CROSSING PARTY LINES

Being Heard Builds Openness

Research on active listening, responsiveness, perspective-taking, trust, and willingness to
engage

CPL research claim

Studies on active listening and perspective-taking show that being heard—even without
agreement—increases trust and openness. People are more willing to engage when they feel
respected.

Bottom line

People do not have to be agreed with in order to experience a conversation as respectful and worthwhile.
Research on high-quality listening shows that attention, understanding, validation, and nonjudgment can
reduce defensiveness and social anxiety. Speakers who experience this kind of listening often become more
willing to examine their own thinking, consider other information, and continue engaging.

The evidence is strongest for the effects of perceived responsiveness and high-quality listening. “Feeling
heard” should not be confused with being told that one is correct, excused from accountability, or guaranteed
a particular outcome.

What high-quality listening involves

e Attention: the listener is mentally present rather than waiting to rebut.

e Comprehension: the listener tries to understand both the words and the meaning behind them.

e Responsiveness: follow-up questions and reflections show that the response is connected to what the
speaker actually said.

e Nonjudgment: the speaker is given room to explain before being evaluated.

e Autonomy support: understanding is offered without pressuring the speaker to change.

What the research shows

1. Active listening improves how an interaction is experienced

Experimental research comparing active listening with advice-giving and minimal acknowledgment found that
active listening produced stronger perceptions of being understood and greater conversational satisfaction.
This does not mean advice is never useful; it means that advice offered before understanding can fail to meet
the speaker’s immediate interpersonal need.

2. Good questions signal responsiveness

Across laboratory and real-world conversations, people who asked more questions—especially relevant
follow-up questions—were liked more by their conversation partners. The mechanism was perceived
responsiveness: follow-up questions communicated listening, understanding, validation, and care. Open-
ended questions are particularly useful when they invite explanation rather than cross-examination.
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3. High-quality listening can reduce defensiveness

A series of studies by Guy Itzchakov and colleagues found that attentive, empathic, and nonjudgmental
listening reduced speakers’ social anxiety and defensive processing. In some studies, speakers developed
greater attitude clarity while becoming less extreme; in others, high-quality listening modestly increased
openness to reconsider prejudiced attitudes. The listener did not have to endorse the speaker’s view.

4. Perspective-taking can increase understanding, but it must be genuine

Perspective-taking can improve a person’s ability to understand why someone else holds a view. However,
perspective-taking is not the same as accurately knowing another person’s experience. Research cautions
against assuming what another person thinks or feels. The strongest conversational approach combines
perspective-taking with direct inquiry: imagine another viewpoint, then ask and check whether the
understanding is accurate.

What this supports in CPL’s model

e Making understanding—not persuasion—the first conversational task.

e Teaching participants to reflect back what they heard and ask, “Did | get that right?”
e Encouraging follow-up questions that emerge from the speaker’s actual answer.

e Separating respect for a person from agreement with a claim or policy.

e Creating enough emotional safety that participants can examine their own views without feeling coerced.

e Ending conversations without requiring consensus, while still making mutual understanding a meaningful

outcome.

Important qualifications

Listening is not universally sufficient to build trust, especially where there is a history of harm, deception,
extreme power imbalance, or credible safety concerns. Poorly performed “active listening” can also feel
manipulative or formulaic. The research supports authentic, responsive listening—not simply repeating
someone’s words or using a technique to make them more persuadable.

A careful public-facing statement

People become more open when they experience a listener as attentive,
responsive, and nonjudgmental. Being understood does not require being
agreed with, but it can reduce defensiveness and make continued
engagement more possible.
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