DEEP LISTENING
TOWARDS A LEARNING ORGANIZATION

Background
As humans we did not evolve to
communicate well, much less listen intent
fully. According to research 70% of oral
communication leads to
miscommunication, assumptions and
errors. Miscommunication is unavoidable in
all human interactions but in high-risk
systems, the implications can be costly and
catastrophic.
This workshop is specifically focused on the
role of deep listening in high-risk systems
with the view to creating a learning
organization. Developing the capacity for
deep listening, a crucial leadership skill for
the 21st century, enables high-risk systems
to respond to disruptive change and create
a culture of learning and growth.

Why deep listening?
Our specific aim is to use deep listening for
creating a learning organization i.e. the ability
to manage and respond to the unexpected.
The focus areas include:
Reducing bureaucracy: When incident rates
go up or more quality defects are identified in
production, a typical response to manage the
risk is to create audit trails and demand even
more ‘paper work’. And yet, more paperwork
only creates more fear and mistrust. In
contrast, cultivating the practice of deep
listening will create dialogue, discussions and

What is deep listening?
Deep listening is a journey into a different
social reality than we are accustomed to. It
allows us to access an unknown aspect of the
issue we’re tackling. It involves taking a
learning posture while talking to stakeholders
who are affected by the challenge at hand,
with the assumption that we know little about
the situation.
How is deep listening different than ordinary
listening? Beyond collecting factual
information, a listening journey engages us at
a deeper level, as it asks us to experience an
emotional connection, and to engage with
stakeholders through empathy and reflexivity.
Deep listening is more about sharpening our
awareness of our biases and our ability to
integrate information, than about
systematically collecting data to analyze. It is
also an approach to enquiry that the mind
alone cannot fully apprehend.

trust between team members. Paperwork will
not be thrown out. Rather it should be filled in
from a position of empathy, curiosity,
understanding and an aligned purpose.
Managing upward communication: Few
organizations think about establishing
communication channels that would allow
feedback from the workers and even fewer
care to listen to them. Through years of
research and real-life stories, we will show you
how deep listening can help you make better
sense of upward communication (near misses,
technical reports, operational failures etc.),
foster relationships, productivity and wellbeing
at work.
Collaborative problem solving: There is
nothing more powerful than inviting workers
to participate in understanding and resolving
problems and achieving operational
excellence. Through this workshop, we will
show your real-life examples of how to create
the space for deep listening, generating ideas
and creating a culture of collaborative problem
solving.

APPROACH
Methods and tools

The four modules:

We do this in four web-based modules through
a combination of theoretical content (Iceberg
Model, Levels of Listening, Relationship
Psychology, Neuroscience) and practical
exercises (reflective listening exercise, empathy
walk, relational mapping, case clinic,
mindfulness, journaling oh). Overall, these
exercises sharpen your ability to connect with
people, increase your presence and influence,
and discern critical information to understand
complex problems, co-create solutions and act
upon them.

Web course 1
Empathy Walk: The purpose is to practice
deep Listening and sensing the reality of
someone else.
How it works:
A pair goes for a 30 minutes walk. (virtual)
For the first 15 minutes, one person
speaks, and the other listens, without
interruptions, clarifying questions, or any
type of reaction.
The second 15 minutes are equally spent,
but with the roles of speaker and listener
reversed.
The following questions serve as guides for
the speaker role:
“In this workshop I want to work on _________”
“My experience with (the above) has been
_________”
“My view of this topic changed or shifted
when ________”

Now, with every interaction I have, I keep checking in with myself, asking “Are we
really listening to each other?” I am conscientiously trying now to listen at a deeper
level, to suspend my immediate response and my innate nature to process verbally.

APPROACH
Web course 2

Web course 4

Levels of Listening is a fundamental tool to
sharpen perceptive capacities to eventually

Open Space: we proceed to a brainstorming

achieve ecosystem awareness and cocreation. To find out more, watch this video
by creator, Dr. Otto Scharmer.

Web course 3
Case Clinic: each participant exposes a
leadership challenge they are experiencing
and for which the next course of action is
unclear. The other members act as coaches
who listen and support the case giver in
clarifying their next steps. To find out more
about this tool, visit the Theory-U tools
section of our Toolbox.
One participant experienced the following:
I thought this was going to be one of those
exercises where you’re asked to be all
emotional, putting your feelings in the
middle. Actually it helped me to achieve
greater clarity in a very factual and
straightforward manner.”

Guided journaling:
Guided journaling leads participants through
a self-reflective process following the
different phases of the U. This practice allows
participants to access deeper levels of selfknowledge, and to connect this knowledge to
concrete actions.
https://www.circularresourceslab.ch/toolbox/

session with the objective of forming clusters
around our topics of interest. The following
transversal clusters emerged, with topic
teams of 3-5 people in each of them:
Compliance
Reconceptualising the subject of
compliance in a complex system
trust as a simplifier
Reaction to crisis
Mindfulness
Practices
Maintaining

Four levels of listening:
Four Levels of Listening Exercise: Break into
groups of four and take turns telling a story
for 8 minutes— any story. When it is not your
turn to talk, you are assigned one level of
listening:
1. Listen for everything wrong or that you
disagree with
2. listen for the facts of the story,
3. Listen for the feelings the person
expressed, or for the values conveyed by the
story.
When the story ends, compare your take
aways. How do you feel about your
experience? How do you think happened?
Each round of stories participants change
roles. There is a new speaker and a different
listening role.
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