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Active Listening  

 
 
 
 
 
Building strong capabilities in all communication skills are key to the coach’s success, 
and no skill is more important than our ability to listen.  Not merely hearing what you 
believe others have said, but consciously and proactively engaging with the coachee 
to help guide their attention and enhance performance. 
 
Given the opportunity, most professionals probably have quite a lot to say – ideas, 
feedback, introductions, creative thinking and so on.  If you walk into a room full of 
people, it will almost certainly be a noisy affair with everyone wanting their voice to be 
heard.  However, how many of them are really prepared to listen to what is being said 
– or are they using the time others are speaking to prepare their next voiceover. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Of course, not every situation requires 100% focus and in the programme,  we identify 
and use 3 levels of listening.  The advanced coach will realise what level they are at 
and adjust their attention accordingly.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. 
Listening 
to self  

2. 
Listening 

to you 

3. 
Listening 

to us 

 
Most people do not listen with the intent to understand, they listen with the intent 
to reply. 
       Stephen R Covey 

 
When you talk, you are only repeating what you already know.  But if you listen, you 
may learn something new.  

                                   Dalai Lama 
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Level 1 Listening – Listening to Self. 
 
This may sound like the ultimate oxymoron when we are focused on helping and 
coaching others.  However, Level 1 listening is perhaps where we spend most of our 
time. 
 
It can be the wallpaper of noise around us, or in a situation when you hear the words 
of your coachee, but your primary awareness is your own feelings, needs, and wants. 
 
How many of us have been challenged by our partners for example ‘are you listening 
to me...’ 
You may be nodding, and going, “uh huh,” but your focus is listening primarily to 
yourself, or your own thoughts or agenda, perhaps half-hearing what the other person 
has to say.   
 
Coaching and listening at Level 1 simply involves noticing everything that is going on 
inside you during a conversation. 
 

 How is the conversation affecting you?  

 What thoughts or feelings are you having in the midst of it? 

 What opinions or reactions are provoked in you as you converse?  

 What are you desperate to say next?  

 Maybe random thoughts about how hungry you feel right now or what you’re 
going to do later tonight.  

 

 
 

 
When you listen at Level 1, you are hearing what is being said while listening to the 
sound of your own inner voice. That is where your attention is. Of course, there are 
plenty of times in our lives when it is perfectly normal and important to pay close 
attention to our own needs and opinions.  Recognising different levels of listening is 
also a vital skill for coaches and leaders as it builds self-awareness. 
 
However, if this is the only kind of listening you’re doing in a coaching conversation, 
the exchange will not be very powerful for the other person, probably leaving them 
frustrated with a feeling that the exchange was pretty transactional. 
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Level 2 Listening - Listening to YOU. 
 

 
 

 
Level 2 listening involves focusing your full attention 100 percent on the other person.  
Shining a single spotlight of attention on your coachee so they are the only thing you 
see and hear.  It’s the meticulous awareness of what they are saying and how they 
are saying it, as well as noticing all their nonverbal cues: where they’re looking, their 
facial expression, the way they’re holding themselves, even how they are breathing. 
It is the skill of being fully absorbed by the person in front of you, to the exclusion of all 
other things, including anything in Level 1... 

 
This doesn’t mean that Level 1 thoughts don’t come into your awareness. It would be 
unnatural if they didn’t.  However, the mark of an effective coach is the ability to 
manage level 1 thought by mentally noting them and setting them aside to keep your 
focus and curiosity on the other person.  
 

                        
 
A very present kind of listening.  
 
At Level 2 there is a hard focus.  All the attention is directed one way, listening intently 
to every word and “listening” for every nuance in the conversation. Importantly, you 
are never thinking ahead about what you want to say next, or what you’re going to 
ask. You stay with the person in this present moment and trust that the conversation 
will take on a powerful flow of its own - without you having to control it in one direction 
or another. This also requires faith - that you’ll have something to say when it’s your 
turn to speak, and humility - letting go of the need to look or sound smart or to have 
the right answer.  And like all other skills, its needs practice. 
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Level 3 Listening - Listening to US. 
 

 
 
 
Level 3 listening also requires 100% focus on your coachee and it has a wider focus 
in developing empathy.  It involves noticing what’s happening in the space between 
you, the vibe of the conversation, the ebb and flow of the relational connection 
between you, and even the background noise that’s present in the dynamic as you 
talk.  Opening your senses and being receptive to what your coachee is really saying. 
 
Things you might notice: 
Is there tension in the air? Is the conversation flat, or full of resonance?  
What are the primary emotions hanging in space between you?  
What is not being said? 
 
At Level 3 you are aware of the environment and the impact that may be having.  You 
also develop awareness of the energy between you and how that energy is changing, 
detecting sadness, lightness and shifts in attitude.  
 
Here, you are focusing your attention on the coachee while being conscious of 
underlying mood, or tone, or the impact of the conversation — where it is taking you 
both.   Coaches with high EQ and ‘connecting leaders’ have the ability to listen with 
this soft focus, picking up as much information as possible that could affect outcomes. 
 
 

 
 

 
Level 3 is where intuition and insight often live. It’s where new awareness often first 
shows up, and the possibility for profound change.  It makes sense that Level 3 is 
often the most powerful kind of listening a coach can employ because the 
transformational potential of any conversation is typically not just about what’s 
happening in one person but a combination of what is happening to you both. 
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Coaching at levels 2 and 3 
 

“Between stimulus and response there is space.  In that space is our power to choose 
our response.  In our response lies our growth and our freedom” 

Viktor Frankl 
 

 
The most effective coaching and mentoring conversations takes place when you 
operate at Levels 2 and 3. Actively applying these skills will create more opportunities 
to learn and for transformational ideas to emerge. Once you know the three levels, 
incorporating them into your coaching is simply a matter of practice.  Try actively 
‘changing the channel’ and applying different listening levels - and notice the results. 
   

 Which conversations were most powerful?  

 Which ones were most effective at finding solutions or creating movement?  

 Which coaching and mentoring conversations produced the deepest sense of 
connection?  

 
There will be times you will drop back into level one and find yourself making 
judgement or opinion about whatever is happening in the conversation, and in effect, 
disconnect for a while.  But be aware at Level 1, you may be pushing your own 
agenda - sometimes with the best intentions of helping the coachee.  
As an advanced coach, get back into level two first.  Notice when you are listening at 
Level 1 and find your way back by noticing or replaying a word they use. Sometimes 
all it takes is asking a provocative, curious question or silence.  The word LISTEN and 
is an anagram of SILENT don’t forget! 
 

.   
 
In both level 2 and 3, it is important that as the coach, give yourself space to listen, 
before responding.  It is also critical in advanced coaching that your responses are 
short and clear.   
In your training we talked about only sending one ‘ping’one’ at a time and give space 
for your coachee to think, reflect, think and respond themselves.  This is often highly 
conducive to produce yet more data from your coachee if you allow them the chance 
to expand their thinking from your short but powerful interventions.  We hear about 
allowing several ripples to flow, like dropping a pebble in the water. 

 

 
 
In time, an advanced coach will learn to employ the 3 Levels of listening in ways that 
are both strategic and transformational.  You will find opportunities for greater 
understanding and in those moments of communication create higher levels of trust. 


