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Abstract

Listening to the other side is essential for communication and conflict resolution.
However, even when a listener listens well, the speaker may still exclaim, “You are not listening
to me!” We reason this occurs because speakers think someone who disagrees with them simply
has not listened. Across seven studies with 2,090 participants, we find that speakers think a
listener listened better when the listener agrees with them than when they do not. This effect
emerged despite the conversation being the same and the listener signaling they understood the
speaker. The effect held across communication contexts, discussions of moral or non-moral
issues, and controlling for other positive impressions of the listener. We find that naive realism
explains this effect: speakers believe their views are correct, so they think listeners who agree
with them can better process objective information. We discuss the implications of these findings

for managing conflict and group decision-making.

Word count; 150

Keywords: agreement, conflict, conversation, listening, naive realism

[Type here]



THE EFFECT OF AGREEMENT ON PERCEIVED LISTENING QUALITY

Statement of Relevance

Imagine listening closely to someone sharing their views on a topic. You are attentive,
engaged, and understand the speaker’s point. But you ultimately come to a different conclusion.
You listened well, but the present findings suggest that the speaker may not think so. We find
that people rely on whether someone agrees with them as a signal of how well they listened,
suggesting that when people lament, “You are not listening to me!” what they mean is “You are
not agreeing with me!” The finding that perceived good listening depends on agreeing with the
speaker’s views reveals why accusations of poor listening in conflict can persist despite listeners
being resolute that they have listened. Moreover, these findings show that it is vital to account
for similarities in views when using listening quality as a performance metric, which is an

increasingly common organizational practice.

Word count: 143
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THE EFFECT OF AGREEMENT ON PERCEIVED LISTENING QUALITY
DISAGREEMENT IS A SHORT-HAND FOR POOR LISTENING: WHY SPEAKERS

EVALUATE OTHERS’ LISTENING QUALITY BASED ON WHETHER OTHERS AGREE

WITH THEM

During conflict, debates, or discussions of controversial topics, people want to feel that
others are listening to them (Lloyd, 2015; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997). Feeling listened to fosters
trust, social connection, and collaborative decision-making (Bergeron & Laroche, 2009; Curhan
et al., 2006; Itzchakov et al., 2017; Stine et al., 1995). In contrast, feeling unheard makes people
frustrated, angry, and unmotivated to resolve issues (David & Roberts, 2017; Kriz et al., 2021,
Levinson et al., 1997; Lloyd et al., 2015). Thus, both scholars and practitioners have sought to
identify the factors that promote good listening (Collins, 2022; Fitzgerald, 2021; Kluger &
Itzchakov, 2022; Yip & Fisher, 2022).

Good listeners ask questions and can paraphrase what a speaker says (Bodie & Jones,
2012; Jones, 2011; Tyler, 2011; Van Quaquebeke & Felps, 2018). They stay focused on the
speaker, not their phone or their own thoughts (Itzchakov et al., 2018). Good listeners remain
open and receptive (Yeomans et al., 2020), and they work to make the speaker feel heard
(Collins, 2022).

Ideally, enacting these behaviors would also make someone seen as a good listener. Yet,
drawing on the theory of naive realism, we reason this might not be the case. In the contexts of
conflict, debates, or discussions of controversial topics, someone could listen well. They could
listen attentively and understand the speaker’s views. But the speaker may still think they
listened poorly because they disagree with the speaker’s position on the issue at hand. That is, we

reason that people use whether someone agrees with their views as a signal of how well they
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listened, suggesting that when people lament, “You are not listening to me!” they may mean
instead, “You are not agreeing with me!”

The theory of naive realism holds that people experience their views as objective and
correct (Robinson et al., 1995; Ross & Ward, 1996). People believe that they are reasonable and
rational and process the world in an unmediated way. Thus, people assume that if they explain
their views on a topic to other reasonable and rationale people, these people should agree with
them (Cheek et al., 2021; Dorison et al., 2019; Dorison & Minson, 2022; Minson & Dorison,
2022; Pronin et al., 2004). If someone instead disagrees with them, people may conclude the
person wasn't listening.

Prior work on listening has not considered how a listener’s views on an issue affect
perceptions of their listening ability. On the one hand, this absence makes sense because good
listening often requires someone to withhold their opinions and to be open to others' ideas (Bodie
& Jones, 2012; Yeomans et al., 2020). On the other hand, this absence is surprising because it is
common for speakers to know a listener’s ultimate position on a topic, such as when people need
to reach consensus or make a decision. Therefore, it is important to understand how speakers
evaluate a listener’s listening quality based on this listener’s opinions about the conversation
topic.

Conceptually, whether a listener shares a speaker’s views after listening to them should
not define how well they can listen. A listener can integrate the speaker's views with their
existing knowledge to form similar or different conclusions from the speaker. For instance, a
voter could attentively listen to others describe why they oppose a government mandate, but

ultimately votes in favor of it. Conversely, someone could say they agree with a colleague’s
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complaints about a work policy without understanding the issue. Yet, we predict that people treat
whether a listener agrees with them as systematically related to how well they can listen.

This finding would shift current understanding about listening. People benefit from
feeling that others are listening to them (Collins, 2022; Kluger & Itzchakov, 2022; Itzchakov et
al., 2018), and when others see them as good listeners (Kuglar et al., 2022). However, this work
suggests that reaping the benefits of perceived good listening may rest more on listeners
communicating their agreement with the speaker than their actual listening behavior. Thus, this
work has important implications for conflict resolution and group decision-making, where
divergent views are a reality and, in the case of the latter, a necessity (De Dreu & Weingart,
2003).

Overview of Studies

In seven studies, we found support for the prediction that people judge a listener who
agrees with them to be better a listener than a listener who does not. Participants shared their
views on a sociopolitical topic or who to hire in a hiring simulation. We held constant what the
listener said or did while listening to the speaker. We varied only whether the speaker learned
after the conversation that the listener agreed with them on the topic.

Open Practices Statement

All studies were preregistered. We report all data exclusions, all manipulations, and all
measures in the study. Our preregistration documents, data, code, and study materials are made
available in the project’s Research Box page:
https://researchbox.org/1150&PEER_REVIEW _passcode=MJUAAS.

Study la and Study 1b
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Participants shared their views on a personally important issue with another person, either
through a recording (Study 1a) or a face-to-face conversation (Study 1b). Participants then
received feedback that the listener agreed or disagreed with them about the topic and rated the
listener’s listening ability.*

Study la
Method
Participants

We recruited undergraduate students from a private university on the East Coast of the
United States. The number of participants who completed the study during that week determined
the sample size. In total, 138 participants completed the study. Following our preregistered
exclusion criteria (see Table S1 in the SOM), we had a total of 127 participants in the final
sample. We report the demographic data for all studies in the SOM (Table S4).

Procedure

Participants completed the study individually in private breakout rooms. We told
participants that we would assign them randomly to be the speaker or the listener. Participants
learned that the speaker would audio record their views on a personally-relevant campus-related
topic. The listener would listen to this recording and then provide feedback.

After reading the instructions, participants had to pass an audio check. We included this
check to increase the believability that participants could be assigned to the listener role. In
reality, we assigned everyone to the speaker role.

After this check, participants learned that they were the speaker. Participants then

selected which of four possible campus-related topics was the most personally relevant. The

1 We also measured perceived open-mindedness in all studies. We report them in the SOM.
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topics included how to make college more affordable, the university's handling of COVID, the
benefits and drawbacks of virtual learning, and how to address issues of free speech in the
classroom. Participants recorded their views on their chosen topic using an online recording tool,
Phonic.ai.

We then told participants that we sent their recording to the other participant (the
listener). We explained that the listener would listen to the recording and answer questions about
it. Participants completed a filler questionnaire during this time to keep them occupied. After
four minutes, a note appeared on the computer screen saying the listener's feedback was ready.
Manipulation of the listener’s views on the topic

Participants clicked a link that took them to a feedback form that the listener supposedly
completed. In reality, this was a prefilled Google Form that we generated (See Figure 1). In all
conditions, the feedback form indicated that the listener understood the speaker and thought the
speaker was thoughtful.

We varied across conditions how the listener responded to the question, “To what extent
do you agree or disagree with this person on this topic?” In the disagreement condition, the
listener selected either “1” or “2” on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1=Strongly disagree to
5=Strongly agree. The listener selected “4” or “5” on this scale in the agreement condition. We
varied the strength of (dis)agreement for stimulus sampling purposes. The main analysis
collapsed across this variation. Section 2 of the SOM shows the results by strength of
(dis)agreement.

We used the written comments to further signal whether the listener agreed with the
speaker. In the disagreement condition, the listener commented, “I hear what [she] is trying to

say about [topic the participant selected], but I don't really agree with [her]. I just see things
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pretty differently.” In the agreement condition, the listener commented, “I really hear what [she]
is saying about [topic the participant selected]. | completely agree with [her], and | see things
the exact same way.” We matched the bracketed content to the participants' gender identity and
topic choice.

Figure 1

Example of the Feedback Participants Received from the Listener (Study 1a).

How well did you understand what the person was trying to say? How well did you understand what the person was trying to say?
1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5
@) e
Not at all well O O (@) & O Extremely well Not at all well @] O O ) O Extremely well
How thoughtful was the person's response? How thoughtful was the person's response?
1 2 3 4 s 1 2 3 4 5
Not at all thoughtful O O 0O ® O Extremely thoughtful Not at all thoughtful O O 0O ® O Extremely thoughtful
1 r td g ree with this person on this ¢ To whar extent do you agree or disagree with this person on ¢ P
1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5
—_ =
Strongly disagree @] O O © @) Strangly agree Strongly disagree O @ O @) @) Strongly agree
Comments Comments

| really hear what she is saying about virtual learning. | completely agree with her and | see

| hear what she is trying to say about virtual learning, but | don't really agree with her. | just
things the exact same way.

see things pretty differently.

Note. This shows the feedback a female participant who selected the topic of the merits or
drawbacks of virtual learning would have received in each condition. Panel A shows the form
that the participant would have received if she was assigned to the agreement condition with
mild agreement; Panel B shows the form if she was assigned to the disagreement condition with
mild disagreement.
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Measures

After reviewing the feedback, participants answered one question about their impressions
of the listener’s listening ability, “Do you think this person is an attentive listener?”” (1=Strongly
disagree; 5=Strongly agree).

Participants concluded the study by answering a manipulation check question, “Based on
the feedback you received from the other participant, to what extent do you think this person
agrees or disagrees with you about [topic the participant selected]?” Participants answered the
question on a sliding scale ranging from 0=Strongly disagree to 100=Strongly agree.

We debriefed participants after the study and told them the listener and the feedback were
fake.

Results
Manipulation check

Participants thought the listener who agreed with them agreed with them more (M =
93.73, SD = 6.69) than the listener who disagreed with them (M = 16.58, SD = 13.42), t(92.79) =
41.10, p <.001).2 Thus, the manipulation was successful. The manipulation checks also were
successful in the subsequent studies. We report these results in Table S3 in the SOM.

Main results

Participants thought the listener was a better listener when they agreed with them (M =
4.27, SD = 0.75) than when they disagreed with them (M = 3.81, SD = 0.91), t(121.16) = 3.11, p
=.002, Cohen’s d = 0.55). It is worth noting that even in the disagreement condition, the
perceived listening was quite high. One reason may be that in all conditions, the listener said

they understood participants well and thought they were quite thoughtful.

2 We adjusted the degrees of freedom for all t-tests to account for unequal variances.
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Study 1b

Study 1b was similar to Study 1a except participants shared their views with a listener
during a video chat.
Method
Participants

We recruited participants in the same manner as described in Study 1a. In total, 130
participants completed the study. Following our preregistered exclusion criteria (see Table S1 in
the SOM), there were 116 participants.

Procedure

The procedure was the same as Study 1a, except participants shared their views during a
live video chat with the listener. Participants learned that they would have a video chat with a
participant from another lab. We explained that everyone from our lab was assigned to the
speaker role, and everyone from the other lab was assigned to the listener role.

Participants again selected a personally-relevant campus topic and shared their views on
this topic with the other participant (the listener) during the virtual meeting. The listener was
played by one of our confederates. We trained them to listen in the same manner. They made eye
contact with the speaker, nodded their head occasionally, and gave short feedback such as
“makes sense”, “ok”. The confederates were blind to condition and to the study’s purpose.

We manipulated the (dis)agreement and measured perceived listening in the same way as

described in Study la.
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Results

Participants thought the listener was a better listener when they agreed with them (M =
4.32, SD = 0.68) than when they disagreed with them (M = 4.00, SD = 0.87), t(103.52) = 2.17, p
=.032, Cohen’s d = 0.41). See the SOM Section 3 for robustness checks.
Discussion

Studies 1a and 1b showed that people thought a listener listened better when the listener
agreed with them than disagreed with them. This effect emerged despite holding the listener's
behavior constant and the listener indicating that they understood the speaker and thought the
speaker was thoughtful.

Study 2a

Study 2a tested whether these findings generalize to less morally-charged topics and to
other assessments of good listening.
Method
Participants

We posted the study for 1,000 participants on Prolific and had 988 responses.
Approximately half of the participants played the role of the speaker and the other half played
the role of the listener. Our analysis focused only on the 503 participants who were assigned to
the speaker role. Following our preregistered exclusion criteria (see Table S1 in the SOM), we
had a total of 388 speakers (see Table S4 in the SOM for more details). The majority of the
exclusions were due to participants not having a conversation partner during the two-minute
waiting window we set for pairing. Participants who were not paired were paid for their

participation and exited from the study.
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Procedure

Participants engaged in a hiring simulation. We paired participants into dyads to have live
chats. In each dyad, we assigned one participant at random to be the human resource (HR)
manager (the speaker) or this person's supervisor (the listener). The HR manager reviewed job
applicants and then provided their recommendation to their supervisor during a live chat. We
told participants playing the supervisor what to say during the chat to create a consistent listening
experience. After the chat, we manipulated whether the supervisor supposedly agreed or
disagreed with the HR manager’s hiring decision. Participants completed the chat using the
Smartrigs chat function developed by Molnar (2019).

The speaker. Participants assigned to the HR manager role were the speaker. They
reviewed information about two job candidates for a senior communications manager position.
After reviewing the information about the candidates, participants logged their hiring
recommendation. We then matched them with their supervisor to have a live, 2-minute chat.
During this chat, participants explained their recommendation to the supervisor. We told the HR
managers that their supervisor received the same information about the candidates. The
supervisor would make the final decision about who to hire after listening to participants’
recommendation.

The listener. Participants assigned to the supervisor role were the listener. They acted
like confederates in the study. We told them we wanted to create a specific listening experience
for the participants assigned to the HR manager role. We told all supervisors what to say during
the conversation and provided them with phrases to use during the chat. Examples of the phrases
include, “OK, I see.” or “Anything else you want to mention about the candidates?”” Section 4 of

the SOM shows the full list of phrases and instructions the supervisors received.
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Manipulation of the listener’s views on the topic

For each dyad, we varied whether the supervisor (the listener) supposedly agreed or
disagreed with the HR manager's (the speaker’s) hiring recommendation. We again used a
feedback form to relay this information. The HR manager received a link that opened a Google
Form that the supervisor supposedly had completed. The form was like the one shown in Figure
1, with minor changes to match the narrative context of the study (see Figure S1 in the SOM for
an example).

We manipulated whether the supervisor agreed with the HR manager's hiring choice by
changing three things on the form. First, we varied how the supervisor answered the question
about whether they agreed or disagreed with the HR manager. Second, we varied who the
supervisor hired. Their decision matched the HR manager's recommendation in the agreement
condition, but not in the disagreement condition. Third, we varied the supervisor's written
comments in a similar way as we did in the previous studies.

Measures

After the HR managers reviewed the feedback, they rated their supervisor's listening
ability. The HR managers also rated their supervisor's engagement (“During the chat, how
disengaged/engaged was the other participant [the supervisor]?”’) and understanding (e.g., “Do
you think the other participant [the supervisor] understood you well?”). The HR managers
responded to each question on a 5-point Likert scale.

The HR managers concluded the study by answering the same manipulation check
question as they did in the other studies (see Table S3 in the SOM). We then debriefed them

about the study's purpose and informed them that the feedback was fake.
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Results
As shown in Table 1, participants assigned to the HR manager role thought their
supervisor listened better, was more engaged, and understood them better when they agreed with

their recommendation about who to hire than when they disagreed with the recommendation.

Table 1
Independent Samples t-test Results (Studies 2a and 2b)

Supervisor Agreed with  Supervisor Disagreed with

the HR Manager’s the HR Manager’s
Recommendation Recommendation
N Mean N Mean dp p Cohen's d
(SD) (SD) [95% CI]

Lo . 4.19 2.73 _ 1.17

Listening Ability 198 (1.10) 190 (137) 1(361.84)=11.62 <.,001 [0.97, 1.40]
4.47 3.05 1.22

Understood Me (0:59) 3y (GEN=1196 <001 [1.01, 1.44]

Study 2a

. . 3.47 2.22 - 0.99

Engaged in the Conversation (1.29) (124) t(386) =9.72 <.001 [0.78, 1.20]
Perceived (Dis)agreement 89.21 16.70 4.14

= <

(Manipulation Check) (14.05) (20.48) 4333.13) = 4051 A [3.79, 4.50]
o .. 3.99 3.04 B 0.84

Listening Ability 198 (1.04) 190 (1.23) 1(370.74)=8.23 <.001 [0.63, 1.05]
4.19 3.25 0.90

Understood the Speaker (0.87) (120) 1(344.94) = 8.78 <.001 [0.69, 1.11]

Study 2b

. . 345 2.76 0.56

Engaged in the Conversation (122) (128) 1(383.24)=5.48 <.001 035, 0.76]
Perceived (Dis)agreement 82.69 24.13 2.77

= <
(Manipulation Check) (17.32) (24.45) 13394 = 27.12 0 [2.49, 3.05]

Note. We adjusted the degrees of freedom for all t-tests to account for unequal variances.

Study 2b
A naive realism account suggests that speakers are more motivated than observers to see
their hiring choice as correct (e.g., Pronin et al., 2004). Thus, whether a listener agrees with a

speaker likely affects speakers more than observers. An alternative possibility is that people

[Type here]



16
THE EFFECT OF AGREEMENT ON PERCEIVED LISTENING QUALITY

prefer agreeable people, which would result in observers not rating the listener differently than
the speakers. Study 2b tests these accounts by having participants act as observers instead of
speakers.

Method

Participants

We needed one observer for each of the 388 conversations from Study 2a. We recruited
until we had 388 participants who met our inclusion criteria (see Tables S1 and S4 in the SOM
for more details).

Procedure

Participants reviewed an interaction between a HR manager and a supervisor from Study
2a and rated the supervisor’s listening. We gave participants background information about the
hiring scenario from Study 2a. We randomly yoked each participant to one HR manager (i.e., a
speaker) from Study 2a. Participants reviewed the transcript of the HR manager's conversation
from Study 2a. They also reviewed the same feedback form that their HR manager received.
That is, they learned that the supervisor agreed or disagreed with the HR manager's
recommendation. Participants did not see the profiles of the candidates so that they would not
form opinions about the candidates.

Participants then evaluated the supervisor by answering the same questions that the HR
managers answered in Study 2a. We then compared these ratings to participants’ ratings from
Study 2a.

Results
We first assessed whether observers thought the supervisor listened better when they

agreed with the HR manager. They did (see Table 1).
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We then combined the data from the observers with the speakers’ data from Study 2a. We
then assessed our central prediction that the agreement manipulation would have a larger effect
on speakers than observers.

We regressed each dependent variable on condition (O=supervisor disagreed,;
1=supervisor agreed), perspective (0=HR manager [speaker]; 1=observer) and the interaction
between condition and perspective. The interaction was significant for each rating (see Table 2).
As shown in Figure 2, whether the supervisor agreed with the HR manager had a stronger effect
on the HR managers than on the observers. Indeed, the effect size of the effect of agreement on
perceived listening quality is almost twice as large for the HR managers than for the observers
(n?=0.26 for speakers; n?>= 0.14 for observers).

Table 2

Regression Results (Study 2b)

Outcome Variable

Listening Ability Understood Me iﬂﬁiﬁfﬁfc
Intercept 2.73 (0.09) *** 3.05 (0.08) *** 2.22 (0.09) ***
;‘giﬁ;‘;ﬁaﬁm 1.47 (0.12) *** 142 (0.11) *** 1.25 (0.13) ***
Perspective 031(0.12) * 0.20 (0.11) 0.54 (0.13) ***
Perspecitve X
Supervisor’s -0.51 (0.17) ** -0.48 (0.16) ** 2055 (0.18) **

Recommendation

*p < .05, **p < .001. ***p < .0001.

Note. Supervisor’s recommendation is scored as O=supervisor disagreed; 1=supervisor agreed.
Perspective is scored as 0=HR manager [speaker]; 1=observer).
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Figure 2

Perspective as a Moderator (Study 2b)

Listening Ability Understood Me Engaged in the Conversation

Ratings

]
]

Spcilkcr Observer Spcélkcr Observer Spczjkcr Observer

(W]

Perspective
Agree A Disagree

Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence interval (Cls). The dependent variables were assessed
on a 5-point scale.

Discussion

Studies 2a and 2b showed that both observers and speakers thought a listener was a better
listener when they agreed with a speaker than when they disagreed, but this effect was smaller
for observers than speakers. This moderation by perspective aligns with a naive realism account.
However, the positive effect of agreement on observers’ evaluation of the listener suggests that
people also have a general positivity toward agreeable listeners.

Studies 3a and 3b

In Studies 3a and 3b, we included a control condition in which participants had no

information about the listener’s views. We also measured participants’ impression of the
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listener’s moral character, a foremost person perception dimension (Goodwin et al., 2015), to
assess the extent to which a general positivity bias toward someone who shares one’s views (the
“halo effect”) may explain the findings.

Study 3a
Method
Participants

We posted the study for 1,200 participants and had 1,171 participants take the study. Our
analysis focused only on the 576 participants who were assigned to the speaker role. Following
our preregistered exclusion criteria (see Table S1 in the SOM), we had a total of 479 speakers
(see Table S4 in the SOM for more details).

Procedure

The procedure was the same as Study 2a, with the following exceptions. The HR
managers (the speakers) were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: their supervisor (the
listener) agreed with their recommended candidate, their supervisor disagreed with their
recommended candidate, or they received no information about the supervisor’s recommended
candidate (as a control condition). The HR managers assigned to this control condition did not
receive the feedback form from the supervisor. Instead, they evaluated the supervisor directly
after the conversation.

The HR managers also answered three questions about their impressions of the
supervisor’s moral character. They indicated to what extent they perceived the supervisor to be
highly principled, honest, and of high integrity. The HR managers answered each question on a
5-point scale (1=Strongly agree; 5=Strongly disagree). We averaged their responses to create a

composite measure of perceived moral character (see Goodwin et al., 2015).
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Results

We conducted an ANOVA for each dependent variable to assess whether it varied
significantly across the three conditions. We then conducted post hoc comparisons using Tukey’s
HSD to compare the simple differences among the conditions.

Table 3 shows the ANOVA results. HR managers thought their supervisor listened better
when their supervisor agreed with them than when they received no information about their
supervisor’s views. They thought their supervisor listened worse when they disagreed with them
than when they received no information about their supervisor’s views. Similar results emerged
for HR managers’ perceptions of their supervisors’ understanding, engagement, and moral
character, with two exceptions. HR managres’ perceptions of the supervisor’s engagement and
moral character did not significantly differ between the disagreement and no information

conditions.

Table 3
ANOVA Results (Study 3a)

Supervisor's Decision on Which Candidate to Hire

ANOVA
Agreed Disagreed No Information (Control)
Mean Mean Mean 2
N D) N D) N (D) F(DF1, DF2) 2 Eta
Listening Abili 4.09 2.77 3.12
¢ Y 163 ! 160 b 156 ¢ F(2,476)=51.10  <.001 0.18
(1.14) (1.30) (1.19)
Understood M 4.46, . .
naersiood e 6, 336, 63 F(2,476)=4791  <.001 0.17
(0.89) (1.23) (0.99)
Engaged in the Conversation 3.31 2.41 2.66
£ : b b F(2,476)=21.82  <.001 0.08
(1.34) (1.25) (1.19)
Moral Character Ratin, 3.78 3.11 3.26
¢ b b F(2,476)=3108 < .00l 0.12
(0.85) (0.89) (0.64)
Perceived (Dis)agree t , \ 4.
cived (Disjagreemen 88.75, 22.82, 6492 poar6)=4as150 <.001 0.65
(Manipulation Check) (14.47) (25.66) (18.10)

Note. Groups with different subscripts all differ from each other at the significance level of p
< .05 based on our preregistered Tukey’s HSD tests.
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Controlling for moral character

We re-ran the analyses controlling for perceptions of the listeners’ moral character to
assess the extent to which a general positivity toward agreeing listeners explained the differences
in perceived listening ability. Our results remained consistent with two exceptions (see Table S9
in the SOM for the full results). One, the simple effect comparing perceived engagement
between the agreement condition and the control condition became non-significant (p = .061).
Two, the difference in perceived understanding between the disagreement condition and the
control condition became non-significant (p = .069).
Figure 3

HR Managers’ Evaluation of their Supervisor (Study 3a).

5 4
T
L
4 I 4.46
Lo 4.09 X
2 I
31 3.36 3.31
2.77
21 2.41
Lislcning Ability Understood Me Engaged in the Conversation

Different Dimensions of Listening

D Supervisor Agreed I:l Supervisor Disagreed . No Information (Control)

Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals (Cls). Participants assigned to the HR
manager role were the speaker and those assigned to the supervisor role were the listener.
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We observed positive effects of agreeing with the speaker and negative effects of
disagreeing with the speaker on the three dependent variables relative to the no information
control condition. We conducted Wald tests to compare the size of these effects to see whether
one is larger than the other. These tests showed that the positive effect of agreeing with the
speaker was larger than the negative effect of disagreeing with the speaker for perceived
listening ability (X?(2) = 102.2, p <.001) and how much the supervisor understood the HR

manager (X?(2) = 95.8, p <.001).
Study 3b

We reason, in line with a naive realism account, that speakers may think listeners who
agree with them are better listeners because they are more willing and able to process
information objectively. We tested this proposed mechanism in Study 3b.

Participants

We posted the study for 1,200 participants and 1,146 participants completed the study.
Our analysis focused only on the 569 participants who were assigned the speaker role. Following
our preregistered exclusion criteria (see Table S1 in the SOM), we had a total of 335 speakers
(see Table S4 in the SOM for more details).

Procedure

The procedure was the same as Study 3a. The HR managers (the speakers) again rated
their supervisor’s (the listener’s) listening ability and moral character. They did not answer the
engagement or understanding questions in this study. The HR managers also reported whether
they thought their supervisor processed information in a rational and unbiased way (e.g., “They
[the supervisor] had an unbiased understanding of the job candidates” [1 = not at all; 5 =

extremely]). We designed the scale based on prior definitions of naive realism (see Section 6 in
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the SOM for the complete list of items). The scale had six items and demonstrated high
reliability (o = 0.80). We scored the items so that higher values equate to being seen as more
willing and able to process information objectively. We averaged the six items to create a
composite measure of objective information processing.
Results

Replicating the findings from Study 3a, an ANOVA showed that HR managers’ ratings
of their supervisor’s listening ability and moral character differed across the three conditions (see
Table 4 for more details). HR managers’ judgments of their supervisor’s objective information
processing also varied across the three conditions. HR managers rated the supervisor who agreed
with them the highest on this dimension, followed by the supervisor whose views they did not
know, and the supervisor who disagreed with them.

We ran a multiple-mediator model. We assessed the indirect effect of condition on the
HR managers’ ratings of their supervisor’s listening ability through inferences about the
supervisor’s objective information processing (mediator one) and moral character (mediator
two). Condition is a three-level categorical variable. We assessed the indirect effects for each
pairwise comparison: control vs. disagreement, control vs agreement, disagreement vs.
agreement. We used the bootstrapping method for testing indirect effects, using 5,000 resamples
(see Preacher & Hayes, 2004).

Table 5 shows the results. The indirect effects through both objective information
processing and moral character were significant for each pairwise comparison, suggesting that
both inferences mediated the effect. The table also shows that objective information processing

explained more variance of the indirect effect than moral character, suggesting that the former
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inference played a bigger role. We observed full mediation for each pairwise comparison (see

Table 5).

Table 4

Summary Statistics and ANOVA Results (Study 3b).

Mean (SD) ANOVA Correlation
Supervisor's Decision about Which
Candidate to Hire
No Information )
. p—_— i g 5
Agreed Disagreed (Control) F(DF1, DF2) P Eta 1 2 3 4
Percieved }T;:? LZ)‘I:,N ﬁ:}‘;{: F(2.332)=460.70 <.001 0.74 0.63%%*% (), 52%*%% () 48%%*
Manipulation Check  (Dis)agreement (13.23) @ ) (20.38)
Objective Information 3.87 2.66n 3.23
. F(2,332)=78.14 <.001 0.32 0.72%%%  (.68%%*
Mediator Processing (0.66) (0.81) (0.70) ( )
Media
3.85. 2.800 3.25¢
F(2,332)=49.53 <.001 0.23 0.64%%*
Moral Character (0.75) (0.88) (0.76) ( )
2
Qutcome Variable Listening Ability (1.2)21) (-l‘;:) (3|l;?]l) F(2,332)=37.78 <.001 0.19

Note. Groups with different subscripts all differ from each other (p <.05) based on our

preregistered Tukey’s HSD tests.

Table 5

Indirect Effects of the Mediation Analysis (Study 3Db).

Indirect Effect

Objective Information Processing

Moral Character

Direct Effect

Comparison Condition (IV) Coefficient 95% CI Coefficient 95% CI Coefficient 95% CI
Disagrccmcnt Vs, Agrccmcnt 0.80 [0.56, 1.07] 0.48 [0.29, 0.70] 0.09 [—0.21, 0.38]
Control vs. Agreement 0.43 [0.27,0.61] 0.27 [0.15,0.41] 0.20 [-0.05, 0.46]
Control vs. Disagreement -0.37 [-0.55,-0.22] -0.21 [-0.35,-0.09] 0.10 [-0.17,0.37]
Discussion

The inclusion of a no information control condition revealed that both agreeing with a

speaker and disagreeing with a speaker affected perceived listening (e.g., Mullen & Monin,

2016). These effects emerged because speakers thought listeners who agreed with them were
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more unbiased, objective thinkers. Speakers also thought the listener who agreed with them had a
higher moral character. However, the positive effect of agreement on perceived listening held
while controlling for perceived moral character. Moreover, judgments of the listeners’ objective
information processing ability explained more variance of the indirect effect than judgements of
the listener’s moral character.
Study 4

The previous studies held actual listening quality constant. But what if people have
information that the listener listened well? We manipulated how well a listener summarized a
speaker's views as a signal of listening quality to address this question. Accurately summarizing
a person’s views is an important cognitive dimension of listening (Kluger & Itzchakov, 2022;
Flynn et al., 2022).
Method
Participants

We recruited participants for a 2-part study that involved audio recording their views on a
sociopolitical topic (Part 1) and then receiving feedback from someone who listened to the
recording (Part 2). We posted Part 1 of the study for 375 participants to Mechanical Turk via the
CloudResearch Platform (Litman et al., 2017) and received responses from 374 participants.
Following our preregistered exclusion criteria (see Table S1 in the SOM), there were 324
participants eligible for Part 2, of which 257 completed the study in full (see Table 4 in the SOM
for more details).
Procedure

Part 1: Speaking about a sociopolitical topic. In Part 1, participants selected a

sociopolitical topic that was relevant to them from a list of 13 topics, such as police reform and
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vaccine mandates. We chose these topics because we felt participants would have different views
but a clear stance on them. Participants then recorded a 2-minute audio clip about their views on
their chosen topic using an online software tool, Phonic.ai.

We explained that we would send the recording to an affiliate of our university. This
person would listen to the recording and provide a written response to it. We would then contact
participants in two days with this person's response and a few questions about it.

Manipulation of listening quality. We trained research assistants to review each
recording and write customized feedback to the speaker. The research assistants wrote a high-
quality summary and a low-quality summary of each recording. For the high-quality summary,
the research assistants wrote a short paragraph summarizing the speaker's key points and the
underlying reason(s) for their position. For the low-quality summary, the research assistants
wrote only one to two vague sentences.

We had a separate group of raters evaluate the quality of the summaries. They rated the
high-quality summaries as higher quality than the low-quality summaries. Section 7 of the SOM
provides details of this assessment.

Manipulation of agreement vs. disagreement. We manipulated whether the listener
supposedly agreed or disagreed with the speaker. We appended agreeing or disagreeing phrases
to the beginning and end of the summaries. We sampled the agreement and disagreement phrases
from a bank of phrases for stimulus sampling purposes.

Overall, we created four responses for each participant. We randomly assigned
participants to one of four conditions using a 2 (agreement vs. disagreement) x 2 (high-quality

vs. low-quality) factorial design. Table 6 shows an example of two participants’ transcribed
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recordings. It also shows the four possible responses to them: high-quality disagreement, low-

quality disagreement, high-quality agreement, low-quality agreement.
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Table 6

Examples of the Speakers’ Audio Recordings and the Manipulated Listener’s Responses to the Recording (Study 4).

28

Listener’s Response

Speaker

Transcribed Recording from the
Speaker

Disagreement + Higher
Quality Summary

Disagreement + Lower
Quality Summary

Agreement + Higher
Quality Summary

Agreement +
Lower Quality
Summary

Example
from one
participant
who wrote in
opposition to
vaccine
mandates.

People, um, for vaccine mandates I'm
against the vaccine mandate. | believe
the people who desire to get their
vaccines, they have already done so.
Um, even for the federal employees
that didn't choose to get the vaccine
mandate, they have had to get it to be
able to keep their jobs. And that's just
un, American to me. | understand that
how they do this undercuts other
cultures and other countries. But as an
American, | don't desire for my state,
my federal government, my city to tell
me that | have to put something foreign
in my body. Um, that hasn't been
studied as far as I'm comfortable with
something being studied, The flu
vaccine has been out over 30 years and
it's not uh fully developed. You're still
able to get the flu. So you want me to
believe that something that you all
cooked up in a lab, um, and under a
year. And even though people who
have the vaccine, they're still getting
sick, Approximately 30% of the people
that are hospitalized have vaccines.
Both the vaccines, both the boosters.
So I'm against that at this time.

I must say, | don't really agree
with this person about
vaccine mandates. The
respondent believes that
vaccine mandates are
unamerican. They think
federal workers should not
be asked to get vaccines to
keep their jobs and they
think their country should
not be able to mandate it.
This person believes that
the vaccine should not be
required if people can still
get the disease and it has
only been out a year. This
is not how | see things.

I must say, | don't really
agree with this person about
vaccine mandates. This
person believes that
vaccine mandates should
not be allowed because of
something about being an
American. | see things
very differently. This is not
how I see things.

I really agree with this person
about vaccine mandates. The
respondent believes that
vaccine mandates are
unamerican. They think federal
workers should not be asked to
get vaccines to keep their jobs
and they think their country
should not be able to mandate
it. This person believes that the
vaccine should not be required
if people can still get the
disease and it has only been out
a year. This is also how | see
things.

I really agree with this
person about vaccine
mandates. This
person believes that
vaccine mandates
should not be allowed
because of something
about being an
American. This is also
how I see things.
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Example from
one participant
who wrote in
favor of
vaccine
mandates

Vaccine mandates are important, um, to
move forward with the stage we are at and
the pandemic. Um, we can't trust everyone
to always make the right decisions and
protect themselves by not going out in large
groups or wearing your mask because
clearly that hasn't been working. There's
been a lot of pushback from people who
don't even believe that the pandemic is that
big of a deal in the first place. Um, and then
| feel like vaccine mandates are necessary
in order to get the numbers down to protect
yourself and to protect others. If only
certain groups of people are vaccinated, that
doesn't make as much of a difference as if
everyone was vaccinated. Um, you're
putting people at risk by not getting a
vaccine. And | see people complaining
about how the government keeps changing
the amount of shots that we're gonna need.
But that's been the case like throughout
history through all sorts of vaccines that
we've had to get, like vaccines for polio and
everything else. | don't know all the
vaccines off the top of my head, but science
is learning and adapting to understand how
many vaccines is necessary and that's just
how it goes. People think that you're a
sheep if you get the vaccine. But | mean
really we just care about people's health and
safety and want to protect ourselves and
everyone else. So | think it's important to
mandate it because people are always,
there's always going to be a push back. |
mean there has to be a consequence to not
getting the vaccine in order to force
everyone to get the vaccine, so | think it's
necessary.

I must say, | don't really agree
with this person about vaccine
mandates. This person
supports vaccine mandates
because they seem they as
important for fighting the
pandaemic. We have vaccine
mandates for things other than
Covid and the fact that the
government changes the
number of doses needed is in
line with what has happened
previously. They feel vaccines
are crticial because they not
only protect the person who
gets the vaccine but also
reduces the likelihood that
this person will spread the
virus to others. This is not
how | see things.

I must say, | don't really
agree with this person about
vaccine mandates.This person
supports vaccine mandates
because they are important
for fighting the pandemic and
we have vaccine mandates
for other things. This is not
how | see things.

I really agree with this person
about vaccine mandates. This
person supports vaccine mandates
because they seem they as
important for fighting the
pandaemic. We have vaccine
mandates for things other than
Covid and the fact that the
government changes the number
of doses needed is in line with
what has happened previously.
They feel vaccines are crticial
because they not only protect the
person who gets the vaccine but
also reduces the likelihood that
this person will spread the virus to
others. This is also how | see
things.

I really agree with this
person about vaccine
mandates. This person
supports vaccine
mandates because they
are important for
fighting the pandemic
and we have vaccine
mandates for other
things. This is also how
I see things.

Note. The table shows examples of two speakers who chose to write about vaccine mandates. Participants could select one of 13 topics to speak about. Research
assistants provided the high- and low-quality summaries. We appended the agreement or disagreement phrases to these summaries. We randomly assigned
participants to receive one of the four versions of the listener's response. The recording software automatically transcribed the recordings. We did not correct typos
in the listener's feedback to enhance the realism of the feedback. We sampled the agreement and disagreement phrases from a bank of phrases for stimulus
sampling purposes.

[Type here]



30
THE EFFECT OF AGREEMENT ON PERCEIVED LISTENING QUALITY

Part 2. Receiving the feedback from the listeners. We contacted participants
approximately two days after they submitted their recordings. We explained that an affiliate of
our university had listened to their recording and provided written feedback about it. Participants
reviewed the feedback. They then answered the same question about the listener's listening
ability as in previous studies.

Results

We assessed the main and moderating effects of the listener agreeing with the speaker
and the quality of their summary. We first regressed speakers’ ratings of the listener’s listening
ability on the agreement condition (see Table 7, Model 1). We then included the quality
condition (see Table 7, Model 2), and the agreement condition x quality condition interaction
(see Table 7, Model 3).

Table 7

Regression Results (Study 4)

Listening Ability
1) (2) 3)
3.02%%* 2.64%%% 2.53%%%
Int t
niercep (0.10) (0.12) (0.14)
N 1.46%** 1.56%** 175+
greement (0.14) (0.14) (0.18)
0.77%%* 0.98%*
F k Quali
eedback Quality 0.14) 0.19)
Agreement X -0.44
Feedback Quality (0.28)

Note. We manipulated agreement (0 = listener disagreed with the speaker; 1 = listener agreed
with the speaker) and feedback quality (0 = low-quality feedback; 1 = high-quality feedback).
*p <.05. **p < .01. **p <.001.
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Participants perceived the listener to be a better listener when the listener agreed with
them than disagreed with them, replicating the previous studies (see Model 1 and 2). Participants
also thought the listener was a better listener when they wrote a high-quality summary than a
low-quality one (Model 2). The quality of the listener's summary did not moderate the effect of
agreement on rated listening ability (Model 3). As shown in Figure 4, participants rated the
listener who agreed with them as a better listener than the one who disagreed in both the low-
quality feedback condition and high-quality feedback condition.

As also shown in Figure 4, speakers thought a listener who summarized their views
poorly but agreed with them (low-quality, agreement condition) was a better listener than a
listener who summarized their views well but disagreed with them (high-quality, disagreement
condition: t(117.38) = 3.87, p <.001). Indeed, the effect size of whether the listener agreed with
the speaker or not (partial n? = 0.34) was three times the effect size of feedback quality (n? =

0.11).

Figure 4

The Effect of a Listener’s Agreement or Disagreement with the Speaker and Feedback Quality on
the Speaker’s Ratings of the Listener’s Listening Ability (Study 4).

b

I
-
T
4
4.28 T

Rated Listening Ability

(3]

_[_
i
2.53

Low-quality Feedback High-quality Feedback

Feedback Quality

D Listener Disagreed with the Speaker D Listener Agreed with the Speaker

Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence interval (CIs).
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Discussion

Speakers again thought a listener listened better when the listener agreed with them than
when they did not. This effect emerged both when the listener showed they listened well or
listened poorly. Indeed, speakers thought a low-quality listener who agreed with them was a
better listener than a high-quality listener who disagreed with them.

We leveraged the natural heterogeneity in the listening quality from Studies 2a-3b to
conduct a conceptual replication of these results. The SOM reports the results of this analysis.

General Discussion

Across studies, speakers thought a listener who agreed with them listened better than a
listener who did not. This effect emerged across topics and conversation domains and when
controlling for other positive impressions of the listener. This effect remained even when the
listener sent strong signals that they understood what the speaker said.

We reasoned that naive realism underlies these findings. This perspective suggests people
experience their views as unbiased and objective (Pronin et al., 2004; Dorison et al., 2019; Cheek
etal., 2021; Minson & Dorison, 2022). Thus, they assume that someone will agree with them
after they have listened to them explain their views. The results aligned with this idea in two
ways. First, the positive effect of agreeing with a speaker on perceived listening ability was
stronger for speakers than observers. Second, speakers thought a listener was more able to
process information objectively when the listener agreed with them than when they did not.

These findings have several theoretical and practical contributions. First, making
someone feel truly listened to relies heavily on the listener agreeing with them. This may not be
problematic when a listener actually agrees with a speaker. But it poses a significant challenge

when they do not. A listener who disagrees with a speaker could withhold their views. This
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might be infeasible or undesirable in decision-making contexts in which people will learn one’s
views and the sharing of different opinions is vital (Heltzel & Laurin, 2020; Minson et al., 2011;
Silver & Shaw, 2022).

Second, if people rely strongly on whether a listener agrees with them when evaluating
listening quality, they may misjudge how well people have understood them. They may
overestimate the understanding of an agreeing listener and underestimate the understanding of a
disagreeing one, thus contributing to false polarization (Blatz & Mercier, 2018).

Third, perceived listening may be a faulty metric for actual listening quality.
Organizations are increasingly relying on listening as a performance metric (Hansen et al., 2021,
Kluger & Itzchakov, 2022). Our findings suggest that doing so, without accounting for the
congruence of views between the speaker and listener, could greatly skew this evaluation metric.
People may also avoid sharing divergent views, which is vital to organizational success (Soll &
Mannes, 2011), out of the concern that they may be rated as a bad listener.

We studied perceived listening in the context of conversations about social or political
attitudes. These are contexts in which sharing information about one’s views is important (e.g., it
can reduce decision-making errors such as false consensus) or unavoidable (e.g., people will
know which person a manager chose to hire). But listening also occurs in contexts in which the
main goal is not information exchange (e.g., listening to a friend who needs emotional support)
(e.g., Yoemans et al., 2022). Sharing one’s views in certain contexts may be unnecessary or
inappropriate. Speakers may still think someone who disagrees with them is a worse listener than
someone who agrees with them in these contexts. However, this difference may arise from a
different mechanism (e.g., it would be odd for a listener to say to they disagree with someone

telling them about the loss of a loved one).
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Overall, the findings shed light on common listening issues in conflict. A frequent
exchange in conflict is one side accusing the other side of not listening (“You are not listening to
me!”) while the other side remains resolute that they are listening (“I am listening to you!”). The
present findings suggest that both sides might be right. The speaker doesn’t feel listened to
because the other side hasn’t conceded their position. The listener has understood the speaker but
holds different views. Identifying that the core issue in this case is one of divergent views rather

than of poor listening may help parties improve their communication dynamics.
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