
Helping older adults and their families
manage the challenges of aging

In life we are all faced with many challenging 
situations.  Managing family dynamics, experiencing 
a health crisis, job stress and more.  Whether you
are trying to help others or facing your own per-
sonal challenges, the key to effectively managing
situations is all about communication, and it starts
with listening differently.

How we “think” influences how we “listen”, 
influences how we “act”.  Think about it for a 
moment.  If you’ve determined that you don’t agree
with the person speaking, how actively do you 
listen to them?  Are you opening your mind to 
hear not only the words they use but the intent 
behind them?  Are you trying to understand how
they came to their stated beliefs?  I think too many
of us have a tendency to listen with an intent of 
confirming why the speaker is wrong, in the process
confirming why our differing opinion is right.

Another variation on listening occurs when you
have to have a conversation about something 
unpleasant.  It may involve your spouse, kids, a
family member, co-worker etc. I witness these 
conversations all the time as I engage older adults
and their families amidst a health crisis or life 
transition.   As I try to understand where they’re at,
what kinds of conversations have been occurring,
and how the family is interacting with one another, 
I frequently hear that they’re at a stalemate.  As I 
investigate further, I usually find that both sides 
are so convinced their point of view is the right 
one that they’ve stopped listening and are no longer
hearing anything said contrary to their opinion.

How did they get to this dead end, a place that’s 
not serving any one?  I believe it starts with how 
we anticipate the impending difficult conversation.  

Here’s how I picture our thoughts:
• We play out the conversation in our head, 

over and over again.  We’ve had this 
conversation numerous times before, so 
we have a good sense of what’s going to 
be said on both sides of it.

• We prepare our arguments.  Last time I didn’t 
have a good answer when they made certain 
points, but this time I’m going to be more 
prepared.  I’ve got my comebacks ready.

• Once we have our speech down, are we com-
pelled to listen with an open mind with hopes 
we better understand why they believe what 
they do?  Or are we compelled to listen for an 
opportunity to insert our well thought out 
points because we’ve spent a lot of time 
preparing them and after all we are right!

• Does that mind set lead to active listening 
or what I call aggressive listening?  

What if we entered into our next challenging con-
versation with an intent of doing less telling and
more asking.  Help me understand what you mean
by that.  How did you come to that conclusion or
belief?  Tell me more about that, I’d like to better
understand it. I’m not suggesting you compromise
your position, and I’m certainly not encouraging
you to abandon your personal beliefs.  But when 
we feel heard, when someone really listens to us, 
we not only have more faith in the person listening,
but we open our own minds to the possibility that
maybe they have something I should listen to as
well.  When there are two genuinely open minds,
anything is possible.  

The most successful conversations start with a
mindset of listening. 

Listening – A Lost Art
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