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G
iving performance feedback 
is one of the most common 
ways managers help their 
subordinates learn and im-

prove. Yet, research revealed that 
feedback could actually hurt per-
formance: More than 20 years ago, 
one of us (Kluger) analyzed 607 ex-
periments on feedback effectiveness 
and found that feedback caused per-
formance to decline in 38% of cases. 
This happened with both positive 
and negative feedback, mostly when 
the feedback threatened how people 
saw themselves.

One reason that giving feedback 
(even when it’s positive) often back-
fires is because it signals that the 
boss is in charge and the boss is judg-
mental. This can make employees 
stressed and defensive, which makes 
it harder for them to see another 
person’s perspective. For example, 
employees can handle negative feed-
back by downplaying the importance 
of the person providing the feedback 
or the feedback itself. People may 
even reshape their social networks 
to avoid the feedback source in order 
to restore their self-esteem. In other 
words, they defend themselves by 
bolstering their attitudes against the 
person giving feedback.

We wanted to explore whether 
a more subtle intervention, name-
ly asking questions and listening, 
could prevent these consequences. 
Whereas feedback is about telling 
employees that they need to change, 
listening to employees and asking 
them questions might make them 
want to change. In a recent paper, 
we consistently demonstrated that 
experiencing high quality (attentive, 
empathic, and non-judgmental) lis-
tening can positively shape speakers’ 
emotions and attitudes.

What Makes Listening 
Powerful?

Listening as an avenue for self-
change was advocated by the psy-
chologist Carl Rogers in a classic 
1952 HBR paper. Rogers ...

For example, in one laboratory 
experiment, we assigned 112 under-
graduate students to serve as either 
a speaker or a listener and paired 
them up, sitting face-to-face. We 
asked speakers to talk for 10 minutes 
about their attitudes toward a pro-
posal for basic-universal income or 
a possible requirement that all uni-
versity students must also volunteer. 
We instructed the listeners to “listen 
as you listen when you are at your 
best.”  But we randomly distracted 
half of the listeners by sending them 
text messages (e.g., “What event ir-
ritated you the most recently?”) and 
instructed them to answer briefly 
(so the speakers saw that they were 
distracted). Afterward, we asked the 
speakers questions about whether 

they were worried about what their 
partner thought of them, whether 
they acquired any insight while talk-
ing, and whether they were confi-
dent in their beliefs.

We found that speakers paired 
with good listeners (versus those 
paired with distracted listeners) felt 
less anxious, more self-aware, and 
reported higher clarity about their 
attitudes on the topics. Speakers 
paired with undistracted listeners 
also reported wanting to share their 
attitude with other people more 
compared with speakers paired with 
distracted listeners.

Another benefit of high-quality 
listening is that it helps speakers see 
both sides of an argument (what we 
called “attitude complexity”). In an-
other paper we found that speakers 
who conversed with a good listener 
reported attitudes that were more 
complex and less extreme — in other 
words, not one-sided.

In another lab experiment we 
instructed 114 undergraduates at a 
business school to talk for 12 min-
utes about their fitness to become 
a manager in the future. We ran-
domly assigned these speakers to 
one of three listening groups (good, 
moderate, and poor). Speakers in 
the good listening condition talked 
to a trained listener, who was ei-
ther a certified management coach 
or a trained social-work student. 
We asked these trained listeners to 
use all their listening skills, such 
as asking questions and reflecting. 
Speakers in the moderate listening 
condition talked to another under-
graduate at the business school who 
was instructed to listen as he or she 
usually does. Speakers in the poor 
listening condition talked with a stu-
dent from the theatre department 
who was instructed to act distracted 
(e.g., by looking aside and playing 
with their smartphones).

After the conversation, we asked 
the speakers to indicate separately 
the extent to which they thought they 
were suitable for becoming man-
agers. Based on these answers, we 
calculated their attitude complexity 
(whether they saw both strengths 
and weaknesses that would affect 
their ability to be a manager) and ex-
tremity (whether they saw only one 
side). We found that speakers who 
talked to a good listener saw both 
strengths and weaknesses more 
than those in the other conditions. 
Speakers who talked to a distract-
ed listener mostly described their 
strengths and barely acknowledged 
their weaknesses. Interestingly, the 
speakers in the poor listening condi-
tion were those that, on average, re-
ported feeling the most suitable for 
becoming a manager.

We tested the relevance of these 
lab findings in three field studies 
conducted among city-hall employ-
ees, high-tech workers, and teachers 

(180 workers, in total). In these stud-
ies, we asked employees to talk about 
their colleagues, their supervisor, or 
about a meaningful experience at 
work, before and after participating 
in a listening intervention known 
as a listening circle. In the listening 
circle, employees are invited to talk 
openly and honestly about an issue, 
like a meaningful experience they 
had at work. They’re trained to listen 
without interrupting, and only one 
person talks at a time.

We replicated all of our lab find-
ings. Namely, employees who par-
ticipated in the listening circles re-
ported lower social anxiety, higher 
attitude complexity, and lower at-
titude extremity regarding various 
work-related topics (e.g., attitude to-
wards a manager) in comparison to 
employees who participated in one 
of the control conditions that did not 
involve trained listeners.

In concert, our findings sug-
gest that listening seems to make 
an employee more relaxed, more 

self-aware of his or her strengths 
and weaknesses, and more willing 
to reflect in a non-defensive man-
ner.  This can make employees more 
likely to cooperate (versus compete) 
with other colleagues, as they be-
come more interested in sharing 
their attitudes, but not necessarily 
in trying to persuade others to adopt 
them, and more open to considering 
other points of view.

Going back to giving feedback, of 
course we do not claim that listen-
ing must replace feedback. Rather, 
it seems that listening to employees 
talk about their own experiences 
first can make giving feedback more 
productive by helping them feel psy-
chologically safe and less defensive.

Listening has its enemies
Our findings support existing 

evidence that managers who listen 
well are perceived as people leaders, 
generate more trust, instill higher 
job satisfaction, and increase their 

team’s creativity. Yet, if listening is 
so beneficial for employees and for 
organizations, why is it not more 
prevalent in the workplace? Why are 
most employees not listened to in 
the way they want? Research shows 
that a few barriers often stand in the 
way:

1. Loss of power. Research 
from our team has shown that some 
managers may feel that if they listen 
to their employees they are going to 
be looked upon as weak. But at the 
same time, it’s been shown that be-
ing a good listener means gaining 
prestige. So it seems managers must 
make a tradeoff between attaining 
status based on intimidation and 
getting status based on admiration.

2. Listening consumes time 
and effort. In many instances, man-
agers listen to employees under time 
pressure or while they’re distracted 
by other thoughts or work. So listen-
ing is an investment decision: man-
agers must put in the time to listen 
in order to see the future benefits.

3. Fear of change. High-qual-
ity listening can be risky because it 
entails entering a speaker’s perspec-
tive without trying to make judg-
ments. This process could potential-
ly change the listener’s attitudes and 
perceptions. We observed several 
times that when we trained manag-
ers to truly listen, they gained cru-
cial insights about their employees 
— they were stunned to learn how 
little they knew about the lives of 
people they’d worked with for many 
years.

For example, several managers 
reported that when they tried listen-
ing to employees who they’d con-
fronted about poor attendance, they 
learned that these employees were 
struggling with supporting a family 
member (a wife dying of cancer, a 
sibling with a mental disability). This 
realization threatened managers’ at-
titudes and views about themselves 
— an experience called cognitive dis-
sonance that can be difficult.

Tips for becoming a better 
listener

Listening resembles a muscle. 
It requires training, persistence, ef-
fort, and most importantly, the in-
tention to become a good listener. 
It requires clearing your mind from 
internal and external noise — and if 
this isn’t possible, postponing a con-
versation for when you can truly lis-
ten without being distracted. Here 
are some best practices:

Give 100% of your attention, or 
do not listen. Put aside your smart-
phone, iPad, or laptop, and look at 
the speaker, even if they do not look 
back at you. In an ordinary conver-
sation, a speaker looks at you occa-
sionally to see that you’re still listen-

ing. Constant eye contact lets the 
speaker feel that you are listening.

Do not interrupt. Resist the urge 
to interrupt before the speaker in-
dicates that they are done for the 
moment. In our workshop, we give 
managers the following instruction: 
“Go to someone at your work who 
makes listening very hard on you. 
Let them know that you are learning 
and practicing listening and that to-
day, you will only listen for __ min-
utes (where the blank could be 3, 5, 
or even 10 minutes), and delay re-
sponding until the predetermined 
listening time is up, or even until the 
following day.”

The managers are often amazed 
at their discoveries. One shared, “in 
6 minutes, we completed a transac-
tion that otherwise would have taken 
more than an hour”; another told us; 
“the other person shared things with 
me that I had prevented her from 
saying for 18 years.”

Do not judge or evaluate. Listen 
without jumping to conclusions and 
interpreting what you hear. You may 
notice your judgmental thoughts but 
push them aside. If you notice that 
you lost track of the conversation 
due to your judgments, apologize to 
the speaker that your mind was dis-
tracted, and ask them to repeat. Do 
not pretend to listen.

Do not impose your solutions. 
The role of the listener is to help the 
speaker draw up a solution them-
selves. Therefore, when listening to 
a fellow colleague or subordinate, 
refrain from suggesting solutions. 
If you believe you have a good solu-
tion and feel an urge to share it, use 
a question, such as “I wonder what 
will happen if you choose to do X?”

Ask more (good) questions. 
Listeners shape conversations by 
asking questions that benefit the 
speaker. Good listening requires 
being thoughtful about what the 
speaker needs help with most and 
crafting a question that would lead 
the speaker to search for an answer. 
Ask questions to help someone 
delve deeper into their thoughts and 
experiences.

Before you ask a question, ask 
yourself, “is this question intended 
to benefit the speaker or satisfy my 
curiosity?” Of course, there is room 
for both, but a good listener priori-
tizes the needs of the other. One of 
the best questions you can ask is, “Is 
there anything else?” This often ex-
poses novel information and unex-
pected opportunities.

Reflect. When you finish a con-
versation, reflect on your listening 
and think about missed opportuni-
ties — moments you ignored poten-
tial leads or remained silent versus 
asking questions. When you feel that 
you were an excellent listener, con-
sider what you gained, and how you 
can apply this type of listening in 
more challenging circumstances.

The Power of Listening in Helping People Change

WE REPLICATED ALL OF OUR LAB FINDINGS. NAMELY, 

EMPLOYEES WHO PARTICIPATED IN THE LISTENING CIRCLES 

REPORTED LOWER SOCIAL ANXIETY, HIGHER ATTITUDE 

COMPLEXITY, AND LOWER ATTITUDE EXTREMITY REGARDING 

VARIOUS WORK-RELATED TOPICS

Working in corporate HR, the 
cliche statement, “people don’t leave 
jobs, they leave bad bosses,” is often 
tossed around. While there is truth to 
this statement, I have personally left 
jobs for other reasons (more money, 
more flexibility, more upward mobil-
ity...).

Global staffing firm Robert Half 
suggests there’s truth to the state-
ment. Their survey found that about 
half of professionals surveyed (49%) 
have quit a job due to a bad boss. Al-
ternatively, the 2018 West Monroe 
Partners study found that “59 percent 
(of employees) said they would leave 
because of a more appealing offer 
from a new company, not because 
they’re seeking an escape from their 
current company.” So what is the real 
reason? 

Why do people leave their em-
ployer?

I reached out to Brooks Holtom, a 
Professor of Management at George-
town University, to find out more. 
Brooks’s research focuses on how or-
ganisations acquire, develop and re-
tain human and social capital.

Brooks’s research appears in the 
top journals in management (Acad-
emy of Management Journal, Journal 
of Applied Psychology, International 
Journal of Human Resource Man-
agement, and others) and has a high 
impact (e.g., h-index = 30, i-10 index 
= 39; 13,000 Google cites). He has 
performed research in or served as a 
consultant to many organizations, in-
cluding Bayer, Booz Allen Hamilton, 
Capital One, Citibank, International 
Monetary Fund, KPMG, Microsoft, 
Nordstrom, Rio Tinto, Rolls Royce, 
Sprint, United States Air Force, U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce, and the 
World Bank.

He received the Human Resource 
Management Scholarly Achievement 
Award in 2013 from the Academy of 
Management and has twice received 
the Professor of the Year award for 
the Georgetown University Executive 
Masters of Leadership Program.

Sarah: What made you decide to 
devote your career to studying talent 
management?

Brooks: I started my professional 
life as a tax accountant working for a 
Big Four accounting firm. I quickly 
learned that while business inter-
ested me, tax accounting didn’t. So, I 
asked, “What job would I do if money 
were no object?” 

Based on my experience as a 
graduate assistant as a masters-de-
gree student, I realized that I liked 
teaching and research. Moreover, in 
contrast to the highly structured and 
deadline-driven experience in pub-
lic accounting, the less frantic, more 
self-directed life of a University pro-
fessor appealed to me.

So, the next question to address 
was, “Which discipline?” As noted, I 
enjoyed business and, over time, de-
termined that the questions that most 
interested me were around how or-
ganisations can attract, develop and 
retain top talent. That led me to get a 
Ph.D. in Organisational Behavior and 
Human Resource Management. 

Sarah: You’ve done leadership 
coaching and training all over the 
world. Without naming names, what 
is one of your most memorable 
coaching experiences?

Brooks: Some of the most mem-
orable and challenging executive 
training experiences of my life have 
occurred in the beautiful Italian town 
of Orvieto, about 90 minutes north 
of Rome. There, at a former monas-
tery, I have worked with many bish-
ops, archbishops and cardinals in the 
Catholic Church to implement the fi-
nancial reforms envisioned by Pope 
Francis for the Vatican. Implement-
ing change in an ancient, worldwide 
and very large institution is a recipe 
for a good challenge - which I love. 
Plus, the food and vistas were amaz-
ing.

Sarah: I enjoyed your article 
“Why do people stay: Using job em-
bededness to predict voluntary turn-
over”, which was a finalist for the 
Academy of Management Journal 
Best Paper Award. You talk about two 
main reasons why people leave their 
jobs: turnover shocks and low job em-
beddedness. Can you explain?

Brooks: Our research has found 

that most people do not daily con-
sider their feelings of attachment to 
their job or organisation. Instead, 
there are “shocks” or events that hap-
pen somewhat randomly that cause 
them to actively process the question, 
“Is this the best situation for my fam-
ily and me?”

The shocks might be positive and 
personal (e.g., getting accepted to a 
graduate program) or negative and 
organiastional (e.g., getting passed 
over for promotion). Their key fea-
ture is that they prompt reflection 
on satisfaction, commitment, en-
gagement or embeddedness. Some-
times people leave quickly after the 
assessment, and sometimes leaving 
takes longer. Often people experience 
shocks and stay.

Embeddedness is the notion that 
there are important connections be-
tween a person’s work and non-work 
life that need to be considered to 
fully understand that person’s em-
ployment choices. Someone who 
loves her job but really hates where 
she lives, is not likely to stay in that 
job long term. Embeddedness cap-
tures the degree to which a person 
fits well in their job and community, 
has meaningful connections to peo-
ple and institutions and would make 
a big sacrifice if she had to leave for 
some reason. People who experience 
low embeddedness are more likely to 
leave than those who are highly em-
bedded. 

Sarah: You’ve written extensively 
about the benefits of employee rec-
ognition for lowering their voluntary 
turnover. What practical advice do 
you have for hiring managers read-
ing this article who want to do a bet-
ter job of recognising their staff - es-
pecially in this current remote work 
setting?

Brooks: Make it a regular practice 
to send personal notes to recognise 
behavior. These notes might be sent 
by text, email, or old-fashioned mail. 
The medium doesn’t matter as much 
as the message. Be specific. Explain 
how the action observed benefitted 
you or others. Express thanks. Fre-
quently.

Why Do People Leave Jobs? An 

interview with Professor Brooks Holtom
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