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Enabling voices, improving listening   
Brief Summary  
 
· Being in positions of less power has several psychological effects:  
· Threat responses are more likely to be triggered. 
· People can be hyper-vigilant to responses of more powerful individuals.  
· People are less likely to express own emotions, feelings, and thoughts. 
· People speak in shorter, less detailed sentences.   
· These are all threats to escalation as they shut down the information flow.  
· As such, leaders need to work to avoid these effects and empower people to speak out.  
 
· Open the “I’m wrong” door for them. The discomfort of challenging, disagreeing, or even engaging someone with power (eg. you) can stop people from speaking up. If you can initiate the challenge, it is much easier for them to do the rest. eg: 
· ‘What am I missing?’ 
· ‘That’s my opinion but I get it wrong sometimes - what do you think?’  
· Asking questions to groups makes it more likely that only the more confident/powerful individuals speak up. Ask yourself, ‘who in this room has less power?’ and/or ‘who hasn’t spoken up yet?’’ Then direct questions to those individuals.  
· Use keyword questions to support individuals to open up. This involves turning the keywords of whatever someone says into a question. This shows listening and encourages people to open up.  
· Paraphrase and check understanding. In order to avoid assumptions, show people you are listening, and invite further detail, you can repeat back what you have understood someone has said and invite them to correct your understanding.  
 
Exercises 
 
1) What is your response to power? Consider times in your life where you have been around people with more power, and how it changed your behaviour?  
 
2) Think through your work over the next two days. Who will you encounter that might speak up less? What could you do to support them directly when contributing to escalation decisions?  
 
3) Come up with a stock of useful ‘I’m wrong’ door-openers and test them out. Which ones encourage your teams to say more? Eg.  
a) What am I missing?  
b) What are you seeing that I am not?  
c) I’m not 100% confident, what do you think?  
d) What isn’t sitting right about this?  
 
4) Practice the two listening techniques in different scenarios. How do they work for you?  
 
Resources and links:  
 
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.83.6.1362 Examining the effects of power on approach and inhibition tendencies.  
 
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2024.05.02.24306775v1.full.pdf - Systematic review of communication in antenatal care, with findings supporting the value of active listening.  
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XzfNwBMT25U 1 minute video on the rephrase and check skill 
 
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/edi-08-2021-0214/full/html Research paper highlighting the impact of active listening on bettering diversity in healthcare.  
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