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FOREWORD

The Training Technical Area of the US 'Army
the Behailoral and Social Sciences (ARI) has ac
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CIIIISLINES MR EFFECTIVE SELECTIVE LISTENING

rRIES

Requirements

.Toidentify;the problems involved in selectivb listening and to
recommend procedutes for'handliag them. .

Procedure: ! '
Se

Selective listening is intended, primarily, as an intelligence -

gathering technique. It twelves focusincattention on oral messages of
possible intelligence valde. This-review 'describes one important appli-
cation of the technique, namely, overhearing the conversations of others ,

(hereafter referred to as "target contersations"). The problems con-
sidered include moving within earshot of target conversations (acces-
sing), picking up and storing their information (monitoring), and
'recounting their contents (reporting). Procedures' for overcoming theee
problems appear with supporting experimeotal evidence.

.

Findings:
:

(a) The accessibility of target'conversations is likely to be poor.
AI selective listener may be able to enhance this accessibility by feign-
ing interest in other, unrelated "cover" activities. In. selecting a
cover activity, one should strive to engage in simple, well-practiced
behaviors which do not require active yerbal participation. Techniques
for reducing the need to speak include working with A/Confederate,
engaging in group discussions, using short phrases that entail extensive
replies, ind choosing a conversant who will do more speaking than listen-
ing.

(b) The ability to monitor target conversations may be impaired by
background noise or by cover activities that impose heavy demands on
attention. A selective listener may be able to enhance this ability
through training. It also may be facilitated by naintaining some visual

. contact with the target conversants, having advance.information about
the probable content of their speech, or by situating oneself (right-
handers) so that they are to the right, rather than to the left or tO
the rear.

(c) Problems associated with reporting target informclion include
mininisingforgetting and furthering efforts to establish the credibility
of information that has 14en picked up. The ability to recount informa-
tion from target conversations can be improved by strengthening the
representation of this information in memory. This may Le accomplished



by paying more attention to it, emphasising its.organisation, or using
mediators, images, and mnemonics. Performance at the tile of recall may.
:b. boOsted furthOr by miniiising the time newly learned information must
persist in memory, extending the time takwa.for its retrieval, and
maximising the.Avallability of retrieval cues.

Listeners can help establish the credibility of their reports by
indicating.their confidence in the accuracy or their recall and by
noting Wm the target messageyas delivered and who delivered it to

--whom.

.11tilisation ofTindingss

The concluwiona-Ond implicatione of previous-research-provide a firm
basia.for-Specific, ongoing programs to develop procedures that the Army
can use to enhance its foreign intelligence gathering and reporting

: capabilities.
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GUiDELINES FOR EFFECTIVE SELECTIVE LISTENINO

INTRODUCTION .

What is selective listening? 'Selective listening is intended,

primarily, as an intelligence gathering technique. The technique

depends heavily on au individual's ability to access, aonitor, and

riport oral messages accurately. However, it also entails knowing how.

to use this ability selectively to give processing priority to messages

of possible intelligence value.

. _

The purpose of thii-paiii1S-tO describe the prObleis involved in

selective listening-and to identify.procedures which may be uSed to

overcome them. It focuses On. one importani application of the tic*-

nique: overhearing the convers tions of others (hereafter referred to

as "target conversations"). Th problems considered include accessing,

monitoring, and reporting infor,ation from target conveys tions.

Procedures for overcomingthese'probleas are pr te th supporting

I I

experimental evidence.

GUIDELINES FOR FECTIVE SELECTIVE LISTENING

&ceasing Target Conversations

Accessing target conversations means moving within earshot of them.

However, the,accessibility of a conversation not intended for one to

hear is likely to be poor.

How Can One EnhSnce The Accessibility of a Target Conversation?

Conceivably, a hoit of techniques could be used to increase the

accessibility of a target conversation. In practice, Only one appears

feasible. This technique involves accessing target conversations by

simultaneously feigning interest in other, unrelated activities. The
,

advantage of this technique is that it conceals the intent of selective

'4!
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llitening. However, its main disatvantage is that it la not a simple

technique to employ. To be effective, listeners must know how to

select "cover" actiiities which they can perform convincingly 'but Which
.

do not interfere seriously with the ability to pick'up and Store inform-

ation from target conversatiom.

Row Does One Select A Cover Activity?

Reimer& indicates that the following procedures may be useful in

. 1Y

selecting an effecta* cover.activity.

Avoid cover activities ose s renuous demands attention.
,

A, strong positive relationshi exiwts between 'the amount of attention en,

iudividuil pays'to a spoken massage 'and its understanding Ciahneman,

19704nd retention (Murray & Vitchcock,,1969; Poulton, 1953). This'

means that cover activities shoMld involve simple, well-precticed behav-

iors. These behaviors.impose ftw demands on attentioi (frihnemen, 1970)

and can be impacted to interfere minipelly with tbs menial operations

that occir

Avoid situatans which require active verbal 2articipation.

Simultaneous listening and speaking is extremely difficult, if not .

impossible to Master (e.g., Broadbent, 1952; Carver, 1974; Poulton,'

1953). Where understandink is orlittle or no importance, simultaneous

listening and speaking are possible (e.g., Carey, 1971). Indeed,

performance can become quite impressive with practice (e.g., 84:slogans &

Stein, 1896). Where understanding is important, however, simultaneous

2

0 '

I.

.
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Ond epo4 may be possible, but only after 4itenig:prac.
a ,

tics (t46, or, 1972). ler eiample, the dkill of simatansous
,.1..

..
.

,..,-. ..,''utorpr atiou (Gerver, 1972, 1974) appears very difficult to master,

4'
uirinumonths of contiguous practice to-achieie a high'degree of

.

4. N

input/output overlap and an acceptable errpr rate. t
4'

i

.

.v /k ;

Furthermore, simultaneous liatening and speakIng.impair even high0 4,1 .1.

skilled performers' meMories for the content of the input material

..,:(Gerves, 1974). This effeci, by itself, eliminates cover activities

which iiepend heavily on speech.

116wCan" Cue AvoldApeaking During Selective Lisiening,

Social situationa'typically afford opportunities to engage in

simple,'Well-practice4. cover activities Which f:c) not invOlve speaking.

Nevercheless, situations may arise during ielective listening Where
1

comiersation, cannot reasonably be avoided.1 In these situatirs,
e

listrre still may be i$ble.to min4 ..ise their speech by ,using one of the

following procedures.

Converse with a confederate. With.the 44 of a confederate, it may

be possible to alternate :roles as speaker and listener. While one

speaks the other, feigning interest in the confederate's story, can

attend selectively to nearly target conve.sations.

Engage in group discussions. Becoming invd1ved in a group discus-

ston can reduce one's speaking load relative to a one-to-one conversa-

tion. In.fact, a listener in a large group may be able to avoid.speaking

entirely, freeing the.major share of attention tor monitoring target

conversations taking place outside of the group.

3
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Use shorephrases that entail ante:wive reales. When forced to

engage in a one-to-one conversation, one can reduce one's own spioch by

interjecting etomments or posing brief questions that re44re long

replies. For example, saying "TeWmAymore," tyPically results in a

pore detailed response. It.is worth noting that this technique is

employed.commonly*, psychotherapists as a means for reinforcing dil-

. cussion Masser 6 Shoettos.191#4.

Choose a conversant who will do more speaking than listaniml.

It also may be podsible to reduce one's verbal output by selecting a

conversant.who is likely to do most,of the speaking. Ideally, this
çO

would be done b'y becoming fayiliar with one's poteniial conversants.

). This seleition may be less'reliable, but it.also cah ie accomplished

4

using experimentally-baied guideline.

Rettarch indicates that ibe envirr. Ant can cause indivtduals.to

'feel compelled to do relatively more speaking than listening. For

example, in one experiment, persone.who could see.less.of theirfeiLmei

.iconversants than their fellow conversants.could see of.them tended to d6

more speaking than listening-(Argyle, Lalljee, & Cook, 1968). This

observation suggests that visually impaired individuals may be predis-

,posed tO speak more than individuals having normal vision.' It also,

suggests that individuals, in general, who report feelings of being

"observed" rather than, "observini" may try to compensate through greater

verbal participatign. If this is thWcase, Individuals who tend to

reportfeelings of being watched would be good choices as conversants.

..s
4
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These include individuals INo.are being interviewed (rather than inter-
- I

view4ng),.ar4 in a brighter light, are female, younger, or (for females)

with'almimber of the oppositebses (Argyle, Lalljee, A Cook, 1960.

Menitorine Target Conversations

Effective selective listening demands that tirget information be

picked up and stored accurately. Ons.problem is that this information
F

is likely to be degraded on input. Conversants may use hushed speech or

/orce the listener'to contend with heavy background noise. A second

problem is that continuous mpnitoringmarbe difficult. Cover actiOi....

ties, particularly those which.require a listener's active verbal

participation, can impose heavy demands on attention. These demands can

disrupt.mojnitoring if the listener is not prepared to handlebthem.

'Can Cue be Trained io Listen Through Background Noise or Operate

Effectively Undertonditicai of Divided Attentionl

TrainiwAnhance2 the intellistNility of speeFh in noise. Training .

reduces the deleterious effects Of background noise on speech processing

(cf. Kahl:wean, 1970 for a review of the effects of noise on performance).

As an illistration, Moser and Dreher (1955) demonstrated that the

!reception of speedk in noise grows progressively better with.practice.

Similarly, Seashore and Stunts (1944) found that individuals trained to

receive Mbrse Code through background noise were more effective as code

receivers-in the- preeence of background noise than a control group which

hid received all of its training in the absence of background noise.

5
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Trainlig facilitates performance in situations demanding divided

1 attentiog.' Theory (Broadbent, 1958; Pitts & Posner, 1967) and data.

(Spelke, Hir.t, & Masser; 1976) support t eh proposition th.at

uals can be trained to divide their attention.between separate tasks.

Ostry, Moray, and Marks (1976), for example, demonstrated that listen-

ers' abilities to Monitor auditory signals presented concurrently

improve markedly with practice.. More compelling, however, are the

results of early explorations into the limits of human attentional .

processes. While these explorations were not concerned directly with

the trainability of listening skills, they were designed to examine

human capacity to perform effectively under conditions of divided

attention.

'Spells et al.'.(1976) reported that an. individual learned to recite

one poem while writing another, and while doing mathematical compute-7

tions. Parallel results were obtained in two experimenteOn automatic

writing (Downey & Anderson, 1915; Solomons & Stein, 1896) whidh were

replicated recent* (Spelke et al., 1976). Subjects in those experi-

ments practiced reading stories while taking dictation. Spelke et al.

(1976) found that, after prolonged practice, subjects were able to write

at dictation, detect relations among dictated words, and categorize

words for meaning while simultaneously reading for comprehension at

normal speed.

What Training Procedures May Enhance Selective Listening?

Much has been written on listening and methods for improving listen-

ing comprehension (cf. Duker, 1966, 1968; Van Metre & Steinemann, 1972).

6
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However, information is lacking on methods for promoting Skills specific

to selective listening. Currently. the Army Research Institute is

working in conjunction,with the Defense Intelligence School to strengthen

this information base and develop a prototype, media-based course in

selective listening. This work/is leiding to the identification of

training methods pertinent to the reception of speech in backgrOund

noise and under conditions of divided attention.

Selective listenin$ in background no/se en be simulated using

a radio (or television) ane taps recor, r. One method for training

individuals to listen througlibackgro4d noise can be tried easily and'

inexpensively. The idea is to tape-r ord a series of radio (or tele.

vision) conversations and then try t 2ick up their information as they
.

are replayed in radio background noise, e.g., other converiations.

One a:...mtage of this method, apart from its simplicity, is that it

permits the trainee to regulate the strength nf tbs conversational input

vis-a-vis the backgFound noise and, hence, thedifficulty of the task.

This can be accomplished by kaising or lowering the volume level of the

tape recorder relative to the radio. More importantly, honever, the usi

of recorded conversations would permit the performer to score his own

performance. Research indicates that both learning and performance

benefit when more or better knowledge Of results is provided during

training (cf. Newell, 1977; Schendel & Newell, 1976). \i

Selective listening under conditions of divided attention can !

be simulated using two pairs of conversants, each pair consisting if

7
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a speaker and a listener. This training'proceiure is diagramm44 in

Figure 1. Each.listener's task is to feign interest in his fellow.

conversant's story (represent0 by dotted lines), while simultaneously

attempting to overhear the other speaker's:story (represented by solid

lines). Under this procedure, a listener (e.g., Listener ) can receive
1

Immediate knowledge of results abouthis ability to appear intsrested in

one story (i.e., Speaker1) while, listening selectively to another

(i.e., Spsaker2). In addition, a listener's recall of what he overhears

can be aisessed directly by the relevant speaker (i.e., Speaker
2
).

What Strategies Can a Listener Esploy During, Performance to Enhance

the Processing of Target Information?

When oesrating in heavy background noise, it may be beneficial

to maintain some visual contact with the target conversants. Speech in

noise is perceived.more accurately if the speakers are visible than.if

they are not (SuMby & Pollack, 1954). It may be difficult, however, to

t
onvepick.up visual cues from a t get crsation without making either a

fellowcpnversant or the tars conversants feel uncomfortable. A
,

.flicker of the eye.can make.a fellow conversant feel that he is no

longer the center of interest, while it may have just the opposite

effect on the target conversant..

How can visual cues from a target conversation be picked up without

alerting either a fellow conversant or the target conversant.?

Research on nonverbal communication through eye contact pertains to

the first problem. Eye contact plays an integral part in interpersonal

8
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Figure 1. kttaining.pro.cedure.for, simulating selective
listening under divided attention conditions

9
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communication (cf. Argyle & Dean; 1965; Duncan,4969), but it is rola-

tively simple to avoid. One way this can be accomplished is to be
;

"forced" to stand very cl?se to a felloWconitersant. As an illustrar

tion, in oat ezperiaEtnt, there was-less eye contact ths closor two ,

conversance-were plac d ne4 to each other. And, this effect was

stronger for opposite axed than for same-sezed conxersants (Argyle &

Dean, 1965). In this 4egard,. Hall (1955) reports that *when two
A

*-4.- 1".-721.-us-

are forced to stand closeethan 18 to 20 inches apart (add four inChes

for oppositersexed pairs), they will turn and staneat.right angles to

each other or-stand side by side.

A second way to avoid eys,contict with a fellow 'conversant is to

at right angles to him. Sommer (1967) reported that.two coaversants

sit
at

a table prefer to occupy corner seats so that they are close to oath

other but do noi have to face each other directly. In this way, visual

contact with a fellow _conversant should not be difficult to avoid.

%.

No research waslound relevant to the problem of avoiding eye

contact with a target conversant. However, one way this problern may be

resollied is apparent. Rather than focusiag one's vision directly on the

target conversants, one's gaze might be directed at a point of apparent

interest on the.far side of the target conve4ants. In this way, the

target conversants would be viewed peripherall

:

. Used sparinCy-and

omfr a reasonable distance, this strategy, ;IT e usably, would be diffi-
.

cult to detect and would enhance the availability of visual cues from

the target conversation.

10 9
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When, operation under-esnditions of divided
.

:information about the _probable content of a Goo

tentiox, advance

message/can enhance

Ate reception. A selective listener can increase probability of.

overhearing specific bite of information by being precued as to when ,to

listen and what to listen for (e.g., MUrray.6 Hitchcock, 1969; Poulton,

1953). In addition, he can.retain,cue-relevant material.longer when

cues are given than when ihey are not (e.g., Peeck, 1970

thai., whenever possible, one should khOw in advance the

This suggests

ortant topics

which May be\discussed.and:itho may discuss them with Whom.

\

Presumably, however, there arevcircamstances under which 'precueing

. would not be advisable. .Precueing affords benefits,.but there-are costs

Involved. For example, several investigators have reported thai.indi-

viduals are leis likely to retain non-cued information when cues are

provided than when theY are not (cf. Gagne, in press). In other words,

there is less incidental learning when precues are provided. 'This

suggest4 that precues ought to be used only when specific information is

being sought.

When operating under conditions of divided attention,: (ritit -handed) .

listeners should situate themselveh so that target conversations are

to the right rather than to the left or to the rear. Few aspects of

'listening appear "wired in," showing no susceptibility to the effects of

eXperience. Even auditory sensitivity can be raised if cues.about the

loudness, frequency, or time of arrival of a signal are given immedi-

ately in advance of its presentation (e.g., Swets, 1963). There is

11
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eAdence, however,,that when individuals listen to messages delivered

dichotigally oyer earphones-(1.0., one message delivered t3 each ear),

/

I
the message preseated tolhebear opposite the dominant cerehrel heals-

phere is identified 'and remembered better (e.g., Darts,* Sats, Fennell, &

x_Idally, 1967; Borkowski, Spreen, & Stuts, 1965; Hublet, Morals, & Bertelson,

1976). 4'pl other %NIA., right-handed individuals, .generally, mill demon-

:

strate a4 advantage for messages coming from the right; left-handed
1

AmAividuAls will demonstrate an advantage for messages delivered from

the left. ;

. Some related evidence indicates that meseeges delivered to the front

of a listener are perceived sore accurately than messages delivered to

the.back (Hublet et al., 1970). Furthermore, one paii of researchers

(Doehring & Bartholomeus, 1971) found that a voice delivered to the ear

,

opposite the doeinant cerebral hemisphere.eas recognised batter than the

same voice'presented to the other ear. However, this latter result hes

not been.replicated elseehere (e.g., Bartholomeus, 1974; Doehring &.

Rose, 1972).

Reporting Target Conversations

Effective selective listening requires that listeners do more than

overhear target conversations. They also must be skilled in,handling the

;noble= associated with recounting what they have heard. These prob-

lems include minimising forgetting and helping to establish the credi-

bility of information that has been picked up.

12
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Row Can Poreettine be Minimist 1?

During selective listening, there is 110 convenient way to record.
....

incoming target information. It must be memorized. This means that,

until.this information.can be recounted, it is susceptible to the

deleterious effects of forgetting. Target information may be lost from

memory before it is reported. Alternatively, it may be reported inaccurately.

This latter possibility is especially-disturbing because inaccurate

reports may be' misleading.

There are several effective.methods for enhancing the retainebility

of information in memory or for prompting its retrieval at the time of

recall. A number of these methods are outlined below.

Pa more attention to informition to be remembered. The duration ,of

*. information in memory depends greatly on the amouni Of attention an

input receipes during Storage. Evidence indicates that new information

can be lost in a matter of seconds if an individual's attention is
0

divirted from it immediately after presentation (e.g., Peterson S

Peterson, 1959). Of course, focusing one's attention on incoming

target information means diverting it from other, more irrelevant

sources of information. However, attention can be diverted from simple,

well practice(' (cover) activities without; seriously disrupting their

performance (e.g., Spelke et al., 1976).

Organize incoming information. The importance of organisation in

memory W4s recognized.eariy (e.g., Xatona, 1940), and it has been

reemphasized repeatedly (e.g., Bower, 1970; Handler, 1967; Tulving &

Donaldson, 1972). Organization involves setting new information into

13



the framework prokded by existing memories. It is an active process,

invoiiing the learner's time and effort, but it permits more information

to%be stored and makes information much easier to locate at the time of

retrievkl.

In organising target information, it is essential that the listener

listen for ideas that wiil enable him to reconstruct whht he has heard.

B. must try not to get bogged down in factual details. As Nichols and

Stevens. (1964,1p. 9) suggest I

Memorising facti Is, to begin with, a virtual

. impossibility forr most people in the listening

situation. As 'one fact is being aesorised, the

whole, or part, of the next fact is almost 4

A

certain to 'be missed. When he is doing his

best the listert.r le'llkely to catch only a few

facts, garble taanj others, and completely miss

the remainder.

Organising means kseping the parts:in proper Allation to the whole.

This, in itself, can enhance memory for specifics. ,Toluote Nichols and

Stevens (1964, p. 9):

Grasping ideas, we have found, is the skill on

which the good listener concentrates. Re remembers
6

facts only long enough to understand the ideas that

are.built from them. But then, almost miraculously,

grasping an idea 4111 help Om listener to r

14
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the supporting facts more efiectively.than d s the

person who goes after facts alone. .

using mediators, imagery,: and mnemonices. Using mediatorvmeans bring-
,

'ins past language experience to bear on the organization of information

to be learned. Typically., the input is organized by converting.it.into

a word or phrase. This conversion*Is usually accomplished by the learner

(s.g., Adams, 1967; Prytulak, 1971), although it may be supplied instruc

tionally as an aid to retention (e.g., Duffy & Montague, 197d. For

illustration, the mediator SALUTE.currently. is usel to facilitate the

retention'of the steps'involved in reporting enemy informations Size,

Activity, Location, Unit,.Time, and Equipment. Presumably, mediators

could Se used during selective listening to enhance the retention of

everything from names, numbers, and lists (cf. Cermak, 1976) to nonsense
t,

materials (e.g., Montague, Adams, & Kiess, 1966).

Images, like mediators, can enhance memory for a wide range of

everyday information (cf. Paivio 1971) and may be valuable, particu-

larly where the information to be remembered is not readily susceptible

to verbal description. Imagery may be either direct or indirect.(Cermak,

1976). Direct imagery involvms forming'a mental picture of whatever it

is that is to be iemembered. Indirect imagery, on the other hand,

involvms changing the information to be remembered into something that

can be imagined more easily. For example, the name "Woodworth" may

evoke direct images of an individual, or tt may evoke indirect images

15



of, say, an expensive wooden sculpture.' In either event, the mor v*wid

or bizarre the Image, the better retention'will be (e.g., Paivio,

& Madigan, 1968).

Nhemonics differ from mediators and-images inthat they provide a

pre-established scheme for organizing Information to be learned. Exit.

ples.of mnemonics include rhymes, e.g., "Thirty days bath September...,"

"I before e except after and the less familiar, but demonstrably

'powerful, method of loci (e.g., Groninger, 1971). Thi4 method, devel-

,oped by-the ancient Greeks, involves forming images of things to be

remembered and storing those images in lotaions of a spatial image. At

iecall, retrieval becomes a matter of mentally moving within this

spatial image, finding the images of things to 'be remembered, and

recalling them (Adams, 1976).

e,
U.

Evidence attests to the effectiveness of mnemonics as oeMory aids

(cf. Norman, 1969). Of course, the key advantage of mnemonics for the

.selective listener is that.they can be developed in anticipation of

selective listening and practiced outside of the listening situation.

Minimize the time newly learne'd information must reside in memory.

Reducing the amount of time new information is in storage, generally,

increases its probability of being retrieved at the time of recall.

.Immediate memory for newly acquired verbal information typically is

high, unless rehearsal is disrupted (e.g., Peterson & Peterson, 1959).

However, research suggests that we tend to forget much, if not most, new

16
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learning.within 'a' few hours (e.g., Ibbinghaus, 1964;44hkins DelleObach,

1924).. Of tOurse'ot the extent to which new information can be retained

4.

,depends on a host of 'variables, including nature of the material to be

remembered (cf. Cofer, 1969), degree of learning (e.g., Craik & Lockhart,

1972), interfering activities (e.g.00ostman, 1961), and minter in whiCh

retention is measured (dig., Poetan& Rau, 1957).

Maximise the amohnt ortime allot ed for retrieval'and the avail-
.

-Ability, of retrieval:cues at recall. 4ncreasing the afforded for .

.1

iecall,*or providing multiple recall opportunities, tends to facilitate.

retrieval (e.g., Rogan,& Kintsch, 1971j. For example, !ill one experi-

'sent, subjects retrieved more than twiCe.as'much information over a

sequence of 15 recall trials than they did#on their initial trial

(Adrls, Mas, . lray.,, 1971).

Retrieval cues also can be effective.in prompting ,information from

memory (e.g., Tulving & Fatterson, 1968). A Cue can be information

A:resented during learning, or the cus maybe information diet was not

presented explicitly but that bears some specified relation to the

information to be remembered. As an illustration, target4information

might be prodded from a lisiener's memory by reinstatiig the context and

the cues of the listening situation it the tiMe of-iiCall. Simply ,

returning to thp.room in which some forgotteh piece of information was

learned can enhance its retrieval (e.g., Bilodeau & Schlosberg, 1951;

Greenspoon & Ranyard, 1957). Similarly, having the names of the indi-

vidual conversants who were present at the time of selective listening

17
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* gay spur one's memory for conversatiOns Olich occurred. Alternatively,

'being providid a lidt.of topic areas related,tO the information one may

haveoverheard during selective listening-may facilitate its retrieval

ic ,:v1,24 ./1

I

I.

:

(e.g., Bilodeau,--1967;

How Can A Listener Hel

Thompson & Tulving, 1970).

Establish The Credibilit Of His Re Ort?

Use confidence ratings. Inaccurate reports Can be misleading.. How

.can one determine if information reported has been recalled inaccurately?

Recent theories of learning and memory (e.g., Adams, 1971; Adams &

Bray, 1970; Schmidt, 1975) postulate that learners are swais of the
. . a

correctAils of their recall. Furthermore, data are available to sub-.

stantiate.this claim. Learners report low.confidence in errors and high

,confidence in correct responses.(e.g., Adams & Bray, 1970). This

suggests that, when target information is being reported, it may be

beneficial to have listeners scale their confidence in their recall.

An illustrative confidence scale is presented,in Figure 2. Using

this scale, a listener would assign a confidence value from one to five

to each piece of information he reports. This kethod afisids two

distinct advintages. Firq06 information that has been recalled incor-

rectly is likely,to be identified. Second, information that is recalled

.with low confidencd, and that a listener may therefore be reluctant to

report, may be reported freely. This information may have intelligence

value, but it is likely:to be inhibited under more rigid methods of

revortiag (e.g., Adana fit Bray, 1970).

1 8
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Assign a confidence value from 1 to 5 to eaCh piece of information

that you report:

1. 'I ale very sure I recalled this information accurately.

2. I am fairly sure I recalled this information accurately.

3. I don't kanv if I recalled this information accurately.

4. I am fairly sure I did not recall this information accurately.

5. I am vsiy sure I did not recall this information acciarateiy.

Figure 2. Anuillustrative scale for scoring the Confidence
individuals have in their recall

19



'Pay attention to contextual cues. Conversations occur in varying

contexts, and this,contextual information is important in establishing

the credibility of what was said. For example, knowing how something

!was said provides information relating to the earnestness of the con-

versants.

Bhowing the identities of the conversants also can help in estab-

lishing 6ether or.not a piece.of intelligence is worthy of belief. For

example, intelligence picked up from sUbject-matter experts typically

has more credibility than that obtained from laymen's 'conversations.
1

However, determining the identities of target conversants can be diffi-

cult during selective listening. Visual recognition is not always

possible. Furthermore, vocal recognition may be hindered because voice

cues are not rehaarsable (e.g., Geiselman & Bellessa, 1976). The

physical properties of a voice com..to be recognised only through

repeated exposure to the voice itself. This suggests that one Should

try to take advantage of opportunities to learn the voices as well as

names of prospective target convetsants before they engage in conver-

sations.

.SUNNARY AND CONCLUSIONS

,Selective listening'is intended, primarily, as an intelligence

gathering technique. One purpose of this paper was to identify the

problems associated with its use in the important application of overhearing

20
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the conversations of others, i.e., target conversations. The problems
1

t .
. .

. .

'identifiid include accessing, monitoring, and reporting the contents of

'these conversations. 4 second purpose was to recommend procedures for

overcoming these problems. These procedures are reviewed briefly in the

following paragraphs.

.a. The accessibility of target conversationsican be improved by the

listener's engaging in simple, well-practiced covii. activities which do

not require active verbal participation. During selective listening,

-the need to speak may be reduced.brworking witil a coifederate, engaring

in group conversations, using short phrases that entail )1Ttensive .

replies, or Choosing fellow conversants who are likely to ito more

speaking than listening.

b. The ability to monitor target conversations can be.ehhS47d

through training. It 4lso may be enhanced by maintaining some/v*!al

contact with the.target conversants, having advance information aboUt

the probable content of their speech, or by situating oneself so that

they are to the right rather than to the left (fot right-handed llsten- \

ers) or to the rear.

c. The ability to report information from target conversations can

be improved by strengthoning the representation of this information in

memory. This may be accomplished by paying more attention to it,

emphasizing its organization, or using mediators, images, and mnemonics.

Performance at the time of recall may be boosted further by minimizing

21
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the time newly llarned,informttion must reside in mamory, allowing sore

timM for its retrieval, and maximising the,avaliability of retrieval

cues.'

Listeners can help establish tht.credibility of their reports by

indicating their confidence in the accuracy 'of ttlir recall and by

noting haw the target message Uwe delivered and Who delivered it to

whom.

/
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