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Reflective Listening:
An Essential Tool for Resolving Conflict and Demonstrating Mutual Support
BASICS
Most people are familiar with the experience of a disagreement spiraling into an argument. One
or both of the people in the discussion may feel unheard, misunderstood, disrespected, and/or just
plain frustrated. All too often conversations feel like a rough tennis match - words are rapidly
flying back and forth without anyone feeling like they have made progress. It is natural to fight for
your viewpoint to be understood, and this document will help you and your partner achieve the
goal of mutual understanding and mutual respect.

Reflective listening is a “checking-in” exercise in which statements are clarified, validated, and truly appreciated.
Though it can feel artificially structured, reflective listening can actually be very efficient, as it:
 Reduces repetition of statements because both parties feel understood.
 Accurately clarifies broad questions so that they can have specific answers.
 Clarifies directions so that each party can proceed with appropriate action.
 Manages conflicts without getting mired in insults, digging-in behavior, and other unhealthy communication
habits.

Sample statements that show reflective listening:
 “It looks like you had a really interesting day.”
 “I hear that I offended you when I made that joke about your family.”
 “It appears like the teachers are ganging up on you.”
 “You are excited about the possible promotion.”
 “It sounds like you want me to initiate a date night at least once a
month.”
 “From your point of view, their political ideas are ridiculous.”
 “As you see it, our child will be better prepared for college if they attend
a private school.”
 “You believe/think that I am uninterested in what you care about.”
 “It seems like you are the only person dealing with this issue.”
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Not Just for Conflict Resolution
Research shows that demonstrating
support (i.e., how partners help each
other with a problem or goal) is vital to
relationship strength, even more
impactful than conflict resolution. Here
are four kinds of support:
 Emotional - (e.g., reflective listening
in a warm tone of voice, holding
hands)
 Tangible - (e.g., an act of service like
helping with a partner’s chores)
 Esteem - (e.g., words of affirmation
like, “I know you can do this!”)
 Informational - (e.g., giving advice)

ADVANCED REFLECTIVE SKILLS
Opening the Door: Initiate a conversation with statements like, “You look annoyed,” “You look excited,” or “You look upset,” as
ways to demonstrate interest in the other person and his/her thoughts/feelings.
Body Language: Engage in the exercise with open body language, such as maintaining respectful eye contact, sitting with an
interested posture, or showing a facial expression of problem solving rather than attacking and/or defending, etc.
Interested Silence: Listen intently while the other party speaks to allow conversations to be less confrontational and more
collaborative. Allow each party the chance to complete his/her thought before reflecting.
Acknowledgement Responses: Use brief statements or nonverbal gestures to let the other party know that you are listening. For
instance, either nodding your head or using statements like, “Ok,” “Uh-huh,” “Sure,” and “Yes,” allows the other person to continue
speaking while you respectfully pay attention.
Reflecting the Content: Use your own words to repeat back to the other party the essence of his/her statement. For example,
“Your boss was really working you hard today.”
Reflecting the Feeling: Strong emotions usually underscore the actual words in a statement. Reflect the emotions underneath the
words to help both parties maintain an empathetic tone. For example, “It feels like your boss doesn’t appreciate how hard you
work.”
Summarizing: Reflect several statements and the feelings underneath those statements in a way that demonstrates comprehensive
understanding of the larger conversation.

High-Risk Responses
Many people fall into the trap of high-risk responses when discussing issues with a loved one. A “high-risk” response is likely to take
the focus off of the speaker and generate negative feelings. The communication process often gets stuck when the listener offers
high-risk responses to the speaker. These responses are particularly destructive when the speaker feels strongly about the topic.
Below are examples of such responses to avoid:
Evaluating and Judging: Changing the focus of the conversation by shifting it from the other’s concerns to your own diagnosis,
judgment, agreement or disagreement. The subtle message implies there is something wrong with the speaker.
Solving: Sidetracking the conversation by immediately offering a solution. Quickly offering advice, ordering, threatening, moralizing
or problem solving can often interfere with another person’s own exploration of those thoughts and feelings, which may inhibit
him/her from taking appropriate action on a particular issue. The subtle message is that the speaker is incapable of handling the
issue independent of outside help.
Shallow Comforting: Reassuring a person that everything will be alright denies his/her feelings about the difficulty of the issue. It is
also an empty promise that cannot be guaranteed. Another example may be distracting someone from his/her agenda by offering
another agenda that is more tolerable to the listener.
DETAILED STRUCTURE
Reflective listening can feel organic and natural, such as when discussing each other’s day. It can also feel structurally laborious and
tedious, especially if using the formal process outlined below. However, the formal structure can be wonderfully helpful and
liberating in that it keeps a disagreement from becoming stagnant.
Speaker makes statement → Listener responds with reflection → Speaker affirms accuracy of or corrects the reflection
↑
↓
↓
↑
Listener responds with own ideas
Listener reattempts reflection
↑
↓
↓
Initial speaker now becomes the listener, ←←←←←←←←←←←←←←←←Speaker affirms accuracy of or corrects
and the process starts over
the reflection (repeat as necessary)
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