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Dear Gilbert, 

8 March, 1993 

Thank you for your letter of 22 February enclosing your paper on Aspects of Innovation 
and Technical Adoption in New Zealand Agriculture. I enjoyed reading it and agree 
with most of it. I would offer the following (random) observations. 

You have quite logically written from the point of view of someone dealing largely 
(exclusively?) with sheep, deer and beef cattle. What you write is, in many instances, 
not true for dairying and in many ways I think you have absolutely highlighted the 
reasons that I think dairying in New Zealand is generally in much better shape than 
sheep, in particular and, to a large extent, beef farming. Certainly for dairying, input 
costs are not increasing, at least relative to returns, and certainly productivity is not 
declining. Then you started me thinking about how the dairy industry differs from the 
sheep industry in terms of the problems you have described. and I would venture the 
following: 

1. Extension which, as you point out, is the key to the adoption of research, is much 
better in dairying than in sheep farming. Firstly, it is easier because dairy 
farmers tend to live much closer together, they see each other more, they do not 
see themselves as competitors whereas sheep farmers are competing, they are 
geographically isolated, seldom see one another, etc. 

Because the sheep farming industry tends to be fragmented, as against dairy 
farmers totally vertically integrated industry, the signals from the marketplace 
back to researchers and from researchers through the loop of extension workers 
to farmers is poor. The financiai signais are not good, but there is also no 
coherent view of where things might go in the future, which would help guiJe 
researchers, extension workers and farmers. 

In dairying the links are very strong and the people who do the marketing and 
bring back the signals through the Dairy Board and out through the Dairy Board 
to the Dairy Research Institute, Dairying Research Corporation, AgResearch, 
Dairy Board Consulting Officers, etc., is quick and accurate. Remember it is 
dairy farmers who sit on the Dairy Board, so the links also goes directly from the 
marketplace to farmers, And importantly, there is no competition in all of that. 
Market signals coming back to a meat company they dare not convey to farmers 
because some other meat company might pick up on them. Also the method 
of competing for stock by meat companies strongly inhibits market signals, as most 
times meat companies will pursue addi tional stock at very high cost because of the 
high fixed cost overhead of their operation. 
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2. The Dairy Board, through the Livestock Improvement Corporation, provides a 
free extension service to dairy farmers. There are 23, shortly going to (from 
memory) about 35 Dairy Board Consulting Officers. I don't think they typify 
the aloof people you talk about. They are there to give holistic advice, that is, 
whole of farm advice to dairy farlllcrs and arc fairly well trained to en~ure that 
if a farmer's objective is to have more leisure time then they will help him do that 
even if it means less production. Perhaps in such a circumstance they will show 
what his additional leisure will actually cost him, but that is where it stops. 

Consulting Officers are not demoralised as many, or perhaps even most, M.AF. 
farm advisers were and presumably still are as their numbers shrink as they are 
about to be totally disestablished. Dairy Board Consulting officers are not 
asked by the Dairy Board to push any particular service or goods, or to be an 
instrument of Government or Dairy Board policy and stay in the.-.whcle.-of the 
farm advice area rather than specialising. 

3. The research gap is not near as bad in dairying. The Dairying Research 
Corporation, as you know, is funded 50% by the Dairy Board and there are 
representatives of both those who directly market the product and dairy farmers 
on the D.R.C. Board, along with scientists. In puts the D.R.C. in the position 
of putting out (in your terms) "hot" rather than "cold" advice. It is absolutely 
practical and applicable. It means the D.R.C. doesn't do a whole heap of 
fundamental research, but in many ways stands between the more basic research 
of AgResearch and others, and getting that into a pradi£al form that dairy 
farmers can use. By contrast it is my personal view that Grassfanos Division of 
D.S.I.R. has missed the boat for the last decade in that they have put out a whole 
lot of research work that farmers have been totally unable to put into a practical 
farming context. I am not underrating the research - simply that it wasn't put 
into useable form. 

4. I would not underrate the competition aspect. While of course ultimately dairy 
farmers do compete with each other, they just don't see it that way and so will 
freely exchange advice. Dairy Board Consulting Officers have known for 
generations that it is only really worthwhile giving advice to those who want it and 
seek it. By pushing the innovators and better farmers they effectively puii the 
rest who, in many cases, take a "seeing is believing" attitude and have to see other 
farmers doing it before they can really visualise it and put it into practice. 

5. Back to Consulting Officers. I suspect that one of the real advantages is that 
Consulting officers are employed by the Livestock Improvement Corporation and 
the L.I.c. Board are all farmers. It makes it damn difficult for Dairy Board 
Consulting Officers to be other than on a wavelength with farmers. If they're 
not, they don't get employed, and certainly the L.I.c. Board just won't let 
consulting officers get too aloof from those they serve. 

6. I absolutely agree with Delahunty'S hypothetical adoption versus time curve on 
page 27. 
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7. I also agree with page 2~ quoting Dai Gilbertson. 1 reckon that page is spot on. 
I have never looked at his work before but if I look at the Dairy Board, I think 
that probably by chance we have got a culture that certainly doesn't squash or 
control creative people. If anything, we can he accused of being a little bit 
loose, but there is strong recognition for idea champioru. Also, because of a 
structural fluke, we are not short term oriented. At the most cynical, I suppose 
you could say that because the Dairy Board pays a relatively low price to dairy 
farmers for the milk, then sells the product and keeps the necessary margiru for 
the Dairy Board's functioning, and then returns the balance to farmers, then the 
Dairy Board itself will always be in good shape. I don't think it is as simple 
as that because when all is said and done, its dairy farmers who sit on the Board 
and decide what the dairy farmers will get, but it does allow longer term thinking. 
For example, we looked to add value a long time before it became popular. 
We have been in South East Asia for 20 years and it has only become popular for 
other New Zealanders in the last 6 or 7. We have been in Latin America for 
15 years and I think a few other people are starting to go there. 

This organisation is led by people with a passion and vision for innovation who 
lead from the front, have a wide experience of jobs at various levels, have 
travelled overseas and have an explicit value that innovation comes from people 
and not structure. 

8. Comments on the inability to use genetics in New Zealand are just not true for 
the dairy industry, as you know. 

9. Looking at your personal views starting on page 34. I agree with you on 
compartmentalisation of subjects. We are too practical and pragmatic in New 
Zealand and try and teach people specific things instead of how to think. 

On A. & P. Shows I couldn't agree more! 

I don't think accountants have much influence on dairy farmers, but I am not sure 
why it is different from sheep farming. I suspect in part it is that dairy farmers 
have a much steadier and more even cash flow. 

You talk about archaic commodity marketing systems. I am surprised you pick 
on wool. I would have thought meat marketing was far more archaic and 
chaotic (which isn't a defense for wool!). 

-----------
You are right about a lack of discernible career structures for extension agents. 
It means the good ones eventually go and only the tired ones remain. I would 
like to think you are right about the technology transfer component of research 
being contained as an integral part of FRST contracts, but the way it is structured 
currently means that to put an extension component of any substance into FRST 
contracts requires it to come out of research funds and scientists hate it and 
therefore put in as little as they can get away with. However, Government is 
about to put up funds for this purpose and I think we will see a sensibly sized 
fund in short order. 
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11. You are right about New Zealand having a low percentage of R. & D. 
expenditure but, again, it ain't true for the dairy industry. The Dairy Board, or 
the dairy industry, I should say, spends slightly in excess of 20% of all of New 
Zealand's private sector R&D expenditure. It's about $43 Million per annum 
currently and that ranks very wdl with OLeO Countries. Nonetheless you're 
right in that all the rest of agriculture and horticulture together, I don't think total 
$44 Million. you're also right that if we don't keep spending we are in dead 
trouble in areas that have no relevance to other countries. Even though there 
are things I don't think we can afford, such as big programmes on molecular 
genetics and transgenic animals, we do have to maintain a basic effort in these 
areas. For example, in most countries there wil1 be a strong interest in breeding 
animals that produce more milk, but New Zealand has a peculiar interest in that 
we want more milk solids and llQ1 more volume. That makes us rather peculiar. 
You're also right in things like possums facial eczema, etc. 

12. I presume you appreciate (and I am not trying to piss in your pocket!) that you're 
rather exceptional as a vet with strong interests in farming systems, genetics, etc. 
There are a regrettably high proportion of your brethren whose views are 
extremely narrow and therefore quite inaccurate on farming practices, genetics, 
etc. In other words, many vets are just as bad as accountants and have quite 
a narrow perspective on giving advice to farmers and that is why the holistic 
approach you recommend and I think, to a large extent Dairy Board Consulting 
Officers practise, is so important. It is not only that the advice is better but, of 
course, it is much hetter received and the farmer actually believes that the person 
giving it understands the full situation rather than just a narrow part of it. 

Overall, I enjoyed your effort and agree with most of it and I suppose I have rather dwelt 
on the fact that it doesn't apply too much to dairying, but I have done that to try and 
figure out why I think sheep farming isn't in quite such good shape and you've certainly 
heightened that for me. 

Kind regards. 

Yours sincerely, 

i; 1 t )' I -

t · ~ \ lJ) ~t'1 -- ~----
I i 

I 1.S. Parker, 
~W ' DEPUTY CHIEF EXECUTIVE 
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How to Listen 

The goal of active listening is 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 individual 
personality de\c1ops . 

The G'owth of the Individ u al 

Through all of our lives, from early childhood on, we have learned to think 
of ourselves in certain, very definite ways. \\'e ha\'c built up pictures of 
oursel\'e~. Sometimes these self-pictures are pretty realistic but at other times 
they arc not. FOT example, an average, o.erweight lady may fancy herself a 
youthful, ravishing siren, or an awkward teenager regard himself as a star 
athlete. 

All of us have experiences which fit the way we need to think 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 example, may 
regard himself as incompetent and wonhless. He may feel that he is doing his 
job poorly in spite of favorable apprai~h by the organiz.ation. As long as he 
has these feelings about himself he must deny any experiences which would 
seem nOl to fit this self-picture, in this ca!.C any that might indicate to him that 
he is compc1enl. It is so necnsar), for him to maintain this self-picture that he 
is threatened by anything which would tend to change it. Thus, when the 
organiz.ation raises his salary; it may seem to him only additional proof thaI he 
is a fraud . He must hold onto this self-picture, becau~, bad or good, it's the 
only thinE he has by v .. hich he can identify him!.Clf. 

This is why direct attempts to change this indi\·jdual or change his ~lf
picture are particularly threatening . He is forced to defend himself or to com-
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pletely deny the experience. This denial of experience and defense 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 have to defend it. He is able to ex
plore it, see it for what it is, and make his own decision as to how realistic it is. 
He is then in a position to change. 

If I want to help a man or woman reduce defensiveness and become more 
adaptive, I must try to remove the threat of myself as a potential changer. As 
long as the atmosphere is threatening, there can be no effective communica
tion. So I must create a climate which is neither critical, evaluative, nor 
moralizing. The climate must foster equality and freedom, trust and 
understanding, acceptance and warmth. In this climate and in this climate only 
does the individual feel safe enough to incorporate new experiences and new 
values into his concept of himself. Active listening helps to create this climate. 

What to Avoid 

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 situation 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 under
stand actions which are different from the ways in which we believe we should 
act. If, however, we can free ourselves from the need to influence and direct 
others in our own paths, we enable ourselves to listen with understanding, and 
thereby employ the most potent available agent of change. 

One problem the listener faces is that of responding to demands for deci
sions, 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 feelings 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 feelings 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 QUftStion 

Just who is responsible for 
getting this job done? 

Don't you thin. talent 
should count more than 
......,;ority in promotions? 

What does the bo$s expect 

us to do about thov 
broken-<k>wn ~, 

Don', you think my perlorrnance 
has imptoved sine<! the last 
~? 

Lisr~~'s Answe-r 

Do you fool that you don' t have 
enough aut horny , 

What do you thin. are the 
reasons fOf' your Optnion? 

You'r~ tired of won.:ing with 
worn-out equ~t. aren't you? 

Sounds lIS if you feel your won.: 
has picked up 0 __ these last f_ 
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 listener to par
ticipate in the problem or situation without shouldering all responsibility for 
decision-making or actions. This is a process of thinking with people instead of 
for or about them. 

Passing judgment, whether critical or favorable, makes free expression dif
ficult. 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, advice 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 is a long, 
difficult one, and you must be patient." And it is no more helpful for him to 
learn that "only one out of a hundred trainees reach top management posi
tions. " 

Interestingly, it is a difficult lesson to learn that positive evaluations are 
sometimes as blocking as negative ones. It is almost as destructive 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 directions or hold him off rather than as support. "I'm sure everything 
will work out O.K." is not a helpful response to the person who is deeply 
discouraged about a problem. 

In other words, most of the techniques and devices common to human rela
tionships are found to be of little use in establishing the type of relationship we 
are seeking here. 

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. I 

Listen for Total Meaning. Any message a person tlies to get across usually 
has two components: 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 must try to understand. For exam
ple, a secretary comes to her boss and says: "J've finished that report." This 
message has obvious factual content and perhaps calls upon the boss for 
another work assignment. Suppose, on the other hand, that the secretary says: 
"Well! I'm finally finished with your damned report!" The factual content is 
the same, but the total meaning of the message has changed-and changed in 
an important way for both supervisor and worker. Here sensitive listening can 
facilitate the work relationship in this office. If the boss were to respond by 
simply giving his secretary some letters to type, would the secretary feel that 
she had gotten her total message across? Would she feel free to talk to her boss 



about the difficulty of her work? Would she feel better about the job, more 
anxious to do good work on her next assignment? 

Now, on the other hand, suppose the supervisor were to respond, "Glad to 
get that over with, huh?" or "That was a rough one, wasn't it?" or "Guess 
you don't want another one like that again," or anything that tells the worker 
that he heard and understands. It doesn't necessarily mean that her next work 
assignment need be changed or that he must spend an hour listening to the 
worker complain about the problems she 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 
supervisor that 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 in
stance, our secretary had said, "I'd like to pile up alI those carbons and make a 
bonfire out of them!" responding to content would be obviously absurd. But 
to respond to her disgust or anger in trying to work with the report recognizes 
the meaning of this message. There are various shadings of these components 
in the meaning of any message. Each time the listener must try to remain sen
sitive to the total meaning the message has to the speaker. What is she trying to 
tell me? What does this mean to her? How does she see this situation? 

Note All Cues. Not alI communication is verbal. The speaker's words alone 
don't tell us everything he is communicating. And hence, truly sensitive listen
ing 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 clearly, 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. 

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. ) 
respect your thoughts, and even if I don't agree with them, ) know that they 
are valid for you. I feel sure that you have a contribution to make. I'm not try· 
ing to change you or evaluate you. ) just want to understand you. I think 
you're worth listening to, and I want you to know that I'm the kind of perser 
you can talk to." 

The subtle but most important aspect of this is that it is the demonstratio, 
of the message that works. Although it is most difficult to convince romcon( 
that you respect him by telling him so, you are much more likely to get thi ~ 
message across by really ~having that way-by actually having ane 
demonstrating respect for this person. Listening does this most effectively. 
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Like other behavior, listening behavior is contagious. This has implications 
r all communications problems, whether between two people, or within a 
rge organization. To insure good communication between associates up and 
)wn the line, one must first take the responsibility for setting a pattern of 
.tening. Just as one learns that anger is usually met with anger, argument 
ith argument, and deception with deception, one can learn that listening can 
: met with listening. Every person who feels responsibility in a situation can 
t the tone of the interaction, and the important lesson in this is that any 
:havior exhibited by one person will eventually be responded to with similar 
:havior in the other person. 
It is far more difficult to stirriulate constructive behavior in another person 

1t far more valuable. Lisening is one of these constructive behaviors, but if 
:Ie's attitude is to "wait out" the speaker rather than really listen to him, it 
ill fail. The one who consistently listens with understanding, however, is the 
oe who eventually is most likely to be listened to. If you really want to be 
eard and understood by another, you can develop him as a potential listener, 
:ady for new ideas, provided you can first develop yourself in these ways and 
ncerely listen with understanding and respect. 

Testing for Understanding 

Because understanding another person is actually far more difficult than it 
t first seems, it is important to test constantly your ability to see the world in 
1e way the speaker sees it. You can do this by reflecting in your own words 
Ihat the speaker seems to mean by his words and actions. His response to this 
,ill tell you whether or not he feels understood. A good rule of thumb is to 
ssume that one never really understands until he can communicate this 
nderstanding to the other's satisfaction. 

Here is an experiment to test your skill in listening. The next time you 
,ecome involved in a lively or controversial discussion with another person, 
top for a momenr and suggest that you adopt this ground rule for continued 
liscussion. Before either participant inthe discussion can make a point or ex
,ress an opinion of his own, he must first restate aloud the previous point or 
K>sition of the other person. This restatement must be in his own words (merely 
.arroting the words of another does not prove that one has understood, but 
mly that he has heard the words). The restatement must be accurate enough to 
atisfy the speaker before the listener can be allowed to speak for himself. 

You might find this procedure useful in a meeting where feelings run high 
tnd people express themselves on topics of emotional concern to the group. 
kfore another member of the group expresses his own feelings and thought, 
Ie must rephrase the meaning expressed by the previous speaker to that per
;on's satisfaction. All the members in the group should be alert to the changes 
n the emotional climate and the quality of the discussion when this approach 
5 used. 

~roblem. In Active Ustenlng 

Active listening is not an easy skill to acquire. it demands practice. Perhaps 
nore important, it may require changes in our own basic attitudes. These 
;hanges come slo",ly and sometimes with considerable difficulty. Let us look 
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at some of the major problems in active listening and what can be done to 
overcome them. 

The Personal Risk 

To be effective 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 subconsciously. 
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 the feelings of another per
son, 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 life of a person we do not know or approve 
of-to get the meaning that life has for him we risk coming to see the world as 
he sees it. We are threatened when we give up, even momentarily, what we 
believe and start thinking in someone else's terms. It takes a great deal of inner 
security and courage to be able to risk one's self in understanding another. 

For the manager, the courage to take another's point of view generally 
means that he must see himseifthrough 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 himself from the need to see things 
his way. 

Developing an attitude of sincere interest in the speaker is thus no easy task. 
It can be developed only be being willing to risk seeing the world from the 
speaker's point of view. If we have a number of such experiences, however, 
they will shape an attitude which will allow us to be truly genuine in our in
terest 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 lik~s to hear hostile 
words or experience hostility which is directed against them. IAnd it is not easy 
to get to the point where one is strong enough to permit these attacks without 
finding it necessary to defend himself or ret<lliate. 

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 do to us, to the 
situation, to the others involved. But of course the real damage is done by the 
denial and suppression of negative feelings. 

Out-of-Place Express>onS 

Expressions dealing with behavior that is not usually acceptable in our society 
also pose problems for the listener. These out-of-place expressions can take the 
extreme forms that psychotherapists hear-such as homicidal fantasies or ex
pressions of sexual perversity. The listener often blocks out such expressions 



because of their obvious threatening quality. At less extreme levels, we all find 
unnatural or inappropriate behavior difficult to handle. Behavior that brings 
on a problem situation may be anything from telling an "off-color" story in 
mixed company to seeing a man cry. 

In any face-to-face situation, we will find instances of this type which will 
momentarily, if not permanently, block any communication. In any organiza
tion, expressions of weakness or incompetency will generally be regarded as 
unacceptable and therefore will block good two-way communication. For ex
ample, it is difficult to listen to a manager tell of his feelings of failure in being 
able to "take charge" of a situation in his department because all administra
tors 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 positive feelings. This is especially true for the manager because the 
culture expects him to be independent, bold, clever, and aggressive and 
manifest no feelings of warmth, gentleness, and intimacy. He therefore comes 
to regard these feelings as soft and inappropriate. But no matter how they are 
regarded, they remain a human need. The denial of these feelings in himself 
and his associates does not get the manager out of the problem of dealing with 
them. The feelings 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 listening. 
When emotions are at their height, when listening is most necessary, it is most 
difficult to set aside one's own concerns and be understanding. Our emotiom 
are often our own worst enemies when we try to become listeners. The more in
volved 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 necessary 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. 

Defensivenes.s. 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 find yourself stressing a point or trying to con
vince another. It is at these times that you are likely to be less secure and conSt'
quently 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, it is helpful to pause for a moment when you feel your ideas and 
position being challenged, reOect on the situation, and express your concern to 
the speaker. 
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Clash of Personalities. Here again, our experience has consistently shown 
us that the genuine 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 produc
tive 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 li stening 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 leas t 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 particular 
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 with in you which tend to 
block your attempts to listen with understanding, begin listening to yourself. It 
is much more helpful in developing effective relationships 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. 

Active Listening and Organization Goals 

"How can listening improve productivity?" 
"We're in business, and it is a rugged, fast, competiti ve 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 is work to do." 
"What's morale got to do with service to the public?" 
"Sometimes we have to sacrifice an individual for the good of the rest of the 

people in the organization." 
Those of us who are trying to advance the listening approach in organiza

tions hear these comments frequently. And because the')' are so honest and 
legitimate, they pose a real problem. Unfortunately, the answers are not so 
clear-cut as the questions. 

Individual Importllnce 

One answer is based on an assumption that is centra! to the listening ap
proach . That assumption is: the k.ind of behavior which helps the individual 
will eventually be the best thing that could be done for the work. group. Or say
ing it another way: the things that are best for the individual are best for 
the organization. This is a conviction of ours , based on our experience in 



psychology and education. The research evidence from organizations is still 
coming in. We find that putting the group first, at the expense of the in
dividual, 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 amious and suspicious. 

We are not at all sure in just what ways the group does benefit from a con
cern 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 group. 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 responds to the in
dividual, puts the individual first, the other members of the group will follow 
suit, and the group comes to act as a unit in recognizing 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 Productivity 

As to whether or not listening or any other activity designed to better human 
relations in an organization actually makes the organization more produc
tive-whether morale has a definite relationship to performance is not known 
for sure. There are some who frankly hold that there is no relationship to be 
expected between morale and productivity-that productivity often depends 
upon the social misfit, the eccentric, or the isolate. And there are some who 
simply choose to work in a climate of cooperation and harmony, in a high
morale group, quite aside from the question of achievement or productivity. 

A report from the survey Research Center at the University of Michigan on 
research conducted at the Prudential Life Insurance Company lists seven 
findings related to production and morale . First-line supervisors in high
production work groups were found to differ from those in low-production 
groups in that they: 

I . 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. 
S. Spend more of their time in supervision and less in straight production 

..... ork. 
6. Have a greater feeling of confidence in their super.;sory roles. 
7. Feel that they kno ..... where they stand with the company. 

After mentioning that other dimensions of morale, such as identification 
with the company, intrinsic job satisfaction, and satisfaction with job status, 
were not found significantly related to productivity, the report goes on to sug
gest the following psychological interpretation: 
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People are more effectively motivated when they are given some degree of 
freedom in the way in which they do their work 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 personalities 
than as cogs in a machine. In short if the ego motivations of self-deter
mination, of self-expression, of a sense of personal worth can be tapped, 
the individual can be more effectively energized. The use of external sanc
tions, or pressuring for production may work 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 production records gave a larger 
proportion of their time to supervisory functions, especially to the inter
personal aspects of their jobs. The supervisors of the lower-producing 
sections were more likely to spend their time in tasks which the men them
selves were performing, or in the paper-work aspects of their jobs. 

Maximum Creativeness 

There may never be enough research evidence to satisfy everyone on this 
question. But speaking from an organizational point of view, in terms of the 
problem of developing resources for productivity, the maximum creativeness 
and productive effort of the human beings in the organization are the richest 
untapped source of power available. The difference between the maximum 
productive capacity of people and that output which the organization is now 
realizing is immense. We simply suggest that this maximum capacity might be 
closer to realization if we sought to release the motivation that already exists 
within people rather than try to stimulate them externally. 

This releasing of the individual is made possible first of all by listening, with 
respect and understanding. Listening is a beginning toward making the in
dividual feel himself worthy of making contributions, and this could result in a 
very dynamic and productive organization. Profit making organizations are 
never too rugged or too busy to take time to procure the most efficient 
technological advances or to develop rich sources of raw materials. But 
technology and materials are but paltry resources in comparison with the 
resources that are already within the people in the brganization. 

G . L. Clements, 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 cooperation, 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. 

The decision to spend time listening to employees is a decision each super
visor or manager has to make for himself. Managers increasingly must deal 
with people and their relationships rather than turning out goods and services. 
The minute we take a man from work and make him a supervisor he.is remo"ed 
from the basic production of goods or services and now must begin relating to • 
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Comtn urlrcation 
Jack R. Gibb 

One way to understand comIllunication is to \iew it as a peo
ple process rather than as a language proce,s. If one is to 
mak e fundamental improvement in communication, he must 
make changes in interpersonal relatic)Jlships. One possible 
type of alteration-and the one with \\hich this paper is con
cerned-is that of rl'ducing the degree of deknsiwness. 

Definitiun and Significance 

"Defensiw behavior" is beha\ior which occurs whell an indl
\ ' idu~:ll perceives threat or anticipates threat in the group. Thl' 
person who behaves defensively. e\'en though he also fi\'e~ 

some attention to the cOllllllon ta,k. de\'otcs an apprcciable 
porti o n of his cnergy tll defending hirmclf. Besides talking 
abllut the topic. he thinks ahout h(m he ;lppe;lrs to others. 
hll\\ h e may he ,een Jllllre LI\ · orahl~. hll\\ he m;IY win. dllmi· 
naIL'. impress. or escape punishnlL'nt. and /or h,lW he 111 ;1 ~ 

;I\oid or mitigate ;1 percei\ed or an anticipated attack.. 
SUL'h inner kelinf' and llutward ach tend tll create 

similarly dL'fcn~i\c pllsturcs in others: and. if unchecked. the 
ensuing circular response becomes increasingly destructive . 
Defcnsive behavior, in short , engenders defensivc listening. 
and this in turn produces postural, facial. and verbal cu~ 
which raise the defense level of the original communicator. 

Defensive arousal prevents the listener from concentrating 
upon the message. 1"ot only do defensive cOl11municalO~ 

send off multiple value, motive, and affect cues, but al!>o 
dcfensive rccipients distort what they receive. As a pc~n 
becomes more and more defensive, hc becomes less and less 
able w perceive accurately the motives. the values, and the 
emotiom of the sender. The writcr's analyses of tap" 
recorded discussions rcvea led that increases in defensivc be-

Reprinled from the JOllrflul or CUlrllrlllfliCtlfiUfl II. no. 3 (Seplember 
19(1): I ~ 1-41<. t-y pcrmi~iun of the aUlhor and th(' put-il,her. 
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halior were correbted :, 's itively with losses in efAciency in 
communicationI SpeC!:cally, distortions became greater 
Ilhen defensive states ex ;c~ed in the groups. 

The converse also i: true, The more "supportive" or 
defense reductive the c l: -.ate the less the receiver reads into 
the communication-di~:rted loadings Ilhich arise from 
projections of his own ~ , - \ ieties, motives, and concerns, As 
defenses are reduced, 1-,: receil'ers become better able to 
c'"ncentrate upon the stL ::ure, the content. and the cogniti\e 
meanings of the message 

Categories of Defensiw c-c.: Supportive Communication 

In working Dler an eigh',~ar period Ilith recordings of dis
cllssic1ns occurring in lar ,::: settings, the writer deleloped the 
'1\ pairs of defensile an~ :upporti,e categories presented in 
["hk J, Behalior Ilhich" ,tener perceil'es as posse,sing any 

/ "/>/,, / 
Cltegories of Beha\il1r ~ haracteristic of Supp,'rti'l' and 
Dl,fcnsile Clima tes in Sn ,; ! Groups 

E \ d IUdtl1111 

, ("11 t rl1 1 

S I r;!lc !!I' 
.. '-L'utr"litl 

" Surx:rlllritl 

h , Ccrtdinll 

__ _ ,,0'-'!'l~( 1/ Ii '( ', ~IIII/(/ l~ \ 

DL',u'l I'll "11 

" Pr(1hlcll1 ,'rl,'IlI;JIII'fl 

3 Spt)nLinl': l~ 

.. EI111';!lhl 
" I::ljUd 111\ 

b, PI 11\ "I,111;11"f11 

I l! the characteristiL's li slc'~ il1 the left-hand Cl1 1umn arl1l1SL', 
Jden"!lcness, whereas th:~ ' 'hich he interpreh as h:lling :lny 
li t the qualities designate( ..IS supIX,rtive reduces defL'nsi\ 'e 
kdings. The degree to w r, c h these reactions occur depend, 
Upon the personal level of u:r'ensileness and upon the general 
c1mlat~ in the group at the t jle,~ 

, , 
t. \'a/lidTion and DC,lcripTicJl . 

Speech or other behavior ..... :JCh appears cvaluati\'l' increases 
defensiveness. If by exprc~'i on, manner of speech, tone of 

I.J, R. Gibb, "Defcn~c l..:\~ and Influcnce in Small Group', " in 
I.; " dff), hip lIlId If/ferpCrson,,! Ii · ;.II'ior, cd, L Petrull0 anJ B, M , Bas' 
I:,c\.\ Yor~: HoI!, Rinchart,& \\ ~'Ion . 1961). pr, 6(>-1\1. 

~ J. R, Giob. "Sociof'!'ycho!c, •. c:lI Procc,,-'c\ of Group In,lructi0n." 
, '" 7;", DYf/(/lI1io ,~r "ufrlleriu n. G roup,_, cd , 1', B, Henry (Fifl) ·ninlh 
) ~ .. rboo~ of the ?'-\alional Soc,c. for Ihe Study of Educalion, pari :!. 
1%0), pp, 115--35, 
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voice, or verbal content the sender seems to be evaluating or 
judging the listener, then the receiver goes on guard. Of 
course, other factors may inhibit the reaction. If the listener 
thinks that the speaker regards him as an equal and is being 
open and spontaneous, for example, the evaluativeness in a 
message will be neutralized and perhaps not even perceived . 
This same principle applies equally to the other five ca
tegories of potentially defense-producing climates. The six 
sets are interactive. 

Because our attitudes toward other persons are frequently, 
and often necessarily, evaluative, expressions which the 
defensive person will regard as nonjudgmental are hard to 
frame. Even the simplest question usually conveys the answer 
that the sender wishes or implies the response that would fit 
into his value system. A mother, for example, immediately 
following an earth tremor that shook the house. sought for 
her small son with the question: "Bobby, where are you:"' 
The timid and plaintive "Mommy, I didn't do it"' indicated 
how Bobby's chronic mild defensiveness predisposed him to 
react with a projection of his own guilt and in the context of 
his chronic assumption that questions are full of accusation . 

Anyone who has attempted to train professionals to usc in
formation-seeking speech with neutral affect appreciates how 
difficult it is to teach a person to say even the simple "'Who 
did tha!?"' without being seen as accusing. Speech is so 
frequently judgmental that there is a reality base for the 
defensive interpretations which are so common. 

When insecure, group members are particularly likely to 
place blame, to see others as fitting into categories of good or 
bad, to make moral judgments of their colleagues, and to 
question the value, motive, and affect loadings of the speech 
which they hear. Since value loadings imply a judgment of 
others. a belief that the standards of the speaker differ from 
his own causes the listener to become defensive. 

Descriptive speech. in contrast to that which is evaluative, 
tends to arou5C a minimum of uneasiness. Speech acts which 
the listener perceives as genuine requests for information or 
as material with neutral loadings is descriptive. Specifically, 
presentations of feelings. events, perceptions. or processes 
which do not ask or imply that the recei ver change behavior 
or attitude are minimally defcn5C-produc ing. The difficulty in 
avoiding overtone is illustrated by the problems of news re
porters in writing stories about unions. Communists. 
Negroes. and religious activities without tipping off the 
"party" line of the newspaper. One can often tell from the 



opening words in a news article which side the newspaper's 
editorial policy f avors. I 

Control alla Pr.:,fJ/clIl Orientation 

Speech wh ;.::h i:' used to control the listener evokes resistance. 
In most 0:- ou: social intercourse someone is trying to do 
something to someone else-to change an attitude, to 
influence bcha -·- jor, or to restrict the field of activity. The 
degree to whi.::, attempts to control produce defensiveness 
depends u;:Dn :'~e openness of the effort . for a suspicion that 
hidden mC':lve ~ exist heightens resistance. For this reason at
tempts of none _rective therapists and progressive educators 
to refrain ;-~orr: ::nposing a set of values. a point of view, or a 
problem ~olut i , ':l upon the receivers meet with many bar
riers. Since the ~orm is control. noncontrollers must earn the 
perception' tk : their efforts have no hidden motives. A 
bombardm~l1t ,- ;' persuasive "messages" in the fields of poli
tics, educctiol1_ ,-pecial causes, advertising. religion, medi
cine, indu,:ria i :-elations. and guidance has bred cynical and 
paranoidal resp,:mses in listeners. 

Implicit in <.1 . attempts to alter another person is the as 
sumption by the change agent that the person to be altered is 
inadequate _ Th" ,: the speaker secretly \'iews the listener as ig
nOf<Illt. un"bk ",:' make his own decision". uninformed. im
mature. un .... i~e or possessed of wrong or inadequate atti
tudes is a sub.: :'mscious fx:rception which gives the latter a 
valid base ior de:' ensivc reactions. 

Method~ of c ', mtrol are many and varied. Legalistic insis
tence on detaiL --estrictive regulations and policies. conform
ity norms. and iii I laws are among thc methods. Gestures. 
facial expressiom,. other forms of nonverbal communication. 
and even SL.'Ch sim1ple acts as holding a door open in a partic
ular manner are means of imposing one's will upon another 
and hence are potential sources of resistance. 

Problem orienr.ation. on the other hand, is the antithesis of 
persuasion . Whc.:n the sendcr communicates a desire to col
laborate in defmllng a mutual problem and in seeking its solu
tion. he teOOs t..:- create the same problem orientation in the 
listener: and. of ,~rcater importance. he implies that he has no 
predetermined s. :llution. attitude. or method to impose. Such 
behavior i~ perrmissivc in that it allows the receiver to set his 
own goals. mait~ his own decisions. and evaluate his own 
progress--or to ,+>harc with the sender in doing so. The exact 
methods of atla lming permissiveness are not known. but they 
must invohe a ;;;onstcllation of cues. and they certainly go 
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beyond mere verbal assurances that the communicator has no 
hidden desires to exercise control. 

Strategy and Spolltaneity 

When the sender is perceived as engaged in a stratagem in
volving ambiguous and multiple motivations, the receiver 
becomes defensive. No one wishes to be a guinea pig, a role 
player, or an impressed actor. and no one likes to be the 
victim of some hidden moti\·ation. That which is concealed. 
also. may appear larger than it really is, with the degree of 
defensiveness of the listener determining the perceived size of 
the suppressed element. The intense reaction of the reading 
audience to the material in the Hiddell Persuaders indicates 
the pre\,alence of defensive reactions to multiple motivations 
behind strategy. Group members who are seen as "taking a 
role," as feigning emotion, as toying with their colleagues, as 
withholding information. or as having special sources of data 
are especially resented. One participant once complained that 
another was "using a listening technique" on him' 

A large part of the adverse reaction to much of the so
called human relations training. is a feeling against what are 
perceived as gimmicks and tricks to fool or to "in\'olve" peo
ple, to make a person think he is making his own decision. or 
to make the listener feel that the sender is genuinely inter
ested in him as a person. Particularly violent reactions occur 
when it appears that someonc is trying to make a stratagem 
appear spontancous. One person has reported a boss who in
curred resentment by habitually using the gimmick of "spon
taneously" looking. at his watch and saying. "My gosh, look 
at the time-I must run to an appointment." The belief was 
that the boss would create less irritation by honestly asking 
to be excused. i 

Similarly, the deliberat~ assumption of guilelessness and 
natural simplicity is especially resented. Monitoring the tapes 
of feedback and evaluation sessions in training groups in
dicates the surprising extent to which members perceive the 
strategies of their colleagues. This perceptual clarity may be 
quite shocking to the strategist, who usually feels that he has 
cleverly hidden the motivational aura around the "gimmick." 

This aversion to deceit may account for one's resistance to 
politicians who arc suspected of behind-the-f>Cenes planning 
to get his vote; to psychologists whose listening apparently is 
motivated by more than the manifest or content-level interest 
in his behavior, or to the sophisticated, smooth. or clever 
person whose "oneupmanShip" is marked with guile. In 
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training groups the role-flexible person frequently is resented 
because his changes in behavior are perceived as strategic 
maneuvers . 

Conversely, behavior which appears to be spontaneous 
and free of deception is defense reductive. If the com
municator is seen as having a clean id, as having un
complicated motivations, as being straightforward and 
honest, and as behaving spontaneously in response to the sit
uation , he is likely to arouse minimal defense. 

NClilralily alld Empalhy 

When neutrality in speech appears to the listener to indicate 
a lack of concern for his welfare, he becomes defensive. 
Group members usually desire to be perceived as valued 
persons, as individuals of special worth. and as objects of 
concern and affection. The clinical , detached, person-is-an 
object-of-study attitude on the part of many psychologist
trainers is resented by group members. Speech with low af
fect that communicates little warmth or caring is in such con
trast with the affect-laden speech in social situations that it 
sometimes communicates rejection. 

Communication that conveys empathy for the feelings and 
respect for the worth of the listener. howe\'er, is particularly 
supportive and defense reductive. Reassurance results when a 
message indicates that the s peaker identifies himself with the 
listener's problems , shares his feelings, and accepts his emo
tional reactions at face \'alue . Abortive efforts to deny the le
gitimacy of the receiver's emotions by assuring the receiver 
that he need not feel bad, that he should not feel rejected, or 
that he is overly anxious, though often intended as support 
giving. may impress the listener as lack of acceptance. The 
combination of understanding and empathizing with the 
other person's emotions with no accompanying effort to 
change him apparently is supportive at a high level. 

The importance of gestural behavioral cues in com
municating empathy should be mentioned. Apparently spon
taneous facial and bodily evidences of concern are often in
terpreted as especially valid evidence of deep-level accept
ance. 

Superiority and Equal;t ... · 

When a person communicates to another that he feels superi
or in position. power. wealth. intellectual ability, physical 
characteristics. or other ways. he arouses defensiveness. 
Here. as with the other sources of disturbance. whatever. 



arouses feelings of inadequacy causes the listener to center 
upon the affect loading of the statement rather than upon the 
cognitive elements. The receiver then reacts by not hearing 
the message, by forgetting it, by competing with the sender, 
or by becoming jealous of him. 

The person who is perceived as feeling superior com
municates that he is not willing to enter into a shared 
problem-solving relationship, that he probably does not 
desire feedback, that he does not require help, and/or that he 
will be likely to try to reduce the power. the status, or the 
worth of the receiver. 

Many ways exist for creating the atmosphere that the 
sender feels himself equal to the listener. Defenses are 
reduced \\hen one perceives the sender as being willing to 
enter into participative planning with mutual trust and re
spect. DIfferences in talent , ability, \\orth, appearance, 
status, and power often exist, but the low defense com
municator seems to attach little importance to these distinc
tions. 

CertaillTY and Prm'isionalism 

The effects of dogmatism in producing defensiveness are well 
known. Those who seem to know the answers, to require no 
additional data, and to regard themselves as teachers rather 
than as coworkers tend to put others on guard. r-.10reover , in 
the writer's experiment. listeners often perceived manifest 
expressions of certainty as connoting inward feeling~ of infe
riority. They saw the dogmatic individual as needing to be 
right, as wanting to win an argument rather than solve a 
problem. and as seeing his ideas as truths to be defended. 
This kind of behavior often was associated with acts which 
others regarded as attempts to exercise control. People who 
were right seemed to have low tolerance for members who 
were "wrong"'-i.e., who did not agree with the sender. 

One reduces the defensiveness of the listener when he com
municates that he is willing to experiment with his own be
havior. attitudes. and ideas. The person who appears to be 
taking provisional attitudes, to be investigating issues rather 
than taking sides on them. to be problem solving rather than 
debating, and to be willing to experiment and explore tends 
to communicate that the listener may have some control over 
the shared quest or the investiga tion of the ideas . If a person 
is genuinely searching for information and data. he does not 
resent help or company along the way, 

--.----.----------~---
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Conclusion 

The implications of the above material for the parent, the 
teacher, the manager, the administrator, or the therapist are 
fairly obvious. Arousing defensiveness interferes with com
munication and thus makes it difficult-and sometimes im
possible-for anyone to convey ideas clearly and to move ef
fectively toward the solution of therapeutic, educational, or 
managerial problems. 
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