
   

Stress Prevention Activity – Empathic Listening 
You more than likely won’t be able to exercise empathy during mundane or casual conversations 

so be practical and patient when trying to use this skill.  

The next time you are in a conversation with someone about an emotional issue, try exercising 

empathic listening.  

Do not tell the person that you are intentionally listening to practice being empathic. No one 

wants to be a “project.”  Just be naturally and sincerely interested.  

For the duration of the conversation, (usually 10 or 15 minutes or longer), simply focus all of 

your energy on listening for the single purpose of understanding. Do not judge, try to fix 

anything, or give opinions or stories from your own experience. Just try to understand where 

the other person is coming from and identify their feelings.  

 

After you have finished, consider the following questions. 

 What was the main topic of conversation? 

 

 To what extent did you notice yourself vacillating between listening empathically and 

listening autobiographically? 

 

 

 How did the person with whom you were talking respond to you when you listened with 

empathy? 

 

 

 How easy or difficult was it for you to listen empathically? 

 

 

 How did you feel while you were listening empathically, and after you were finished 

listening empathically? 

 

 

Do not get discouraged if things do not go as you would like them to.  It takes a lot of practice 

and experience to be really good at empathic listening. But, the rewards are worth it.  

 



   

Table of Autobiographical verses Empathic Listening 

 

Listening Autobiographically Listening Empathically 

Ignoring/pretending to listen Seeking first to understand 

Evaluating Listening with your heart 

Ordering, directing or threatening Being respectful 

Giving advice, making suggestions or providing 
solutions 

Allowing the speaker to feel what they feel 
no matter how irrational it might seem 

Telling people how they should feel; moralizing Reflecting the speaker’s feelings  

Disagreeing, judging, criticizing, or blaming 
The speaker feels heard, affirmed, 
acknowledged 

Shaming, ridiculing, or labeling  

Interpreting or analyzing  

Questioning or probing  

These might seem like well-meaning ways of 
listening, but they are driven by your own 
autobiography and your desire to fix the problem 
for them.  

These are the best ways to listen. They let 
the other person release feelings without 
fear of judgment and then allow them to 
resolve their own problems.  

 


