
HABIT 5- ,Seek First to Understand  then to be understood 
“You have tWo EARStWo EARStWo EARStWo EARS and oNE MOUTH oNE MOUTH oNE MOUTH oNE MOUTH … hellllllo.” 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.11-12.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as 

inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain. 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.11-12.7 Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in different media or formats (e.g., 

visually, quantitatively) as well as in words in order to address a question or solve a problem. 

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.11-12.1b Work with peers to promote civil, democratic discussions and decision-making, set clear goals and 

deadlines, and establish individual roles as needed. 

 
 

““““The deepestThe deepestThe deepestThe deepest    need of the human heart is to beneed of the human heart is to beneed of the human heart is to beneed of the human heart is to be    UnderstoodUnderstoodUnderstoodUnderstood .”– Steven Covey  
 

What if you went to the doctor and he or she prescribed some medication without diagnosing 
your illness?  Would you be sure that the medication would cure you?  Would you trust the doctor 
and follow his or her orders?  Habit 5 explains the importance of diagnosing before prescribing.  In 
communication, this words as you listen first and talk second.   

This habit makes communication work, since the deepest need of the human heart is to be 
understood.  Everyone wants to be respected and valued for whom and what he or she is – an 
individual.  Think of the saying, “People don’t care how much you know until they know how much you 
care.”  How do you feel when someone doesn’t take the time to really listen to you?  It feels as if 
they don’t really care. 

 

five poor listening styles  
You can’t understand someone who’s talking if you don’t listen carefully.  Surprise!  Like most of us, you probably 
don’t know how to listen well.  We are too busy preparing a response, judging, or making their words fit our own 
paradigms.  Typically, we use one of these five poor listening styles.   

1. Spacing out:  Someone is talking to you, but you ignore him or her because your mind is elsewhere.  
2. Pretend listening:  You’re not paying attention to the person talking, but you pretend you are.  When you think the person 

wants a response, you says, “Uh-huh, cool, yeah, hmmmm.” 
3. Selective listening:  You pay attention only to the part of the conversation that interests you or relates to you.  You key in on 

specific words and then go off on your own conversation rather than listening to what the other person is trying to tell you.   
4. Word listening:  You pay attention to the words, but you miss the point because you’re ignoring the tone, feelings, and body 

language.  When you focus on the words only, you miss the deeper emotions in someone’s heart.  
5. Self-centered listening:  You apply everything you hear to your own point of view.  You say, “Oh, I know just what you mean,”  

or “I know exactly how you feel.”  Well, you don’t know exactly how he or she feels, and you haven’t listened long enough to 
show you even care.  This is where some people play the one-upmanship game: “If you think your day was bad, wait until I tell you 
about mine”   

 



HABIT 5- ,Seek First to understand  then to be understood 
Genuine Listening: 
How often do you find yourself using one of the five poor listening styles instead of genuinely listening to another 
person?  Are you even hearing what they are trying to say? Habit 5 explains that genuine listening involves:  

• Listening with your eyes, heart, and ears.  
• Standing in the other person’s shoes.  
• Mirroring (using your own words to reflect the other person’s feelings).  

Make sure you use these techniques only when you’re talking about important or sensitive issues. If you use these 
techniques during casual conversation or everyday small talk, people might think you are weird or insincere.   

 

, , ,first  listen with your eyes  heart  and ears 
Habit 5 teaches that if you want to understand what other people are really saying, you need to listen to what they 
don’t say.  How can you hear something that isn’t said? Try listening with your eyes, heart and ears.  Don’t just pay 
attention to the words people say; watch their body language, hear their tone, and sense how they are feeling.  HEAR HEAR HEAR HEAR 
MORE THAN WORDS:MORE THAN WORDS:MORE THAN WORDS:MORE THAN WORDS:  What can you infer from people’s body language? 

 

 

Second, stand in their shoes 
If you want to understand someone else, try looking at 
things from his or her perspective.  Be willing to stand 
in someone else’s shoes to see things from a different 
point of view.   

 

Third, Practice Mirroring 
Have you ever talked to someone who responded by 
who you knew wasn’t really listening to you?  Genuine 
listening involves responding in a way that helps the 
speaker feel understood.  This type of response is called 
mirroring.  Mirroring means to repeat back in your own 
words what the other person is saying.   

If you use mirroring but don’t really want to 
understand others, they will see through you and feel manipulated.  Mirroring is a skill – the tip of the iceberg.  Your 
attitude or desire to really understand another is the lurking mass of ice underneath the surface.   



HABIT 5- ,Seek First to understand  then to be understood 
Communicating with parents 
I bet you’ve said to your parents, “You don’t understand me!”  Have you ever stopped to consider that perhaps you 
don’t understand them?  Your parents have pressures and worries just like you do.  They have days when they get 
offended, when they cry, and when people laugh at them.  They wonder if they fit in and if they will achieve their 
goals – just like you do.  If you take the time to understand and listen to your parents, you will gain more respect for 
them, and they will be more likely to trust and listen to you.  
 

Communicating with parents 
The first half of Habit 5 requires a lot of work; so many people forget the second half, “Then to Be 
Understood.” Seeking first to understand someone else requires that you show consideration.  Seeking then to 
be understood requires courage.  Practicing just the first half of this habit it Lose-Win, and Lose-Win is not 
healthy.   
 
Unexpressed feelings never die – they are buried alive and just come forth later in uglier ways.  That sounds 

really scary doesn’t it?  So what other things are you afraid of?  If you asked a hundred people what their 
greatest fears were, speaking in public would be number one, and death would be number two.  Can you believe 
that?  People would rather die than speak in public!  Are you one of them?  
 

 

Giving Feedback  
Giving feedback to someone who is talking to you is an important part of seeking to be understood.  If it’s 
done right it can help you and other people.  Do you have a situation in your life right now where you need to 
give feedback but are afraid to?  What is the situation and who is it with?   
 

 

Baby Steps – Choose one or two baby steps you can do to Seek First to Understanding, then to Be Understood 

1. See how long you can keep eye contact with someone while they are talking to you.   

2. Go to the mall, fins a seat, and watch people communicate with each other.  Observe what their body language is saying.   

3. In your interactions today, try mirroring one person and mimicking another, just for fun.  Compare results.  

4. Ask yourself, “Which of the five poor listening styles do I have the biggest problem with?  Now, try to go one day without doing it.  

5. Sometime this week, ask your mom or dad, “How’s it going?”  Open up your heart and practice genuine listening.  You’ll be surprised by what 

you learn.   

6. If you’re a talker, take a break and spend your day listening.  Only talk when you have to.  

7. The next time you find yourself wanting to bury your feeling deep inside you, don’t do it.  Instead, express them in a responsible way.  

8. Think of a situation where your constructive feedback would really help another person.  Share it with them when the time is right.  

 

 

 


