news. News
such as “You have cancer” or “You will need
surgery” will create tremendous internal
In situations such as these, allow the li
to deal with the news before givin
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can think about is the fact that his part of the project will now have to pe com-
pleted over the weekend. For Jason, developing professional excellence u_lcludes
learning to manage his internal noise so that he can listen. If.Jason had listened
to Rachel, he could have supported her desire for an extension and t.hey could
have jointly requested a solution that would benefit them bo.th. I"lke_ Jason,
Jennifer (from “Step Back and Reflect” on page 49) was experiencing {nternal
noise as a result of her relationship conflicts at home. Her failure to limit exter-
nal distractions and to address the factors leading to internal noise prevented
her from developing professional excellence.

FAILING TO FOCUS ON THE MESSAGE

In the ever-changing world of social media and emerging technology, we
are locked into a mode of continuous partial attention, where we are always
scanning our smartphones for the next bit of news or the latest update.
Multitasking is the norm, despite some evidence that it prevents us from
doing anything to the best of our abilities (Fryer, 2009). In addition to dis-
tractions and noise, or maybe because of noise, you may fail to focus on the
message being sent. As a result, you are not listening effectively. Beyond
!uise, some additional factors that may distract your focus on the message
M jargon, message overload, receiver apprehension, and bias. Or you
o focus on the message because it is difficult to comprehend.







