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Listening As an Ally™
A Repetitive Question Activity

Shared by Barry Rosen, Interaction Associates
Background

Many years ago, I attended a three-day leadership workshop in San Francisco. One afternoon’s topic was of particular interest to me—how our fondly held beliefs about “the way things are” limit our ability to have the kind of impact we want in our work and lives. There were 200+ participants in the session and two workshop leaders; I’ll call them Bob and Julio to protect their confidentiality.

About thirty minutes into the session, several of the participants were getting restless. The main presenter (Bob) was laboring—however earnestly—with his explanation of the basic model. Predictably, one participant after another began raising objections and concerns. It appeared to me that many people were experiencing growing anxiety. Will Bob recover? Is this session getting out of control? Should I say something? Should I tell others to just relax and let Bob finish? What should I think? What should I do?

What occurred next in the room was quite extraordinary. In the midst of the growing chaos, Julio walked onto the stage and said, “May I have your attention?”

The hubbub subsided to a murmur and the murmur to silence.

“Shortly, I’m going to make a request of you. I imagine many of you have developed some very interesting—and perhaps accurate—opinions about what’s going on here. Some of you may be disturbed, disappointed, and even angry with Bob or other members of this group. Whatever the case, I’m going to ask you now to try something. For the next twenty minutes, listen to Bob as if he were the protagonist in a great novel. Simply listen to him as you would listen to the hero of a dramatic story. Is there anyone not willing to try this simple experiment?”

No one raised his hand. A collective deep breath followed. Julio left the stage and Bob returned to his presentation. Bob repeated much of what he had already said, in much the same way as he had spoken before. He spoke for another forty-five minutes.

At the end-of-day evaluation, the overwhelming feedback was that Bob’s presentation—and the re-framed relationship to Bob—was the most meaningful experience of the workshop so far.

A few years later—and after many hundreds of failed and successful practice opportunities—I coined the phrase “Listening As an Ally” to represent the kind of  listening that holds the speaker as the protagonist of a great human story still unfolding.
Activity
Facilitation Level  

Moderate
Objectives

1. Experience listening to someone’s story without rendering judgment.

2. Expand your ability to provide the support a speaker might need to express

him/herself fully, honestly, and authentically.

3. Generate compassion for yourself (as listener) and the speaker.

Materials

• Flip chart or prepared overhead or PowerPoint slide (see Step 1).

Time

Thirty to forty-five minutes
Directions

1. Select a topical question that will have meaning to the group, e.g., “What do you think or feel about the impending organization change?” Write the question on a flip chart (or PPT slide) so that everyone in the room can see it.

2. Ask the group to divide into pairs, and assign themselves as Person A and Person B.

3. Tell the group that the Bs will be the first listeners. As listeners, their job is to ask their partners the question. After their partners respond, the listeners simply say, “Thank you,” and then repeat the question. This process continues for three to five minutes.

4. The speaker, Person A, should answer the question each time as if the question is being asked for the first time. She should answer the questions with a word, a phrase, or a short sentence. She should not explain the statement. She should aim to survey her feelings and thoughts and express as much as possible about the topic. It’s okay for the speaker to repeat him/herself.

5. After the prescribed time, the workshop leader asks the pairs to thank each other and to switch roles. The process then repeats.

6. Debrief the exercise.
Debriefing

• The power of this activity lies in its simplicity. There is no need to make “deep meaning” points afterward. The participants will come up with some great material themselves. As the trainer, you might try simply saying “thank you,” as with the activity itself.

• What insights or feelings did you have as you spoke about your experience? What insights or feelings did you have as you listened to your partner? Simply “receiving” another’s words without comment provides the “space” for the other to explore and reveal feelings and ideas that have meaning and importance.

Curiosity and empathy establish the pathway to appreciation and compassion for another human being’s experience. By simply asking, “What do you feel and think about. . .?” we can engage our curiosity. By viewing the listener as the “hero of the story,” we can engage our compassion.

• How might you apply what you’ve learned immediately? To the work we are doing here together? At work in general? In other aspects of your life? When we have something on our minds, most of us simply want someone to witness and pay attention to us while we speak about it. That’s the first step to an authentic connection. Listening as an “ally” is listening with the intent to receive, understand, appreciate, and have compassion for the speaker. It takes a conscious choice on the listener’s part to move beyond immediate reactions and assessments (e.g., listening as a judge or adversary) to listen as an ally.

Variations

• Conduct the activity with trios instead of pairs. The third person observes the other two speaking and listening. Example of flow: B listens to A. C listens to B. A listens to C.

• Instead of using the question format: “What do you think or feel about. . . ?” substitute: “What do think I feel or think about. . .?” At the end of each round, the listener briefly (one to two minutes) confirms and/or refines the speaker’s perceptions of the listener’s experience.

Tips

• When listening to the speaker, the listener should refrain from making extensive gestures—physical or verbal. The listener should instead use subtle, supportive gestures, such as a gentle smile or murmur.

• The pairs or trios should try to refrain from laughing or kidding about the activity “because it’s kind of different.” This behavior will undermine the impact of the experience for both (or all) parties.

• The activity is not a contest about how many things the speaker can say in three minutes. The speaker should take his or her time—breathing and reflecting after each “share.”

Applications

1. If you facilitate meetings, you can use this activity to evaluate the meeting using the topic: “What did you feel or think about this meeting?”

2. In coaching sessions (as coach), you can apply the repetitive question technique to elicit content before exploring the coachee’s experience in more detail.

3. As a journaling activity, you can ask yourself the repetitive question.

A Case Study
A large Petrochemicals company was engaged in a Six Sigma quality effort to improve efficiencies and catalyze innovation. The senior managers of two plant sites—located within twenty miles of each other—decided to merge the plant management teams and coordinate production across sites. The decision was supported by senior managers at both sites, particularly in light of the impending retirements of five of the twelve managers, including one of the plant managers.

Bob G. became the plant manager of the combined site structure.

The change would require a shift in several management assignments, as well as the direct reporting structure at the mid-management and supervision levels. Bob had worked tirelessly over the previous three months to guide the decision-making process. While the change guaranteed no job losses at either site (except for normal attrition), many supervisors and line personnel were fearful about the change. Through the grapevine, Bob heard a few stories about  rumbling and criticism.

Bob took the stories personally. At a day-long meeting of supervisors and mid-managers, he challenged all attendees to speak to him directly about their concerns and stop fueling the discontent with “rumors and speculation.” 
One supervisor, Carl, raised his hand and asked: “How will the reorganization affect specific job assignments?”

Bob snapped back: “I don’t have all the answers! Do you guys expect me to handle everything?”

Carl responded calmly: “Bob, I know you’re trying to make this work for all of us. I don’t expect you to have all the answers; I just want to know what you’re thinking.”

Bob was startled by Carl’s clear and reasonable statement. He felt embarrassed for jumping to conclusions. Bob realized he had been “listening as an adversary”— believing his mid-managers were ganging up on him, and lashing out based in reaction to an untested belief. In fact, he really didn’t know what people were thinking.

At that strategic moment, Bob made a conscious choice. Bob chose to acknowledge his misstep and to “listen as an ally.”

Bob said: “I regret my reaction to your question, Carl. Your question is perfectly reasonable. I also appreciate your mentioning my effort to make this work for everyone. But you know, I’m realizing I can’t do that well without hearing your questions and concerns. If I don’t have the answers, we can work together to figure things out. How does that sound?”

A noticeable ease of tension occurred throughout the room. With help from one of the supervisors, Bob facilitated a brainstorming session of questions and concerns, asking questions along the way to clarify and validate specific items. Bob felt the load of responsibility release from his shoulders. Listening with the intention to really understand made it so much easier for him than listening with the intention to defend or control.

I was at Bob’s meeting that day. Toward the end of the session, before action planning and the meeting evaluation, Bob asked me for my observations. I commented on the shift that occurred earlier in the meeting and acknowledged everyone for ”listening as an ally.” I asked the group and Bob if I they might be interested in doing a twenty-minute exercise to prepare them for making “next step commitments.” They agreed. I then facilitated the “repetitive response” exercise described above to the question: “What do you feel or think about the meeting today?”

The impact on the group was profound. In the meeting evaluation, participants commented that the exercise helped:

• Deepen their appreciation of their own and others’ experience of the change effort,
• Generate new ideas for implementing the reorganization,
• Remind them of their own responsibility in being compassionate leaders in their own functional areas.
Barry Rosen
Director of Learning

[image: image1.png]-

Q Interaction Associates
RETURN ON INVOLVEMENT."™




PAGE  
5

