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No communication skill contributes more to employee 
productivity and business success than the skill of 
active listening. Employees who know how to listen 
well produce immense dividends for their company. 

Active listening is the keystone to a more productive workforce, 
but the bad news is that most people today don’t listen very 
well. Research reveals that most people listen at around 25% 
efficiency; in other words, 75% of what is heard goes in one 
ear and out the other. So, what is the solution to this problem?
 Having taught active listening skills to both medical 
students and business students at Indiana University, I have 
seen firsthand how learning active listening skills can improve 
both performance and productivity. These same skills can be 
taught through adult workforce education to Indiana employees 
in order to dramatically reduce mistakes and misunderstandings 
and to significantly improve end results. Today, listening skills 
can be taught using the most effective adult learning principles 
that help employees perform their best. The five main active 
listening skills I focus on in my courses are: 
1.  Commitment. Making a commitment to listen better pays big 

dividends. Commitment is communicated and demonstrated 
by a person’s attitude, how the person responds and how the 
person behaves. Best of all, an employee who demonstrates 
a commitment to listen will find that others will begin to 
listen better to him or her in return. The employer who uses 
active listening skills will observe the same results!

2.  Concentration. When listening to others, most people do 
not concentrate effectively, and this poor concentration 
increases the likelihood of mistakes and misunderstandings. 
Distractions, doing more than one task at a time and rushed 
communications are just some of the obstacles to concentration 
and effective communication. How many of us really 
concentrate on what is being said? Or are we more interested 
in talking and thinking about what we plan to say next? 
That is human nature, but we can do better. There are many 
techniques that can sharpen our concentration while 

listening. For example, taking 
notes while listening can increase 
our concentration and help sustain 
our focus.

3.  Controlling emotions. In highly 
emotional situations, when 
listening skills are needed the most, what usually happens to 
our listening skills? Do we listen better or worse? Our ability 
to learn how to control passions in an emotionally charged 
listening situation will have a direct impact on our listening 
performance and ultimate productivity. Controlling emotions 
and withholding judgment and decisions until understanding 
is acquired will help our performance tremendously.

4.  Checking for understanding. Understanding is one of the 
key indicators of effective listening. Research shows that when 
two people talk with one another, and are then questioned 
about what was said during the discussion, both frequently 
have a misunderstanding of important information offered 
during the exchange. There are many ways of checking for 
understanding in listening situations to prevent embarrassing 
mistakes and misunderstandings. Questioning and restating 
what was heard are just two of the effective listening methods 
for achieving greater understanding. These two techniques are 
also helpful in the previously stated goal of defusing emotions.

5.  Carry out action. One purpose of listening in business is 
to gain new knowledge and understanding to make decisions, 
and to make something positive and productive happen. This 
is when we must actually take action to apply the knowledge 
and understanding gained. Active listening may not make all 
of your business decisions perfect, but your decisions can be 
made with the confidence that they are accurate and that you 
understand the position of all the parties involved.

 Business leaders have known for years about the relationship 
between effective listening and professional success. Author 
Peter Drucker, writing about effective performance in business, 
suggested, “Listen first, speak last.” Famed auto executive Lee 
Iacocca once said, “I only wish I could find an institute that teaches 
people how to listen. Right there, that’s the difference between 
a mediocre company and a great company.”
 In conclusion, a seemingly passive activity – listening – 
can, in fact, become a powerful force for change in employee 
success, satisfaction and productivity. Active listening is hard 
work, but the effort to learn this new skill continues to pay 
dividends in improved employee relations and increased 
company success.
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