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A Quick Guide to Listening Well

By April Kunis, MA, LPC, BCC - Founder, Pause for America

Listening is one of the most powerful ways we
communicate love, respect, and care. Whether
you're talking with your spouse, your child, a friend,
a coworker, or someone who sees the world
differently than you, people are far more likely to
stay engaged when they feel heard rather than
judged.

Listening well doesn't require agreeing. It requires
curiosity, patience, and the willingness to
understand before responding. The goal isn't to
"win" the conversation. The goal is to create the
kind of interaction where honest conversation

becomes possible.

Things That Get in the Way of
Listening

When emotions rise, most of us instinctively begin
preparing our response instead of hearing the other

person.

Watch for these common habits:

e Fixing the problem before understanding it
Explaining your intentions too soon
Defending yourself
Interrupting
Listening for inaccuracies instead of
listening for meaning
Planning your rebuttal
Withdrawing emotionally
Becoming sarcastic or dismissive
Assuming you already know what they're
going to say

Instead, focus on understanding the experience
behind the words.

The Pause Framework

P — Pause Your Reaction

Create space before responding.

Before speaking...

v Take a slow breath.

v Notice what emotions are showing up.

v Remind yourself that understanding comes

before responding.

Ask yourself:

e What am | feeling right now?

e Am | listening to understand or listening to
defend?

e What does this person need from me in this
moment?

A — Affirm the Person and Their
Experience

People don't need agreement as much as they need
to know they've been heard. Affirming is not saying
someone is right. It's communicating that their

experience matters.

Try statements like:

e "l can tell this is really important to you."
"Thank you for telling me."

"I value our relationship."

"It sounds like you felt hurt."

"You seem disappointed."

"It sounds overwhelming."

Feeling understood often lowers defensiveness for

both people.



U — Understand Before Responding You might say:
e | see this a little differently, and I'd like to

Become curious. Instead of gathering evidence for share my perspective.”

your point of view, gather information. e '"That wasn't my intention, but | understand
why it felt that way."

Helpful questions include: e "Can we work through this together?"
"What would be most helpful from me right

e "Can you tell me more?"
e "What concerns you most?"
e "What was that like for you?"

now?

You can disagree without becoming disagreeable.

Listening isn't givi beliefs.
Reflect back what you hear: ISENING 1SNt gIVIng Up yoUr beuets

What I'm hearing is... It's demonstrating that the relationship is more

"It sounds like..." important than winning the moment.
"Let me see if | understand..."

People often calm down when they no longer have
to fight to be understood.

S — Slow Your Response 00 Pause for America

Not every pause needs to be filled. Slow
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conversations often become better conversations.

Try to: Pause for America is a nonpartisan
v Use fewer words. movement dedicated to helping people
v Allow silence. engage more thoughtfully across
v Think before responding. differences. Through practical
education, workshops, resources, and
You might say: the Pause Pledge, we encourage
e "I'm thinking about what you said." people to pause before reacting,
e "l want to make sure | understand before | approach disagreement with curiosity,
answer." and communicate with dignity and

e '"That's helpful. Tell me a little more." respect. Our work is not about

changing what people believe—it is

Slowing down communicates respect and reduces . . .
about improving how we engage with

reactive communication. .
one another, especially when
conversations are difficult. By helping

E — Engage with Intention people build stronger communication

Only after you've listened well is it time to share habits, we aim to foster healthier

your perspective. Keep your goal focused on relationships, stronger communities,

connection rather than victory. and a culture where disagreement

does not have to mean division. To
learn more, visit pauseforamerica.org.
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