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THE MEANING OF ACTIVE LISTENING 

One basic responsibility of the supervisor or executive is the de­

velopment, adjustment, and integration of individual employees. He tries 

to develop employee potential, delegate responsibility, and achieve co­

operation. To do so, he must have, am0ng other abilities, the ability to 

listen intelligently and carefully to those with whom he wor,k.s. 

There are, however, many kinds of listening skills. The lawyer, 

for example, when questioning a witness, listens for contradictions, ir­

relevancies, errors, and weaknesses. But this is not the kind of listening 

skill we are concerned with in this booklet. The lawyer usually is not lis­

tening in order to help the witness adjust or cooperate or produce. On the 

other hand, we will be concerned .with listening skills which will help em­

ployees gain a clearer understanding of their situations, take responsibility, 

and cooperate with each other. 

TWO EXAMPLES 

The kind of listening we have in mind is called "active listening. " 

It is called ''active" because the listener has a very definite responsibility. 

He does not passively absorb the words which are spoken to him. He ac­

tively tries to grasp the facts and the feelings in what he hears, and he tries, 

by his listening, to help the speaker work out his own problems. 

To get a fuller picture of what is meant by active listening, let us 

consider two different approaches to the same work problem. 
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Supervisor : 

Foreman: 

Supervisor: 

Foreman: 

Supervisor: 

Foreman: 

Supervisor: 

2 

Example No. 1 

Hey, Al, I don't get this production order. We can't handle 
this run today. What do they think we are? 

But that's the order. So get it out as soon as you can. 
We're under terrific pressure this week. 

Don't they know we're behind schedule already because of 
that press breakdown? 

Look, Kelly, I don't decide what goes on upstairs. I just 
have to see that the work gets out and that's what I'm gonna 
do. 

The guys aren't gonna like this. 

That's something you'll have to work out with them, not me. 

Example No. 2 

Hey, Ross, I don't get this production order. We can't 
handle this run today. What do they think we are? 

Sounds like you 're pretty sore about it, Kelly. 

I sure am. We were just about getting back to schedule 
after that press breakdown. Now this comes along. 

As if you didn't have enough work to do, huh? 

Yeah. I don't know how I'm gonna tell the guys about this. 

Hate to face 1 em with it now, is that it? 

I really do. They're under a real strain today. Seems 
like everything we do around here is rush, rush. 

I guess you feel like it's unfair to load anything more on 
them. 



Foreman: Well, yeah. I know there must be plenty of pressure on 
everybody up the line, but--well, li that's the way it is ... 
guess I1 d better get the word to 1 em. 

There are obviously many differences between these two examples. 

The main one, however, is that Ross, the supervisor in the second example 

is using the active-listening approach. He is listening and responding in a 

way that makes it clear that he appreciates both the meaning and the feel­

ing behind what Kelly is saying. 

Active listening does not necessarily mean long sessions spent 

listening to grievances, personal or otherwise. It is simply a way of ap­

proaching those problems which arise out of the usual day-to-day events 

of any job. 

To be effective, active listening must be firmly grounded in the 

basic attitudes of the user. We cannot employ it as a technique li our funda­

mental attitudes are in conflict with its basic concepts. If we try, our be­

havior will be empty and sterile and our associates will be quick to recog­

nize this. Until we can demonstrate a spirit which genuinely respects the 

potential worth of the individual, which considers his rights and trusts his 

capacity for self-direction, we cannot begin to be effective listeners. 

WHAT WE ACHIEVE BY LISTENING 

Active listening is an important way to bring about changes in peo­

ple. Despite the popular notion that listening is a passive approach, 

clinical and research evidence clearly shows that sensitive listening is a 

most effective agent for individual personality change and group develop­

ment. Listening brings about changes in people's attitudes toward them­

selves and others, and also brings about changes in their basic values and 

personal philosophy. People who have been listened to in this new and 
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special way become more emotionally mature, more open to their experi­

ences, less defensive, more democratic, and less authoritarian. 

When people are listened to sensitively, they tend to listen to them­

selves with more care and make clear exactly what they are feeling and 

thinking. Group members tend to listen more to each other, become less 

argumentative, more ready to incorporate other points of view. Because 

listening reduces the threat of having one's ideas criticized, the person 

is better able to see them for what they are, and is more likely to feel that 

his contributions are worthwhile. 

Not the least important result of listening is the change that takes 

place within the listener himself. Besides the fact that listening provides 

more information than any other activity, it builds deep, positive relation­

ships and tends to alter constructively the attitudes of the listener. Lis­

tening is a growth experience. 

These, then, are some of the worthwhile results we can expect 

from active listening. But how do we go about this kind of listening? How 

do we become active listeners? 
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HOW TO LISTEN 

Active listening aims to bring about changes in people. To achieve 

this end, it relies upon definite techniques--things to do and things to avoid 

~ doing. Before discussing these techniques, however, we should first under­

stand why they are effective. To do so, we must understand how the indi­

vidual personality develops. 

THE GROWTH OF THE I N DIVIDUAL 

Through all of our lives, from early childhood on, we have learned 

to think of ourselves in certain, very definite ways. We have built up pic­

tures of ourselves. Sometimes these self-pictures are pretty realistic 

but at other times they are not . For example, an over-age, over-weight 

lady may fancy herself a youthful, ravishing siren, or an awkward teen­

ager regard himself as a star athlete. 

All of us have experiences which fit the way we need to th ink about 

ourselves. These we accept. But it is much harder to accept experiences 

which don't fit. And sometimes, if it is very important for us to hang on 

to this self-picture, we don't accept or admit these experiences at all. 

These self-pictures are not necessarily attractive. A man, for ex­

ample, may regard himself as incompetent and worthless . He may feel 

that he is doing his job poorly. in spite of favorable appraisals by the com ­

pany. As long as he has these feelings about himself he must deny any ex­

periences which would seem not to fit this self-picture, in this case any 
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that might indicate to him that he is competent. It is so necessary for 

him to maintain this self-picture that he is threatened by anything which 

would tend to change it. Thus, when the company raises his salary, it 

may seem to him only additional proof that he is a fraud. He must hold 

onto this self-picture, because, bad or good, it's the only thing he has by 

which he can identify himself. 

This is why direct attempts to change this individual or change his 

self-picture are particularly threatening. He is forced to defend himself 

or to completely deny the experience. This denial of experience and de­

fense of the self-picture tend to bring on rigidity of behavior and create 

difficulties in personal adjustment. 

The active-listening approach, on the other hand, ·does not present 

a threat to the individual's self-picture. He does not h9-ve to defend it. 

He is able to explore it, see it for what it is, and make his own decision 

as to how realistic it is. And he is then in a position to change. 

If I w~nt to help a man reduce his defensiveness and become more 

adaptive, I must try to remove the threat of myself as his potential changer. 

As long as the atmosphere is threatening, there can be no effective com­

munication. So I must create a climate which is neither critical, eval­

uative, nor moralizing. It must be an atmosphere of equality and freedom, 

permissiveness and understanding, acceptance and warmth. It is in this 

climate and this climate only that the individual feels safe enough to in­

corporate new experiences and new values into his concept of himself. 

Let's see how active listening helps to create this clima,te. 

WHAT TO A VOID 

When we encounter a person with a problem, our usual response 

is to try to change his way of looking at things--to get him to see his situ-
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ation the way we see it, or would like him to see it. We plead, reason, 

scold, encourage, insult, prod--anything to bring about a change in the 

desired direction, that is, in the direction we want.him to travel. What 

we seldom realize, however, is that, under these circumstances, we are 

usually responding to our own needs to see the. world in certain ways. It 

is always difficult for us to tolerate and understand actions which are dif­

ferent from the ways in which we believe we should act. If, however, we 

can free ourselves f'.rom the need to influence and direct others in our own 

paths, we enable ourselves to listen with understanding, and thereby em­

ploy the most potent available agent of change. 

One problem the listener faces is that of responding to demands 

for decisions, judgments, and evaluations. He is constantly called upon 

to agree or disagree with someone or something. Yet, as he well knows, 

the question or challenge frequently is a masked expression of fe.elings or 

needs which the speaker is far more anxious to communicate than he is to 

have the surface questions answered. Because he cannot speak these feel­

ings openly, the speaker must disguise them to himself and to others in an 

acceptable form. To illustrate, let us examine some typical questions and 

the type of answers that might best elicit the feeling beneath it. 

Employee's Question 

Just whose responsibility is the 
tool room? 

Don't you think younger able peo­
ple should be promoted before 
senior but less able ones? 

What does the super expect us to 
do about those broken-down ma­
chines? 

Don't you think I've improved 
over the last review period? 

Listener's Answer 

Do you feel that someone is chal­
lenging your authority in there? 

It seems to you they should, I 
take it. 

You're pretty disgusted with those 
machines aren't you? 

Sounds as if you feel like you've 
really picked up over these last 
few months. 
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These responses recognize the questions but leave the way open 

for the employee to say what is really bothering him. They allow the lis· . 
tener to participate in the problem or situation without shouldering all 

responsibilityfor decision-making or actions. This is a process of think­

ing With people instead of f6r or about them. 

Passing judgment, whether critical or favorable, makes free ex­

pression difficult. Similarly, advice and information are almost always 

seen as efforts to change a person and thus serve as barriers to his self­

expression and the development of a creative relationship. Moreover, ad­

vice is seldom taken and information hardly ever utilized. The eager young 

trainee probably will not become patient just because he is advised that, 

"The road to success in business is a long, difficult one, and you must be 

patient. 11 And it is no more helpful for him to learn that "only one out of 

a hundred trainees -reach top management positions. 11 

Interestingly, it is a difficult lesson to learn that positive evalua­

tions are sometimes as blocking as negative ones. It is almost as de­

structive to the freedom of a relationship to tell a person that he is good 

or capable or right, as to tell him otherwise. To evaluate him positively 

may make it more difficult for him to tell of the faults that distress him or 

the ways in which he believes he is not competent. 

Encouragement also may be seen as an attempt to motivate the 

speaker .in certain <:iirect~ons or hold him off rather than as support. 11 l'm 

sure everything will work out 0. K. " is not a helpful response to the per­

son who is deeply discouraged about a problem. 

In other words, most of the techniques and devices common to hu­

man relationships are found to be of little use in establishing the type of 

relationship we are seeking here. 
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WHAT TO DO 

Just what does active listening entail, then? Basically, it requires 

that we get inside the speaker, that we grasp, from his point of view, just 

what it is he is communicating to us. More than that, we must convey to 

the speaker that we are seeing things from his point of view. To listen 

actively, then, means that there are several things we must do. 

Listen for Total Meaning 

Any message a person tries to get across usually has two compo­

nents: the content of the message and the feeling or attitude underlying this 

content. Both are important, both give the message meaning. It is this 

total meaning of the message that we try to understand. For example, a 

machinist comes to his foreman and says, "I've finished that lathe set-up. " 

This message has obvious content and perhaps calls upon the foreman for 

another work assignment. Suppose, on the other hand, that he says, "Well, 

I'm finally finished with that damned lathe set-up. 11 The content is the same 

but the total meaning of the message has changed--and changed in an im­

portant way for both the foreman and the worker. Here sensitive listening 

can facilitate the relationship. Suppose the foreman were to respond by 

simply giving another work assignment. Would the employee feel that he 

had gotten his total message across? Would he feel free to talk to his 

foreman? Will he feel better about his job, more anxious to do good work 

on the next assignment? 

Now, on the other hand, suppose the foreman were to respond with, 

11Glad to have it over with, huh?" or "Had a pretty rough time of it? 11 or 

11Guess you don't feel like doing anything like that again, " or anything else 

that tells the worker that he heard and understands. It doesn't necessarily 

mean that the next work assignment need be changed or that-he must spend 
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an hour listening to the worker complain about the set-up problems he 

encountered. He may do a number of things differently in the light of the 

new information he has from the worker-- but not necessarily. It's just 

that extra sensitivity on the part of the foreman which can transform an 

average working climate into a good one. 

Respond to Feelings 

In some instances the content is far less important than the feeling 

which underlies it. To catch the full flavor or meaning of the message one 

must respond particularly to the feeling component. If, for instance, our 

machinist had said, "I'd like to melt this lathe down and make paper clips 

out of it," responding to content would be obviously absurd. But to. respond 

to his disgust or anger in trying to work with his lathe recognizes the mean­

ing of this message. There are various shadings of these components in 

the meaning of any message. Each time the listener must try to rem'ain 

sensitive to the total meaning the message has to the speaker. What is he 

trying to tell me? What does this mean to him? How does he see this 

situation? 

Note .A,11 Cues 

Not all communication is verbal. The speaker's words alone don't 

tell us everything he is communicating. And hence , truly sensitive lis­

tening requires that we become aware of several kinds of communication 

besides verbal. The way in which a speaker hesitates in his speech can 

tell us much about his feelings. So too can the inflection of his voice. He 

may stress certain points loudly and dearly, and he may mumble others. 

We should also note such things as the person's facial expressions, body 

posture, hand movements, eye movements, and breathing. All of these 

help to convey his total message. 
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WHAT WE COMMUNICATE BY LISTENING 

The first reaction of most people when they consider listening as a 

possible method for dealing with human beings is that listening cannot be 

sufficient in itself. Because it is passive, they feel, listening does not 

communicate anything to the speaker. Actually, nothing could be farther 

from the truth. 

By consistently listening to a speaker you are conveying the idea 

that: "I'm interested in you as a person, and I think that what you feel is 

important. I respect your thoughts, and even if I don't agree with them, I 

know that they are valid for you. I feel sure that you have a contribution 

to make. I'm not trying to change you or evaluate you. I just want to under­

stand you. I think you' re worth listening to, and I want you to know that 

I'm the kind of a person you can talk to. " 

The subtle but most important aspect of this is that it is the dem­

onstration of the message that works. While it is most difficult to con­

vince someone that you respect him by telling him so, you are much more 

likely to get this message across by really behaving that way--by actually 

having and demonstrating respect for this person. Listening does this 

most effectively. 

Like other behavior, listening behavior is contagious. This has 

implications for all communications problems, whether between two 

people, or within a large organization. To insure good communication be­

tween associates up and down the line, one must first take the responsi­

bility for setting a pattern of listening. Just as one learns that anger is 

usually met with anger, argument with argument, and deception with de­

ception, one can learn that listening can be met with listening. Every 

person who feels responsibility in a situation can set the tone of the inter­

action, and the important lesson in this is that any behavior exhibited by 

one person will eventuallybe responded to with similar behavior in the 
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other person. 

It is far more difficult to stimulate constructive behavior in another 

person but far more profitable. Listening is one of these constructive be­

haviors, but if one's attitude is to "wait out" the speaker rather than 

really listen to him, it will fail. The one who consistently listens with 

understanding. however, is the one who eventually is most likely to ·be 

listened to. If you really want to be heard and understood by another, you 

can develop him· as a potential listener, ready for new ideas, provided you 

can first develop yourself in these ways and sincerely listen with under­

standing and respect. 

TESTING FOR UNDERSTANDING 

Because understanding another person is actually far more difficult 

than it at first seems, it is important to test constantly your ability to see 

the world in the way the speaker sees it. You can do this by reflecting in 

your own words what the speaker seems to mean by his words and actions . 

His response to this will tell you whether or not he feels understood. A 

good rule of thumb is to assume that one never really understands until he 

can communicate this understanding to the other's satisfaction. 

Here is an experiment to test your skill in listening. The next time 

you become involved in a lively or controversial discussion with another 

person, stop for a moment and suggest that you adopt this ground rule for 

continued discussion: Before either participant in the discussion can make 

a point or express an opinion of his own, he must first restate aloud the 

previous point or position of the other person. This restatement must be 

in his own words (merely parroting the words of another does not prove that 

one has understood, but only that he has heard the words). The restate­

ment must be accurate enough to satisfy the speaker before the listener 
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can be allowed to speak for hims elf. 

This is something you could try in your own discussion group. 

Have someone express himself on some topic of emotional concern to the 

group. Then, before another member expresses his own feelings and 

thought, he must rephrase the meaning expressed by the previous speaker 

to that individual's satisfaction. Note the changes in the emotional climate 

and the quality of the discussion when you try this. 
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PROBLEMS IN ACTIVE LISTENING 

Active listening is not an easy skill to acquire. It demands prac­

tlce. Perhaps more important, it may require changes in pur own basic 

attitudes. These changes come slowly and sometimes with considerable 

difficulty. Let us look at some of the major problems in active listening 

and what can be done to overcome them. 

THE PERSONAL RISK 

To be effective at all in active listening, one must have a sincere 

interest in the speaker. We all live in glass houses as far as our attitudes 

are concerned. They always show through. And if we are only making a 

pretense of interest in the speaker, he will quickly pick this up, either 

consciously or unconsciously. And once he does, he will no longer express 

himself freely. 

Active listening carries a strong element of personal risk. If we 

manage to accomplish what we are describing here--to sense deeply the 

feelings of another person, to understand the meaning his experiences have 

for him, to see the world as he sees it--we risk being changed ourselves. 

For example, if we permit ourselves to listen our way into the psycho­

logical life of a labor leader or agitator--to get the meaning which life has 

for him--we risk coming to see the world as he sees it. It is threatening 

to give up, even momentarily, what we believe and start thinking in some­

one else's terms. It takes a great deal of inner security and courage to 

15 



be able to risk one's self in understanding another. 

For the supervisor, the courage to take another's point of view 

generally means that he must see himself through another's eyes--he must 

be able to see himself as others see him. To do this may sometimes be 

unpleasant, but it is far more difficult than unpleasant. We are so accustomed 

to viewing ourselves in certain ways--to seeing and hearing only what we 

want to see and hear--that it is extremely difficult for a person to free him­

self from his needs to see things these ways. 

Developing an attitude of sincere interest in the speaker is thus no 

easy task. It can be developed only by being willing to risk seeing the 

world from the speaker's point of view. If we have a number of such ex­

periences, however, they will shape an attitude which will allow us to be 

truly genuine in our interest in the speaker. 

HOSTILE EXPRESSIONS 

The listener will often hear negative, hostile expressions directed 

at himself. Such-expressions are always hard to listen to. No one likes 

to hear hostile actions or words. And it is not easy to get to the point 

where one is strong enough to permit these attacks without finding it nec­

essary to defend himself or retaliate. 

Because we all fear that people will crumble under the attack of 

genuine negative feelings, we tend to perpetuate an attitude of pseudo-peace. 

It is as if we cannot tolerate conflict at all for fear of the damage it could 

de;> to us, to the situation, to the others involved. But of course the real 

damage is done to all these by the denial and suppression of negative feel­

ings. 
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OUT-OF-PLACE EXPRESSIONS 

There is also the problem of out-of-place expressions, expressions 

dealing with behavior which is not usually acceptable in our society. In 

the extreme forms that present themselves before psychotherapists, ex­

pressions of sexual perversity or homicidal fantasies are often found 

blocking to the listener because of their obvious threatening quality. At 

less extreme levels, we all find unn,atural or inappropriate behavior diffi­

cult to handle. That is, anything from an "off-color" story told in mixed 

company to seeing a man weep is likely to produce a problem situation. 

In any face-to-face situation, we will find instances of this type 

which will momentarily, if not permanently, block any communication. In 

business and industry any expressions of weakness or incompetency will 

generally be regarded as unacceptable and therefore will block good two­

way communication. For example, it is difficult to listen to a supervisor 

tell of his feelings of failure in being able to "take charge" of a situation 

in his department because all administrators are supposed to be able to 

"take charge. " 

ACCEPTING POSITIVE FEELINGS 

It is both interesting and perplexing to note that negative or hostile 

feelings or expressions are much easier to deal with in any face-to-face 

relationship than are truly and deeply positive feelings. This is especially 

true for the business man because the culture expects him to be independent, 

bold, clever, and aggressive and manifest no feelings of warmth, gentle­

ness, and intimacy. He therefore comes to regard these feelings as soft 

and inappropriate. But no matter how they are re.garded, they remain a 

human need. The denial of these feelings in himself and his associates 
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does not get the executive out oi the problem of dealing with them. They 

simply become veiled and confused. If recognized they would work for the 

total effort; unrecognized, they work against it. 

EMOTIONAL DANGER SIGNALS 

The listener's own emotions are sometimes a barrier to active lis­

tening. When emotions are at their height, when listening is most nec­

essary, it is most difficult to set, aside one's own concerns and be under­

standing. Our emotions are often our own worst enemies when we try to 

become listeners. The more involved and invested we are in a particular 

situation or problem, the less we are likely to be willing or able to listen 

to the feelings and attitudes of others. That is, the more we find it nee:.. 

essary to respond to our own needs, the less we are able to respond to the 

needs of another. Let us look at some of the main danger signals that warn 

us that our emotions may be interfering with our listening. 

Defensiveness 

The points about which one is most vocal and dogmatic, the points 

which one is most anxious to impose on others- -these are always the points 

one is trying to talk oneself into believing. So one danger signal becomes 

apparent when you findsourself stress'ing a point or trying to convince 

another. It is at 'these times that you are likely to be less secure and con­

sequently less able to listen. 

Resentment of Opposition 

It is always easier to listen to an idea which is similar to one of 

your own than to an opposing view. Sometimes, in order to clear the air, 
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it is helpful to pause for a mom.ent when you feel your ideas and position 

being challenged, reflect on the situation, and express your concern to the 

speaker. 

Clash of Personalities 

Here again, our experience has consistently shown us that the genu­

ine expression of feelings on the part of the listener will be more helpful 

in developing a sound relationship than the suppression of them. This is so 

whether the feelings be resentment, hostility, threat, or admiration. A 

basically honest relationship, whatever the nature of it, is the most pro­

ductive of all. The other party becomes secure when he learns that the 

listener can express his feelings honestly and openly to him. We should 

keep this in mind when we begin to fear a clash of personalities in the lis­

tening relationship. Otherwise, fear of our own emotions will choke off 

full expression of feelings. 

LISTENING TO OURSELVES 

To listen to oneself is a prerequisite to listening to others. And it 

is often an effective means of dealing with the problems we have outlined 

above. When we are most aroused, excited, and demanding, we are least 

able to understand our own feelings and attitudes. Yet, in dealing with the 

problems of others, it becomes most important to be sure of one's own 

position, values, and needs. 

The ability to recognize and understand the meaning which a par­

ticular episode has for you, with all the feelings which it stimulates in you, 

and the ability to express this meaning when you find it getting in the way 

of active listening, will clear the air and enable you once again to be free 

to listen. That is, if some person or situation touches off feelings within 
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you which tend to block your attempts to listen with understanding, begin 

listening to yourself. It is much more helpful in developing effective re­

lationships to avoid suppressing these feelings. Speak them out as clearly 

as you can, and try to enlist the other person as a listener to your feelings. 

A person's listening ability is limited by his ability to listen to himself. 
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ACTIVE LISTENING AND 

COMPANY GOALS 

"How can listening improve production? 11 

"We're in business, and it's a rugged, fast, competitive affair. 

How are we going to find time to counsel our employees? " 

"We have to concern ourselves with organizational problems first. " 

"We can't afford to spend all day listening when there's a job to be 

done. " 

"What's morale got to do with production? " 

"Sometimes we have to sacrifice an individual for the good of the 

rest of the people in the company." 

Those of us who are trying to advance the listening approach in in­

dustry hear these comments frequently. And because they are so honest 

and legitimate, they pose a real problem. Unfortunately, the answers are 

not so clear- cut as the questions. 

INDIVIDUAL IMPORTANCE 

One answer is based on an assumption that is central to the listen­

ing approach. That assumption is: the kind of behavior which helps the 

individual will eventually be the best thing that could be done for the group. 

Or saying it another way: the things that are best for the individual. are best 

for the company. This is a conviction of ours, based on our experience in 

psychology and education. The research evidence from industry is only 

beginning to come in. We find that putting the group first , at the expense 
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of the individual, besides being an uncomfortable individual experience, 

does not unify the group. In fact, it tends to make the group less a group. 

The members become anxious and suspicious. 

We are not at all sure in just what ways the group does benefit from 

a concern demonstrated for an individual, but we have several strong leads. 

One is that the group feels more secure when an individual member is being 

listened to and provided for with concern and sensitivity. And we assume 

that a secure group will ultimately be a better grc:mp. When each individual 

feels that he need not fear exposing himself to the group, he is likely to 

contribute more freely and spontaneously. When the leader of a group re­

sponds to the individual, puts the individual first, the other members of 

the group will follow suit, and the group comes to act as a unit in recog­

nizing and responding to the needs of a particular member. This positive, 

constructive action seems to be a much more satisfying experience for a 

group than the experience of dispensing with a member. 

LISTENING AND PRODUCTION 

As to whether or not listening or any other . activity designed to bet­

ter human relations in an industry actually raises production--whether 

morale has a definite relationship to production is not known for sure. 

There are some who frankly hold that there is no relationship to be ex­

pected between morale and production- -that production often depends upon 

the social misfit, the eccentric, or the isolate. And there are some who 

simply choose to work in a climate of co-operation and harmony, in a 

high-morale group, quite aside from the question of increased production. 

A report from the Survey Research Center
1 

at the University of 

Michigan on research conducted at the Prudential Life Insurance Company 

1 "Productivity, Supervision, and Employee Morale," Human Relations, 
Series 1, Report 1, Survey Research Center, University of Michigan. 
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lists seven findings relating to production and morale. First-line super­

visors in high-production work groups were found to differ from those in 

low-production groups in that they: 

1. Are under less close supervision from their own supervisors. 

2. Place less direct emphasis upon production as the goal. 

3. Encourage employee participation in the making of decisions. 

4. Are more employee-centered. 

5. Spend more of their time in supervision and less in straight 
production work. 

6. Have a greater feeling of confidence in their supervisory roles. 

7. Feel that they know where they stand with the company. 

After mentioning that other dimensions of morale, such as identi­

fication with the company, intrinsic job satisfaction, and satisfaction with 

job status, were not found significantly related to productivity, the report 

goes on to suggest the following psychological interpretation: 

People are more effectively motivated when they are given 
some degree of freedom in the way in which they do their 
work than when every action is prescribed in advance. They 
do better when some degree of decision-making about their 
jobs is possible than when all decisions are made for them. 
They respond more adequately when they are treated as per­
sonalities than as cogs in a machine. In short if .the ego mo­
tivations of self-determination,. of self-expression, of a 
sense of personal worth can be tapped, the individual can be 
more effectively energized. The use of external sanctions, 
or pressuring for production maywork to some degree,. but 
not to the extent that the more internalized motives do. When 
the individual comes to identify himself with his job and with 
the work of his group, human resources are much more fully 
utilized in the production process. 

The Survey Research Center has also conducted studies among 

workers in other industries. In discussing the results of these studies, 

Robert L. Kahn writes: 

In the studies of clerical workers, railroad workers, and 
workers in heavy industry, the supervisors with the better 

23 



production. records gave ·a larger proportion of their time 
to supervisory functions, especially to the interpersonal 
aspects of their jobs. The supervisors of the lower-pro­
ducing ·sections were more likely to spend their time in 
tasks which the men themsel v~s :'ere /erforming. or in 
the paper-work aspects of their Jobs. 

MAXIMUM C.REATIVENESS 

There may never be enough research evidence to satisfy everyone 

on this question. But speaking.from a business point of view, in terms of 

the problem of developing resources for production. the maximum crea­

tiveness and productive effort of the human beings in the organization are 

the richest untapped source of power still existing. The difference between 

the maximum productive capacity of people and that output which industry 

is now realizing is immense. We simply suggest that this maximum ca­

pacity might be ~loser to ;realization if we sought to release the motivation 

that already exists within people rather than try to stimulate them exter­

nally. 

This releasing of tha individual is made possible first of all by sensi­

tive listening. with respect and undeFstanding. Listening is a beginning to­

ward making tl:ie individual feel himself worthy of making contributions, 

and this could result in a very dynamic and productive organization. Com­

petitive business is never too rugged or too busy to take time to procure 

the most efficient t'echnological advances or to develop rich raw material 

resources. But these in comparison to the resources that are already 

within the people in the plant are paltry. This is industry's major pro­

curement problem. 

2 
Kahn, Robert L .• "The Human Factors Underlying Industrial Produc­
tivity," Michigan Business .Review. November 1952. 
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G. L. Clements, president of Jewel Tea Co., Inc., in talking about 

the collaborative approach to management says: 

We feel that this type of approach recognizes that there is 
a secret ballot going on at all times among the people in 
any business. They vote for or against their supervisors. 
A favorable vote for the supervisor shows up in the co­
operation, teamwork, understanding, and production of the 
group. To win this secret ballot, each supervisor must 
share the problems of his group and work for them. 3 

The decision to spend time listening to his employees is a decision 

each supervisor or executive has to make for himself. Executives seldom 

have much to do with products or processes. They have to deal with people 

who must in turn deal with people who will deal with products or processes. 

The higher one goes up the line the more he will be concerned with human 

relations problems, simply because people are all he has to work with. 

The minute we take a man from his bench and make him a foreman he is 

removed from the basic production of goods and now must begin relating 

to individuals instead of nuts and bolts. People are different fr.om things, 

and our foreman is called upon for a different line of skills completely. 

His new tasks call upon him to be a special kind of a person. The develop­

ment of himself as a listener is a first step in becoming this special person. 

3 
Clements, G. L., "Time for 'Democracy In Action' At The Executive 
Level, 11 An address given before the A. M.A. Personnel Conference, 
February 28, 1951. 
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