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Active Listening Training Exercises 

Use these exercises to lead managers and employees in practicing their active listening skills.

Exercise 1: Active Listening Basics 
Total time: Approximately 35-45 minutes (depending on the number of participants)
 
1. Review the above components of active listening as well as those in the issue of TD at Work. Divide participants into 

groups of three or four. Have one member from each group briefly explain the spotlight theory in their own words and 
how each skill noted above affects the spotlight.

2. Then ask group members to number off, 1, 2, 3, and 4. For two minutes, member 1 will describe their most recent 
weekend to member 2, who will practice their active listening skills. Member 3 and 4 will serve as coaches, taking note 
of each skill they hear and how member 2 uses them in the conversation.

3. Have each group debrief for five minutes, beginning with member 2 sharing how it felt to listen with those skills, 
member 1 sharing how it felt to be listened to with those skills, and then members 3 and 4 sharing their observations. 

4. Have group members rotate roles until everyone has done all three. 

5. Depending on timing, consider a debrief with all participants focused on successes, challenges, and lessons learned. 

Exercise 2: Focus on Feelings 
Total time: Approximately 35-45 minutes (depending on the number of participants) 

Individuals may struggle to reflect emotions back while they listen when they struggle to identify feelings or rely on the 
word very to modify the basic emotions of happiness, sadness, fear, anger, disgust, and surprise. 
1. On a series of flipcharts or in a shared online document, have participants brainstorm gradations for each of the basic 

emotions. For instance, if a participant is feeling a little happy, they may be pleased or content, whereas on the other 
end of the happiness spectrum, they may be thrilled or ecstatic. Have participants either work through each of the 
emotions together as a group, giving everyone approximately two to three minutes per emotion, or provide an open 
12–15-minute time frame for participants to identify emotions across the six categories as they arise in the discussion. It 
is important to provide ample brainstorming time, because this can be challenging.

2. After participants have developed a list of feelings, ask them to pair off. Ask each team to identify Partner A and 
Partner B. Partner A will first select an emotion from the list and discuss a scenario that would support that feeling—
they can select a personal or professional scenario and get creative. To practice the reflection skill, Partner B should 
reflect back what they’re hearing using this pattern: “You’re feeling ______________ because ______________.” 

 » Partner A selects disappointed and shares, “I was recently up for a promotion I had been working toward for the 
past six months and was one of two finalists. And while I understand why the company went with the outside hire, 
I still can’t help but wonder what else I should have done differently.”

 » Partner B reflects, “You’re feeling disappointed because you were looking forward to the promotion as a result of 
your hard work, and you are also feeling unsure about what’s next because this is something you’ve wanted for so 
long.”

 » Partner A offers feedback: “Exactly—I was going for disappointment, and while I wasn’t thinking about feeling 
unsure, I think that’s also right for the situation, and I would be feeling that in this situation.”
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3. Emphasize to participants that getting it “wrong” can be just as helpful for building rapport, so there’s no need to worry 
about getting it all correct. Even if a participant doesn’t identify exactly the word that their partner was thinking of, 
they’ll likely be close, or the partner will offer a more nuanced explanation, which will also help move the conversation 
forward. For example: 

 » Partner A: “I was recently up for a promotion I had been working toward for the past six months and was one of 
two finalists. And while I understand why the company went with the outside hire, I still can’t help but wonder 
what else I should have done differently.”

 » Partner B: “You’re feeling stuck because you were looking forward to the promotion as a result of your hard work, 
and you’re also upset that you were overlooked for the role.”

 » Partner A responds: “That’s interesting. I guess I may feel sort of stuck if I was in that position. I wasn’t thinking I was 
overlooked because I was a finalist, but if I wasn’t upset about that, maybe I could talk with my boss about what 
else I can do so I’m ready for next time for sure.”

4. Each partner should have the opportunity to practice at least three feelings and get feedback on three different reflec-
tions. They can do that in the same partner pairings or by switching partners throughout the exercise. 

5. After each pairing has the opportunity to practice, bring the group back together for a debrief. Not only is this a helpful 
exercise in reflective listening, it can also be a good exercise in empathy. Ask these questions: Which emotions out of 
the basic six did you find yourselves selecting the most? Were there feelings that were more difficult to imagine a sce-
nario for than others? What about those that were easier? How was it to be listened to in this way? 
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