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Don’t push me; Don’t get in my way; Walk by my side
Empathic Listening - Mina B.Wuchenich

Empathy is emotional, based in the Right Brain for both the speaker and the listener.     
It helps listeners for consoling, understanding, building trust/ relationships in turmoil. It 
helps speakers to clear pent-up emotion allowing clearer thoughts and stress relief.

Just listening without judging can be the only help the speaker may need.  Good Customer 
Service representatives shine with Empathic Listening.

The Young Presidents’ Organization (YPO) is a national mentoring/support group for 
CEOs/ Presidents under the age of 50.  The members gather to listen to each other as they 
discuss issues and challenges facing them in their businesses.  When invited, the audience  
also may advise, but only when invited to do so.

One question from the audience precedes each speaker:  
Do you want us to advise you or just listen to let you clear your own fog?

Listening to someone in distress:

1. Get your own time needs out at the beginning.  If you are not able to talk at length 
now, say so. Otherwise you may have to drop out at a critical time and undo the 
benefit.   Schedule another time and honor it. 

2. Assure the speaker of confidentiality unless there is danger to speaker or some one 
else. 

3. Drop your own agenda, ego, and judgment as much as possible.  This is selfless 
listening as you trust the speaker to find own solutions. Ask if the speaker wants 
you to advise or just be a sounding board to help speaker clear own fog.

4. Do not fix the problem even though you may see the answer so clearly before the 
speaker does. You are not emotionally hijacked; the speaker probably is. Your 
solution will not work for the speaker.  It must be his/her solution. Don’t play 
cheerleader which glosses over the pain.  You can do this doesn’t help right now.

5. Do not share a similar experience from your past.  That shifts the focus to you, not 
the speaker. This can lead to one-up-manship.  What is simple for you can be 
overwhelming to another.  This is not a competition of who is tougher. Don’t 
trivialize what speaker is going through.

6. Ask questions only to keep the speaker talking.  Open ended questions  (Who, What, 
Where, When How Why and So What) help.  

7. Silence does not mean the speaker is done.  Probe gently for more, especially if there 
is a difference in status between speaker and listener.  It can be very intimidating to 
tell a superior or loved one what they may have done to hurt you. 

8. Do not interrupt to correct exaggerations or inaccuracies.  Jot them down  and 
return to them after the emotion has been spent.  Jot down questions that cross your 
mind to ask later. That helps you stay engaged.

9. Organize what you are hearing. Taking notes can help you stay focused. 
10. Affirm only. Accept the speaker at face value.  This is mostly done with body 

language, eye contact  which go subtly but powerfully right to the sense perception 
in speaker’s right brain.  No blaming, no I told you so, no  judging, no defensiveness.  
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11. If the speaker wants advice, wait until the emotion is spent and then ask some 
questions to lead them to draw their own conclusions.  

12. Don’t listen until you understand.  Listen until the speaker feels understood!

Speaking to an empathic sounding board to 
clear your own emotional turmoil.

       When emotional distress or indecision are roiling around in a 
speaker’s head, stating the issues moves it from the turmoil of 

emotional center in right brain to the more logical language center in the left brain.  
Applying left-brained listening to a speaker’s own words helps to clear inconsistencies, 
exaggerations, stress.  Language objectifies the issues, making them clearer as valid or not.

Writing or journaling will help also when there is no one the speaker feels able to use as a 
sounding board.

You as speaker may be emotionally hijacked by the circumstances.  When you are speaking 
about turmoil, you may not say what you mean as you wrestle with conflicts.  You may not 
know the issues yourself, so asking for a sounding board can help you get thoughts clearer 
in your own head.  Be kind to yourself.  Many Empathic Listeners are pleased that you will 
talk to them.  They naturally want to help.  Beware burdening family members who are 
concerned about you already and may themselves be hurting.  Sometimes an empathetic 
outsider is easier for all.  Clergy, friends, professionals in mental health are all resources.  
But you may have to help them help you.  

1. Ask a listener whom you trust. Request a time to talk out a dilemma. You may feel 
out of control, but you can get some back by asking for confidential sounding board.  

2. Be aware of listener’s time restrictions---reschedule to meet in a better time and 
private place, preferably neutral.

3. Ask directly for someone to just listen, not fix.  Well-intentioned listeners may try to 
fix things for you but it usually doesn’t work.  Ask them to be just a sounding board.

4. Admit to confusion, fear if you feel it. This may be difficult to talk about, but it does 
help. Be patient with yourself. This is a process. Talk your way to perspective.  The 
emotion will dissipate slowly and you’ll think more clearly.  

5. Help the listener understand by explaining the context.

6. Rant, cry, go silent as needed.

7. Thank the listener for support.

8. If advice is given, reflect on it and make your own decision.  Solutions are not 
effective unless you own them.


