
How can we practice empathetic, active listening?

Empathetic listening is the top level of listening. At this level we are listening to understand, 
and we are accessing our curiosity about people while being non-judgemental. This requires 
deferring your opinion, listening to the whole story, and understanding the surface and also 
the thoughts and feelings behind the surface.

To achieve empathetic listening we have to slow down, be patient, talk less and listen more, 
and repeat back what was said to ensure we don’t overlook anything and to ensure the 
person feels heard.

Empathetic listening requires discipline to see it through the eyes of the user, and 
willingness to have beginner’s eyes. You must teach yourself to treat every user interaction 
as though this is the first time you’ve ever heard this issue, even if you think you have heard 
it before. 

Above the surface  |  Can be heard

Below the surface  |  Takes inference and probing

What did this person DO, 
or is trying to do?

Actions and 
activities:
Their goals: “I need 
to, want to, trying to, 
aiming to, like to…”

Tasks:
Actions and activities 
(list the things they 
did)

What did this person USE to 
enable their actions?

Products, services used, 
people etc. to carry out 
their activity

What does this person 
THINK?

Attitudes, opinions, drivers 
and motivations

How did this person FEEL 
during and after their experience?

Their points of pain and points 
of satisfaction

Active listening


