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Listening is essential in shaping social interactions,
relationships and communication. While listening research
has generated significant insights on how speakers benefit
from good listening, one fundamental question has been
largely overlooked: how do people perceive listeners?
This gap is crucial for understanding how perceptions of
listeners impact relational dynamics. In three studies (two
preregistered; total N = 1509), we assessed the attributes
and behaviours associated with good and bad listeners, and
whether the favourability of these attributes and behaviours
impact downstream consequences. In Study 1, participants
identified an acquaintance they judged as a good or bad
listener. Good listeners were rated higher in positive listening
attributes and behaviours, which mediated their perceived
warmth, competence and values. Study 2 replicated this using
a reverse correlation technique: one sample generated faces
of a good or bad listener, which were then evaluated by a
second, naïve sample. Consistent with Study 1, good listener
faces were rated higher in positive listening attributes and
behaviours, mediating perceptions of warmth, competence,
humility and values. Study 3 extended Study 2 by showing
that the effects were not due to a general positivity bias,
demonstrating the significant interpersonal consequences of
being perceived as a good or bad listener.

1. Introduction
Imagine that you are on a speed date. You are sitting across
from someone who listens to you well. They give you their full
attention, their eyes sparkling with interest, nodding along and
asking thoughtful questions to understand you better. Then, you
move to the next seat, where your conversation partner is a poor
listener. They seem distracted, looking around the room and
displaying expressions of boredom. Who are you more likely
to ask for a real date? The answer, in this case, seems pretty
straightforward.

Listening is an essential aspect of human relationships and a
frequent part of our daily lives. People spend about 70–80% of
their day engaged in some form of communication, with 45–55%
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of that time dedicated to listening, which is more than any other communicative activity [1]. In
certain contexts, the time spent listening is even higher. For example, on average, workers spend
approximately 55% of their work time listening, while managers spend about 63% of their working day
engaged in listening [1].

To date, listening research has focused primarily on how speakers benefit from being the recipient
of good listening. This literature has found that being listened to has a range of positive outcomes, such
as reducing a speaker’s social anxiety [2], stress [3], loneliness [4] and attitudinal polarization [5], as
well as increasing a speaker’s psychological safety [6], autonomy and relatedness [7–9]. Relatedly, poor
listening hinders the speaker’s speech fluency [10], reduces the speaker’s willingness to self-disclose
[8], and negatively impacts memory [11] and creativity [12].

In this paper, we ask an overarching and fundamental question: how do people perceive and evaluate
good versus bad listeners? That is, what attributes and behaviours do people ascribe to good versus
bad listeners? What are the downstream consequences of being perceived as a good or bad listener,
and what underlies these evaluative consequences? How do people visually represent good versus
bad listeners? Answering these questions is essential because understanding how people perceive
and evaluate listeners enhances our knowledge of psychological processes fundamental to interperso-
nal interactions, by further elucidating the cognitive and affective mechanisms that underlie human
communication.

While listening plays a fundamental role in social interactions [13,14], the implications for shaping
how individuals perceive and evaluate listeners have been underexplored. To our knowledge, one
piece of work [15] has directly considered how people conceptualize listeners, which we describe
below. The present research builds upon this work by examining listeners within the framework
of social cognition, emphasizing its broader implications for interpersonal evaluations and social
relationships. Listeners do not only engage in understanding content but also in signalling atten-
tiveness, respect and engagement to their conversation partners. These qualities contribute to how
people form impressions and navigate social dynamics. These considerations are vital for advancing
theories of interpersonal communication and social interaction by positioning the listener as a key
factor in fostering mutual understanding [16], building social connections [4,17] and enabling effective
collaboration across various contexts [18,19]. By situating the listener within this broader framework,
the research seeks to highlight its importance not just as a skill but as a relational practice with
profound implications for personal and professional domains.

2. What do we know about listeners?
Most listening research to date has focused on listening at the behavioural level, specifically, assess-
ing the effects of good listening (e.g. [19,20]). This is essential for understanding social interaction
processes and their outcomes [21,22]. However, another essential component of listening that has been
largely neglected is how listeners are perceived at the person level. Specifically, what characteristics do
people ascribe to good versus poor listeners, and how do these perceptions influence interpersonal
dynamics? For example, individuals may be more inclined to discuss sensitive topics, such as social or
political attitudes, with those they perceive as good listeners. Moreover, individuals should attribute
positive social traits to good listeners, such as care, responsiveness and attentiveness. Conversely,
individuals should attribute negative social traits to bad listeners, such as impatience, coldness/detach-
ment and selfishness. Moreover, employees may share less information with managers perceived as
poor listeners, particularly regarding difficulties and problems, which can hinder effective organiza-
tional functioning.

In relevant research, Bodie et al. [15] published a series of studies that examined this question
through the lens of implicit theories. These theories, which are mental representations of people and
actions, shape the impressions we form of others. Bodie et al. [15] identified 19 specific behaviours—
both verbal (e.g. subject-appropriate responding, asking questions) and nonverbal (e.g. maintaining
eye contact, using appropriate body language)—that were associated with listening competence during
initial interactions. Verbal behaviours were found to be more strongly related to listening competence
than non-verbal behaviours, mainly because they were linked to more attributes that are centrally
relevant when people evaluate listening. Additionally, Bodie et al.’s work iteratively built an empirical
database of the attributes (what competent listening is) and behaviours (what competent listeners do),
creating an evidence-based, preliminary model for understanding the role and structure of implicit
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theories of listening. This model offers a foundation for investigating how these theories influence
impression formation during initial interactions [15].

Recent theorizing suggests that listening is more than a set of behaviours, and there is no specific
set of behaviours that universally leads to perceptions of good (or bad) listening. Rather, prominent
perspectives note that evaluations of listening depend on the extent to which a listener is willing to be
devoted to the speaker [23]. This highlights the need to study listening also at the person level, as it
emphasizes the role of a listener’s underlying intentions and willingness to engage. Focusing on these
factors can reveal how personal attributes, like warmth and humility, shape perceptions of listening
quality. Further, this approach may lead to more nuanced insights into how listening varies across
different contexts and relationships. Therefore, in the present research, we study both the attributes
and behaviours that represent listeners. In particular, because of its ubiquity in the literature [21] and
centrality to our core social relationships [17,24,25], we focus on listening in a conversation between
two people (hereafter: dyadic listening).

3. What outcomes might be linked with being perceived as a good or bad
listener?

In addition to assessing the attributes and behaviours perceived to represent good versus bad listeners,
we also sought to shed insights on the downstream effects linked with being seen as a good or bad
listener. Ralph Nichols, a pioneer in this field, conducted the first study on this subject in 1948. In that
study, professors described students in the top and bottom tertiles of a listening comprehension test.
Those in the upper tertile were characterized as ‘more attentive during classroom activities and more
conscientious in their … work habits’ [26, p. 160]. Nichols also found that listening is associated with
skills and habits, general intelligence, specific facets of intelligence and certain aspects of the mental set
[27–29].

In our studies, we focused on warmth and competence, given their essential role in person
perception [30]. We also focused on values, given their essential role in guiding people’s attitudes
and behaviour [31]. Below we elucidate how they should be linked with being judged as a good or bad
listener.

3.1. Warmth and competence
By definition, a good listener should be perceived as being both warm and competent [21]. Regard-
ing warmth, ample evidence suggests that speakers feel socially connected with good listeners, as
measured by relatedness [8,16], liking (e.g. [32–35]) and positivity resonance [4]. Together, these
findings suggest that good listeners should be perceived as possessing greater warmth than bad
listeners. Relatedly, a study examining the relative similarity of implicit theories of listening, communi-
cation and general social skills suggests that our assessments of conversation partners as good or bad
listeners are closely related to how we evaluate them as socially skilled or unskilled individuals [36].

There is also reason to believe that a good listener will be perceived as more competent than a bad
listener. Competence encompasses an individual’s ability to effectively achieve their goals and succeed
in tasks. This includes attributes such as intelligence, efficacy and creativity [37]. To our knowledge,
the impact of listening on perceived competence has not been directly tested. However, being a good
listener is recognized as an essential leadership skill [38,39] and is important for leadership emergence,
which requires competence [40]. Furthermore, studies with newly formed teams found that percep-
tions of a team member’s listening quality were closely linked to perceptions of their competence to
lead the team [41,42]. As such, good listeners should be perceived as being more competent than bad
listeners.

3.2. Values
Values are ideals that serve as guiding principles in a person’s life, influencing attitudes and behaviour
[31,43,44]. The most influential model of values was designed by Schwartz [45]. Schwartz’s circum-
plex model differentiates among four core value types that fall along two dimensions. Along one
dimension, self-transcendence values reflect concern for others’ welfare and include helpfulness and
equality, whereas self-enhancement values reflect attention to personal status and include power and
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achievement. Along the second dimension, openness to change values reflect pursuing personal interests
in unknown directions and include self-direction and stimulation, whereas conservation values reflect
the preservation of the status quo and include tradition and obedience.

Regarding the self-transcendence and self-enhancement dimensions, being a good listener requires
devotion to the speaker, specifically engaging in the conversation with and for them [23]. To achieve
this, good listeners need to prioritize the needs of their speakers over their own. This suggests
that good listeners should be perceived as attaching greater importance to self-transcendence values
relative to bad listeners. Regarding self-enhancement, bad listeners try to exert control over conversa-
tions [46], asking irrelevant questions that satisfy their curiosity about the speaker’s needs [47,48], and
interrupting speakers before they finish talking [49]. Together, this suggests that good listeners should
be perceived as attaching less importance to self-enhancement values relative to bad listeners.

Regarding the openness to change and conservation dimension, a key dimension of good listening
is undivided attention towards the speaker [21], which requires motivation to learn about them.
Good listening also requires adopting a non-judgemental approach towards the speaker [21,50]. To
achieve such a state individuals need to be open to listening to new points of view, including those
who they might disagree with [4]. This suggests that good listeners should be perceived as attaching
greater importance to openness to change values relative to bad listeners. Finally, we had no a priori
rationale regarding why being perceived as a good versus bad listener would impact judgements on
conservation values.

4. Integrating listener attributes, listener behaviours and outcome
variables: a moderated mediation model

In addition to testing for differences in evaluations of good versus bad listeners, we explored the
mechanisms through which thinking about a good versus bad listener influences the outcome variables
described above. We tested a model in which we expected the effect of being perceived as a good or
bad listener on our outcome variables would be mediated by the valence of the listening attributes
and behaviours associated with a target, with more positive valence ratings on listening attributes and
behaviours leading to more positive outcomes. Further, we tested whether any mediation would be
moderated by participants’ self-perceived listening. When individuals perceive themselves as good
listeners, we expect that they should be particularly likely to appreciate the benefits of good listening,
leading to more positive evaluations of good listening behaviours compared with individuals who
perceive themselves as bad listeners. This reasoning is consistent with research demonstrating that
people place high social value on attributes that they believe they possess [51,52]. We were uncer-
tain as to whether participants’ self-perceived listening would influence perceptions of bad listening
behaviours. On the one hand, good listeners might be especially likely to denigrate behaviours they
associate with bad listening. On the other hand, given the relative dissociation between constructive
and destructive listening [53], complimentary effects might not be found.

In sum, we tested the following hypotheses (the model is outlined in figure 1):
Hypothesis 1a: Good listeners will be perceived as having more positive attributes than bad listeners.
Hypothesis 1b: Good listeners will be perceived as having more positive listening behaviours than bad

listeners.
Hypothesis 1c: Good listeners will be perceived as having fewer negative attributes than bad listeners.
Hypothesis 1d: Good listeners will be perceived as having fewer negative listening behaviours than bad

listeners.
Hypothesis 2: Good listeners will be perceived as warmer than bad listeners.
Hypothesis 3: Good listeners will be perceived as more competent than listeners.
Hypothesis 4: Good listeners will be perceived as more humble than bad listeners.
Hypothesis 5: Good listeners will be perceived as having higher self-transcendence values than bad listeners.
Hypothesis 6: Good listeners will be perceived as having lower self-enhancement values than bad listeners.
Hypothesis 7: Good listeners will be perceived as having higher openness values than bad listeners
Hypothesis 8: The effects of the experimental condition will be mediated simultaneously via (i) positive and

(ii) negative listening attributes and (iii) positive and (iv) negative listening behaviours (see figure 1).
Hypothesis 9: The indirect effects of listening attributes and behaviours on the dependent variables will be

moderated by participants' perceptions of their own listening qualities, such that the better participants perceive
their own listening qualities, the stronger each indirect effect will be.
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5. Overview of studies
We report three studies addressing our fundamental question. In Study 1, participants thought about
someone they knew whom they felt was a good (or bad) listener. They reported the attributes and
behaviours that made this person a good or bad listener, and they evaluated them on their perceived
values, warmth and competence. We tested whether good listeners were associated with different
(and more positive) listening attributes and behaviours compared with bad listeners and whether
such differences would mediate effects on judgements of the target’s perceived values, warmth and
competence, potentially moderated by participants’ self-perceived listening abilities.

In our pre-registered Study 2, we were interested in how people visually represent good or bad
listeners—that is, what people think a good or bad listener looks like. Using a reverse correlation
procedure [54], we had one sample of participants generate a classification image of a good or bad
listener. These classification images were then evaluated by a separate sample, who were given no
information about the images or how they were generated. We tested whether these participants would
see the good and bad listener faces as (i) possessing positive and negative listening attributes and
(ii) engaging in positive and negative listening behaviours. We also tested whether these naïve raters
would judge the good versus bad listening faces as differing in their perceived warmth, competence
and humility, and holding different values, while also testing for moderated mediation.

Finally, in our pre-registered Study 3, we sought to replicate Study 2 and extend it by considering
whether attributes associated with good or bad listeners are applied to other facial images.

Several themes were consistent across all of our studies. First, we used a bottom-up approach,
where participants described their own personal views of what makes someone a good versus
bad listener, and how they visually represent good versus bad listeners. Second, we independently
assessed the perceptions of good listeners and bad listeners. This is because research has demonstrated
that good (i.e. constructive) listening and bad (i.e. destructive) listening are best conceptualized as
separate dimensions, rather than endpoints along a single continuum [21,53]. All of our studies used
non-student samples, to obtain a more diverse representation of how people perceive and evaluate
good and bad listeners. The research received an IRB # EC.23.04.25.6791G. All studies, measures,
manipulations and participant exclusions are reported in the manuscript.

In addition, we wish to note that we conducted a study that assessed how people perceive good and
bad listening. Given that the focus of the present manuscript is on the perception of listeners and we did
not measure any of the dependent variables in this extra study, we decided not to include this study in
the main text, to enhance the paper’s conceptual coherence. However, this study (labelled Pilot Study),
including its results, is described in detail in the electronic supplemental materials and the data and
syntax can be found on the project’s OSF page.

5.1. Open research practices
This manuscript adheres to accepted transparency and openness guidelines [55]. The data,
codes and preregistrations (Studies 2 and 3) are available at this OSF link: https://osf.io/rz8p6/?
view_only=a519d77551d24e49ae78f571aa15579a

6. Study 1
6.1. Method

6.1.1. Participants

A total of 381 participants (Mage = 37.6 years; s.d. = 12.8; 57.4% identified as female, 40.5% as male, 1.8%
as other, 0.3% preferred not to say; 63% with a bachelor’s degree or higher) were recruited via Prolific.
Participants were paid £1.25 for their participation. Sensitivity analysis indicated that the smallest
effect size that this sample can detect with a power of 80% and α = .05 is Cohen’s d = 0.29 [56].

6.1.2. Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to think of someone they knew who they considered to be a good
or bad listener in a conversation between two people. After selecting their target, participants reported
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both the listening attributes and behaviours that make their target a good (or bad) listener, with these
attributes and behaviours rated for valence. Next, participants rated their target on the degree to
which they were warm and competent, as well as indicating their perception of the target’s values.
After completing these measures, participants rated their own listening alongside some questions not
pertinent to the paper.

6.1.3. Measures

Listening attributes and behaviours

First, participants provided the person’s name before listing (i) five attributes describing the selected
target they considered as a good/bad listener and (ii) five behaviours they felt made the person a
good/bad listener (these tasks were presented in random order). Participants were given five text boxes
for each task, with each text box limited to 50 characters. Participants were instructed to generate their
responses independently, without using any online tools. Next, participants rated the valence of each
word they had reported on a scale from 1 (extremely negative) to 7 (extremely positive). Attribute and
behaviour scores for each participant were calculated by averaging these valence ratings.

Warmth and competence

Warmth was assessed by averaging responses to two questions on a 100-point sliding scale (with
endpoints of not at all and extremely). The two questions asked participants to report the degree
to which their target is (i) warm and (ii) likable, r (367) = .65, p < .001. Competence was measured
by averaging the responses to two questions scaled along the same 100-point scale used to measure
warmth. The two questions asked participants to report the degree to which their target is (i) compe-
tent and (ii) successful, r (367) = .53, p < .001. This approach aligns with the assessment of warmth and
competence in other research (e.g. [57,58]).

Values

Participants completed a brief version of the Schwartz Values Survey, where they reported the
extent to which their target would perceive Schwartz’s four core value types as personally important
(59). One item represented each of self-transcendence (e.g. honesty, equality, forgiveness, protecting
the environment), self-enhancement (e.g. ambition, wealth, power, success), openness (e.g. free-
dom, curiosity, adventurousness, excitement) and conservation (e.g. politeness, respect for tradition,
obedience, social order) value types, with responses provided on a 100-point sliding scale (with
endpoints of not at all and a great deal).

Figure 1. Proposed moderated mediation model.
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Self-perceived listening

To measure participants’ perceptions of their own listening behaviour, they completed the Active-
Empathic Listening Scale (AELS [60]). A sample item of this scale is ‘I show others that I am listening
by using verbal acknowledgments’ (1 = never or almost never true; 7 = always or almost always true; α =
.87).1

Additional measures

Participants also reported how close they were to the target (0 = not at all close; 100 = extremely close),
how well they knew the target (0 = not at all well; 100 = extremely well), as well as the target’s age and
gender. For exploratory purposes, participants evaluated their target on their self-esteem and standing
on the Big 5 attributes. The raw data are available on the OSF link.

Demographics

Participants finished the study by reporting their age, gender and education level.

6.2. Results

6.2.1. Characteristics of the selected listener

We examined the characteristics of the target selected by each participant, and whether they differed as
a function of condition. These data are presented in the top section of table 1. Starting with age, there
was no difference in listener age across the two conditions. Participants reported more knowledge
of and feeling closer to a selected good listener relative to a selected bad listener. There was also
an effect on gender. Among participants who thought of a good listener, 62.8% thought of a female
target, and 36.0% thought of a male target (1.2% did not say). Among participants who thought of a
bad listener, 47.9% thought of a female target, 51.5% thought of a male target (0.6% did not say). A
chi-square analysis focusing on female and male responses revealed a significant difference across the
good and bad listener conditions, χ2 (1) = 8.02, p = .005. Further analysis revealed that this effect was
not moderated by participant gender (p = .316).

1For a separate project, Study 1 participants completed a measure of their values (modelled after the Schwartz Values Scale, see [45])
and rated themselves on a set of attributes (e.g. warm, competent, friendly, capable; 1 = not at all; 7 = very much). In all three studies,
we also included an exploratory single item asking whether they thought of themselves as good listeners (1 = not at all; 7 = very
much).

Table 1. Characteristics and evaluations of good and bad listeners—Study 1.

good listener bad listener

M (s.d.) M (s.d.) t Cohen’s d p

age 41.39 (15.12) 43.52 (17.03) −1.22 −0.13 .225

how well known? 84.75 (18.82) 78.06 (21.68) 3.16 0.33 .002

how close? 82.44 (20.79) 63.71 (29.83) 7.01 0.73 <.001

listening attributes 6.54 (0.59) 3.25 (1.56) 26.95 2.82 <.001

listening
behaviours

6.50 (0.62) 2.25 (0.81) 57.30 5.92 <.001

warm 84.87 (12.76) 49.30 (21.13) 19.51 2.04 <.001

competent 79.84 (14.37) 55.07 (21.40) 13.02 1.36 <.001

self-transcendence 81.20 (15.75) 51.11 (26.66) 13.23 1.38 <.001

self-enhancement 40.69 (24.90) 59.05 (28.52) −6.63 −0.69 <.001

openness 67.13 (22.53) 50.33 (26.28) 6.61 0.69 <.001

conservation 63.43 (26.06) 43.91 (25.49) 7.33 0.76 <.001
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6.2.3. Descriptions and evaluations of listening attributes and behaviours

Participants used a range of attributes and behaviours to describe individuals who were good versus
bad listeners. The most common attributes associated with good and bad listeners are presented in
figure 2A,B, with the most common behaviours presented in figure 3A,B.

For each participant, we averaged the valence ratings of their listed attributes and behaviours. As
predicted, good listeners were allocated more positive listening attributes and behaviours compared
with bad listeners (both ps < .001, both ds ≥ 2.80; see table 2).

6.2.3. Differences in perceptions of good versus bad listeners

The good listener was judged to be both warmer and more competent than the bad listener (both ps
< .001, both ds > 1.30). Regarding values, the good listener was judged as placing more importance on
self-transcendence and openness values compared with the bad listener, with self-enhancement values
showing the opposite effect (all ps < .001, all ds > |0.65|). Exploratory analysis indicated that the good
listener was also judged as placing greater importance on conservation values (p < .001, d > 0.75).

6.2.4. Content analysis

To supplement the word clouds we conducted a systematic content analysis. This approach allowed
us to categorize participants' open-ended responses into meaningful themes, ensuring a more rigorous
assessment of how listeners are perceived. Following established methodologies [61,62], the analysis
involved coding responses into predefined categories based on thematic similarities. For example,
words like ‘kind’, ‘supportive’ and ‘empathetic’ were grouped under ‘kindness’, while terms such
as ‘distracted’ and ‘preoccupied’ were categorized under ‘inattentiveness.’ Participants' open-ended
responses for attributes and behaviours were combined to create the categories for the content analysis.

As can be seen in table 2, the results of this analysis revealed distinct patterns in how participants
characterize good and bad listeners. For good listeners, the most frequently mentioned attributes fell
into the categories of kindness (30.12%), calmness (23.49%) and intelligence (16.78%), underscoring the
importance of warmth, attentiveness and competence in effective listening. Conversely, bad listeners
were most commonly described as disruptive (33.33%), selfish (26.67%) and inattentive (20.00%). These
findings highlight the centrality of both behavioural and interpersonal dynamics in shaping percep-
tions of listening quality. By distinguishing between these attributes, the content analysis adds depth
to the word cloud visualization, providing a structured and theoretically grounded framework for
understanding participants’ perceptions of listeners (see table 2). The R code for the content analysis is
available on the project’s OSF page (https://osf.io/rz8p6/).

6.2.5. Moderated mediation analyses

To examine whether condition impacted outcomes via attribute valence and behaviour valence, with
a moderating role of participants’ perceived listening abilities (hereafter: AELS), we ran a series of
moderated mediation analyses using Process Model 7 [63]. All test statistics and confidence intervals
are presented in table 3. We start by describing the effects of condition, AELS, and their interaction
on attribute valence and behaviour valence, which are the same across all outcome variables, before
discussing the effects on each outcome variable.

Effects of condition and AELS on attributes and listening behaviours (paths a1 and a2)

First, for the a1 path, there were significant effects of both condition (p < .001) and AELS (p = .012).
As predicted, AELS moderated the association between condition and attribute valence (p < .001). The
effect of the condition on attribute valence was greater among individuals with high AELS scores (b =
3.71, S.E. = 0.17, t = 21.51, p < .001, 95% CI [3.37, 4.05]) compared with individuals with low AELS scores
(b = 2.90, S.E. = 0.17, t = 16.90, p < .001, 95% CI [2.56, 3.24]).

Similarly, for the a2 path, there were significant effects for both condition (p < .001) and AELS (p =
.006). Again, as predicted, AELS moderated the association between condition and behaviour valence
(p < .001). Specifically, the effect of condition on behaviour valence was greater among individuals with
high AELS scores (b = 4.60, S.E. = 0.10, t = 44.07, p < .001, 95% CI [4.40, 4.81]) compared with individuals
with low AELS scores (b = 3.86, S.E. = 0.10, t = 37.17, p < .001, 95% CI [3.65, 4.06]).
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Warmth

The b1 path from attribute valence to warmth was significant (p < .001), such that more positive attribute
scores were associated with greater perceived warmth. The b2 path from behaviour valence to warmth
was non-significant, nor was the direct effect from condition to warmth.

A

B

Figure 2. Word clouds for good (A) and bad (B) listener attributes.

A

B

Figure 3. Word clouds for good (A) and bad (B) listener behaviours.
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Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on warmth via attribute valence was significant (b =
19.60, S.E. = 2.77, 95% CI [14.24, 25.17]), as was the effect’s index of moderated mediation = 3.38, S.E.=
1.19, 95% CI [1.10, 5.85]. The conditional indirect effect was greater among individuals with high AELS
scores (b = 22.01, S.E. = 3.20, 95% CI [15.73, 28.37]) compared with individuals with low AELS scores (b
= 17.19, S.E. = 2.67, 95% CI [12.07, 22.71]). The indirect effect of condition on warmth via behaviour
valence was non-significant.

Competence

The b1 path from attribute valence to competence was significant (p < .001), as was the b2 path from
behaviour valence to competence (p = .006). More positive attribute and behaviour valence scores were
associated with greater perceived competence. The direct effect from condition to competence was also
significant, (p = .046). However, the sign for this latter effect is opposite to that of the mean difference
displayed in table 1.

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on competence via attribute valence was signifi-
cant, b = 20.82, S.E. = 2.68, 95% CI [16.04, 26.41], as was the effect’s index of moderated mediation =
3.59, S.E. = 1.26, 95% CI [1.20, 6.20]. The conditional indirect effect was greater among individuals with
high AELS scores, b = 23.38, S.E. = 3.08, 95% CI [17.94, 29.81], compared with individuals with low
AELS scores, b = 18.27, S.E .= 2.55, 95% CI [13.78, 23.70]. Further, the indirect effect of condition on
competence via behaviour valence was significant, b = 14.55, S.E. = 5.19, 95% CI [3.76, 23.92], as was the
effect’s index of moderated mediation = 1.79, S.E. = 0.88, 95% CI [0.33, 3.68]. Specifically, the conditional
indirect effect was greater among individuals with high AELS scores, b = 15.82, S.E. = 5.75, 95% CI [4.05,
26.37], compared with individuals with low AELS scores, b = 13.27, S.E. = 4.65, 95% CI [3.48, 21.61].

Self-transcendence

The b1 path from attribute valence to self-transcendence was significant (p < .001), such that more
positive attribute scores were associated with perceiving the target as attaching greater importance to
self-transcendence values. The b2 path from behaviour valence to self-transcendence was non-significant
(p = .844), as was the direct effect from condition to self-transcendence values (p = .090).

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on self-transcendence values via attribute valence
was significant, b = 20.06, S.E. = 3.85, 95% CI [12.74, 27.84], as was the effect’s index of moderated
mediation = 3.46, S.E. = 1.29, 95% CI [1.15, 6.23]. This conditional effect was greater among individuals
with high AELS scores, b = 22.53, S.E. = 4.36, 95% CI [14.36, 31.43], compared with individuals low in
AELS scores, b = 17.60, S.E. = 3.51, 95% CI [10.99, 24.78]. The indirect effect of condition on warmth via
behaviour valence was not significant.

Table 2. Content analysis results for good and bad listeners of Study 1.

category percentage (good listeners) percentage (bad listeners)

kindness 30.12% —

calmness 23.49% —

intelligence 16.78% —

friendliness 13.42% —

trustworthiness 10.07% —

positive affect 6.71% —

disruptiveness — 33.33%

selfishness — 26.67%

inattentiveness — 20.0%

anger — 13.33%

arrogance — 6.67%

12
royalsocietypublishing.org/journal/rsos 

R. Soc. Open Sci. 12: 241550

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//r

oy
al

so
ci

et
yp

ub
lis

hi
ng

.o
rg

/ o
n 

22
 A

pr
il 

20
25

 



Self-enhancement

The b1 path from attribute valence to self-enhancement (p = .295) and the b2 path from behaviour valence
to self-enhancement were non-significant (p = .998). The direct effect of condition on self-enhancement
was non-significant (p = .109).

Regarding indirect effects, the effects of condition on self-enhancement values via attribute valence
and behaviour valence were both non-significant.

Openness

The b1 path from attribute valence to openness was non-significant (p = .078). The b2 path from
behaviour valence to openness was significant (p < .001), such that more positive behaviour scores were
associated with perceiving the target as attaching greater importance to openness values. The direct
effect of condition on openness was significant (p = .028). The sign for this latter effect is opposite to
that of the mean difference displayed in table 1.

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on openness values via attribute valence was
non-significant. The effect of condition on openness values via behaviour valence was significant, b =
27.23, S.E. = 6.90, 95% CI [14.29, 41.46], as was this effect’s index of moderated mediation = 3.36, S.E. =
1.24, 95% CI [1.22, 6.05]. This conditional effect was greater among individuals with high AELS scores,
b = .29.63, S.E. = 7.59, 95% CI [15.43, 45.06] compared with individuals low in AELS scores, b = 24.85,
S.E .= 6.25, 95% CI [13.07, 37.73].

Conservation

We conducted a moderated mediation analysis on conservation as an exploratory analysis. The b1 path
from attribute valence to conservation was significant (p = .018). Both the b2 path from behaviour valence
to conservation (p = .715) and the direct effect from condition to conservation were non-significant (p =
.422).

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on conservation values via attribute valence was
significant, b = 9.63, S.E. = 4.16, 95% CI [1.21, 17.81], as was this effect’s index of moderated mediation
= 1.66, S.E. = 0.85, 95% CI [0.15, 3.52]. This conditional effect was greater among individuals with high
AELS scores, b = 10.81, S.E. = 4.62, 95% CI [1.35, 19.79] compared with individuals with low AELS
scores (b = 8.45, S.E .= 3.74, 95% CI [1.07, 16.03]). The indirect effect of condition on conservation values
via behaviour valence was non-significant.

6.3. Correcting for multiple comparisons
The Benjamini–Hochberg procedure (B–H [64]) was employed in Study 1 to correct for multiple
comparisons. Unlike the Bonferroni correction, which is highly conservative and may reduce statistical
power by inflating the risk of type II errors, the B–H method is designed to control the false discovery
rate [65,66]. This makes it particularly appropriate for studies with numerous statistical tests, such as
the present one, as it balances the need to detect true effects while minimizing false positives. Given
the number and variety of tests conducted, the B–H procedure was chosen to maintain the integrity of
the findings without unduly sacrificing power.

In total, 48 statistical tests were included in the analysis, encompassing t-tests, main effects, indirect
effects and moderated mediation effects. The original p-values ranged from .001 ≤ p ≤ .998, and the range of
significant tests was .001 ≤ p ≤ .015. After applying the B–H correction, adjusted p-values were calculated for
each test to ensure the false discovery rate was controlled at a 5% threshold. Importantly, all significant tests
(original p-values < .05) remained significant after correction, with adjusted p-values for these tests ranging
from .001 ≤ p ≤ .045. No previously significant test became non-significant after correction.

6.4. Discussion
Study 1 used a bottom-up approach to examine the listening attributes and behaviours that people
associated with a known acquaintance whom they perceived to be a good or bad listener. We measured
downstream effects expected to be associated with being perceived as a good listener, focusing on
warmth, competence and values. We also tested a moderated mediation model in which the valence of
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listening attributes and behaviours were expected to predict ratings of the target’s warmth, competence
and values, with moderation by participants’ self-reported listening.

Our procedure shares some components with the one used by Bodie et al. [15] who instructed
participants to engage in a retroactive imagined interaction. Participants reflected on how they
introduced themselves, the topics likely discussed, and how the conversation concluded. Like our
study, Bodie et al.’s participants were asked to imagine the listener (named ‘Alex’) as a ‘communica-
tively competent’ individual and list up to 20 characteristics or behaviours they believed contributed to
this impression. Differently from Bodie et al. [15], we also assessed the attributes and behaviours of a
poor listener, as well as the personality traits (i.e. warmth and competence) and values associated with
listeners.

Overall, the results were consistent with our hypotheses. As predicted, people allocated more
positive attributes and listening behaviours to good listeners compared with bad listeners (Hypothe-
ses 1a to 1d). Good listeners were judged as warmer and more competent relative to bad listeners
(Hypotheses 2 and 3). Good and bad listeners also differed in their perceived values, with good
listeners seen as allocating greater importance to self-transcendence and openness values, and less
importance to self-enhancement values, relative to bad listeners (Hypotheses 5 to 7). These latter effects
are novel, as they represent the initial application of values to the study of listening.

Turning to the moderated mediation model, we found that good listeners were ascribed more
positive attributes and behaviours relative to bad listeners, and the valence of the listening attributes
and behaviours largely predicted warmth, competence and values. Further, on all of our outcome
measures, aside from self-enhancement values, there were significant indirect effects of attribute
valence and/or behaviour valence that were dependent upon AELS scores, in the expected direction.
These results offer support for Hypotheses 8 and 9. Together, these results provide initial evidence
highlighting the downstream consequences of being perceived by others as a good or bad listener, and
moderating and mediating influences underlying these effects.

This study asked participants to think about someone they knew who they thought of as a good
or bad listener. We used this approach given its alignment with our desire to examine the effects of
good listening at a bottom-up level—with participants selecting their own target and freely ascri-
bed listening attributes and behaviours to their target. While this approach offers valuable insights
regarding how people think about good versus bad listeners in their everyday lives, it is important to
supplement this approach with other methods. Towards that end, Study 2 used a bottom-up, indirect
method to assess how people represent and evaluate good or bad listeners that they do not know.

Our starting point for Study 2 was to understand how people visually represent good versus bad
listeners—that is, what people think good and bad listeners look like. We tested whether participants
have different mental images of good versus bad listeners and whether other naïve participants, when
shown consensual mental representations of the faces of good and bad listeners, would differentially
attribute positive and negative listening attributes and behaviours to these images. Building upon
Study 1, we tested whether these good and bad listening faces would be perceived as differing in
warmth and competence (along with humility) and their values. Differences using this more indirect
approach would speak to fundamental processes related to how people conceptualize good versus bad
listeners, and provide more nuanced evidence about the consequences linked with being perceived as a
good versus bad listener.

7. Study 2
The goals of Study 2 were twofold. First, we aimed to conceptually replicate the findings of Study 1
with the reverse correlation task [54]. This task involves two stages. First, participants in one sample
generate their own mental representation of a group member, in our case a good (or bad, depend-
ing upon condition) listener. These individual representations are then averaged across generators
within each condition, in our case resulting in one classification image of a good listener and another
classification image of a bad listener. In the second phase, these classification images are evaluated by
another sample of participants, who are unaware of how the images were generated. This task has
been used to assess the impacts of mental representations of various social categories (e.g. [57,67,68]).
It offers an indirect method of assessing social perception, as the classification images offer a relatively
unfiltered measure of how people conceptualize social categories, with evaluations being made in the
absence of any identifying information about the group.
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Second, we included an additional outcome variable, humility. We included humility given its
associations with greater tolerance of those with opposing views and engaged cooperation with
others [69–71]. As applied to listening, research has found that good listeners are perceived as more
humble by their speakers [72]. As in Study 1, participants reported their own listening ability, as
we were interested in assessing the effects of self-reported listening on measured variables. Building
upon Lehmann et al.'s [72] findings that better listeners are judged by speakers as more humble, we
expect that simply being perceived as a good listener leads to being ascribed greater humility, in
the absence of an actual conversation (Hypothesis 4). This study was pre-registered (https://aspredic-
ted.org/8TZ_2VN).

7.1. Method

7.1.1. Image generation phase

Participants

A total of 199 participants (Mage = 34.95 years; s.d. = 12.99; 36.7% identified as female, 61.3% as male,
1.0% as other, 1.0% preferred not to say; 66% with a bachelor’s degree or higher) were recruited via
Prolific. Participants were paid £2.69 for their participation.

Material and procedure

The generation task was conducted using PsychoPy. Participants were randomly assigned to the good
or bad listener condition. The task consisted of 410 trials, 10 of which were attention checks (see
below). On each of the 400 primary task trials, participants were shown two facial images; one image
was a base face superimposed with a random noise pattern, and the second image was the same base
face superimposed with the opposite random noise pattern. The random noise was generated and
added using the rcicr package in R [73]. The base face was taken from Smith et al. (74). Before starting
the task, participants were given the following information (with ‘good’ or ‘bad’ adapted to condition):

We are going to show you a number of pairs of faces.

We would like you to select which of the two faces you would consider a GOOD/BAD LISTENER in a conversation
between two people.

So, as you decide which faces to select, think about which face best represents a GOOD/BAD LISTENER IN A
CONVERSATION BETWEEN TWO PEOPLE.

For each image pair, participants were asked:

Which face best represents a GOOD/BAD listener?

Each trial used the same base face with every trial including different white noise patterns. In the
10 attention check trials, a child face and an adult face were presented, and participants were asked
to select the adult face. Using a criterion from previous research that participants pass at least 50% of
attention check trials (see [57]), we found that all participants met that threshold.

After completing the face generation task, participants completed the AELS and the Constructive
Listening Scale [53]. Including these measures allows for future research to explore how individuals
high versus low on these constructs visually represent good and bad listeners.

Image processing

Good and bad listening classification images were created using the rcicr package [73]. The images are
presented in figure 4. These stimuli represent condition-level classification images. While research has
suggested that condition-level classification images can inflate type I error rates [75], numerous studies
have demonstrated that effects obtained using condition-level classification images are replicated when
using subgroup-level classification images (e.g. [76–79]).
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7.1.2. Image rating phase

Participants

We recruited 387 participants via Prolific. Two participants were excluded for failing an attention check
(see below), leaving 385 participants for analysis (Mage = 41.37 years; s.d. = 14.10; 63.1% identified
as female, 35.8% as male, 0.5% as other, 0.5% preferred not to say; 61% with a bachelor’s degree or
higher).2 Participants were paid £0.80 for their participation. Sensitivity analysis indicated that the
smallest effect size that this sample can detect with a power of 80% and α = .05 is Cohen’s d = 0.29 [56].

Procedure

Materials were presented via Qualtrics. After providing consent, participants were told that they
would be making judgements about a visually distorted image. Participants were randomly assigned
to the good or bad listener condition.

7.1.3. Materials

Listener attributes and behaviours

First, participants evaluated the assigned face on the extent to which they thought 12 attributes (six
positive: attentive, caring, friendly, intelligent, kind, patient; six negative: distracted, impatient, loud,
self-centred; selfish, talkative) and 12 behaviours (six positive: asks questions to the speaker, does
not interrupt the speaker, makes eye contact with the speaker, pays attention to the speaker, shows
empathy towards the speaker, shows patience towards the speaker; six negative: avoids eye contact
with the speaker, does not pay attention to the speaker, gets distracted easily, interrupts the speaker,
only talks about themselves, talks over the speaker) characterized the target as a listener during a
conversation between two people. These ratings were made on a seven-point scale (1 = not at all
characteristic; 7 = very much characteristic). The selected listening attributes and behaviours were
among those listed most frequently by participants in Study 1. We used responses to these items
to compute four indices: positive listening attributes, negative listening attributes, positive listening
behaviours and negative listening behaviours. Each index showed high reliability across the good
listener face and bad listener face conditions (all α > .80). The attributes and behaviours judgements
were completed separately, with items presented in a random order.

2Two respondents included age values of 0 and 226. We excluded these when deriving the sample’s mean age.

Figure 4. Average classification images of good and bad listeners.
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Warmth and competence

Participants rated the target on their perceived warmth (warm, nice, friendly and sincere) and
competence (competent, confident, skillful and able). Both measures were reliable across both the good
listener face and bad listener face conditions (all αs > .83).

Humility

Humility was measured by adapting a scale developed by Owens et al. [80]. The items were reframed
such that they referred to perceptions of another person’s humility (e.g. the item ‘I admit when I don’t
know how to do something’ was rephrased to read ‘This person admits it when they don’t know how
to do something’). Participants rated how well each item applied to the individual in the image, using
a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). This measure showed high reliability across both
conditions (αs > .93). This measure contained the attention check, an item where participants were
required to respond 4.

Values

After completing the listener attributes and behaviours task, participants rated the image on their
perceived values. Instead of having one item for each of Schwartz’s core values, we used four items per
value type, using the examples presented in Study 1. We created a composite score for each value type
(all αs > .71).

Self-perceived listening

Self-perceived listening was once again assessed via the AELS (α = .88).

Demographics

Participants finished the study by reporting their age, gender, education level, country of birth and
country of residence.

7.2. Results

7.2.1. Evaluations of good versus bad listener attributes and behaviours

Following our preregistration, we tested differences in evaluations of the good and bad listener faces.
The results of these analyses are presented in table 4. Consistent with the results of Study 1, the
good listener face was rated as significantly more likely to possess positive listening attributes and
behaviours and significantly less likely to possess negative listening attributes and behaviours, relative
to the bad listener face (all ps < .001, all ds > |0.75|).

7.2.2. Differences in perceptions of good versus bad listeners

The good listener face was judged as being warmer, more competent and more humble than the bad
listener face (ps < .001, ds > 1.10). Regarding values, the good listener face was perceived as placing
more importance on all four value types (all ps < .001, all ds > |0.65|). The effects are consistent
with our hypotheses for self-transcendence and openness values, but opposite to our hypothesis for
self-enhancement. The good listener face was also deemed to place greater importance on conservation
values.

7.2.3. Moderated mediation analyses

To examine whether condition impacted outcomes via positive and negative attributes and positive
and negative behaviour scores, with a moderating role of AELS, we ran a series of moderated
mediation analyses using Process Model 7 [63]. All relevant test statistics and confidence intervals
are presented in table 5. As in Study 1, for parsimony, we focus on a verbal description of the results.
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We start by describing the effects of condition, AELS and their interaction on positive and negative
attribute and behaviour scores, which are the same across all outcome variables, before discussing the
effects on each outcome variable.

Effects of condition and AELS on attributes and listening behaviours (paths a1 to a4)

First, for the path from condition to positive attributes (a1), there were significant effects of both
conditions (p < .001) and AELS (p = .025). The interaction was non-significant (p = .115). For the path
from condition to negative attributes (a2), there was a significant effect of condition (p < .001). The
AELS and interaction effects were both non-significant (both ps > .260). For the path from condition
to positive behaviours (a3), there were significant effects of both conditions (p < .001) and AELS (p =
.013). The interaction was non-significant (p = .067). Finally, for the path from condition to negative
behaviours (a4), there was a significant effect of condition (p < .001). The AELS and interaction effects
were both non-significant (both ps > .100). Together, all paths showed direct effects of condition, all in
the expected direction. There was a less consistent pattern regarding the role of AELS scores.

Warmth

The b1 path from positive listener attributes to warmth was significant (p < .001), as was the b2
path from negative listener attributes to warmth (p = .007). More positive listener attributes and less
negative listener attributes were associated with greater warmth. The b3 and b4 behavioural paths were
non-significant, both p > .340. The direct effect of condition on warmth was significant (p < .001).

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on warmth via positive attributes, b = 1.39, S.E .=
0.16, 95% CI [1.09, 1.71], and negative attributes, b = 0.18, S.E. = 0.08, 95% CI [0.01, 0.35], were both
significant. The effect of condition on warmth via positive behaviours and negative behaviours were
both non-significant. There was no evidence of moderated mediation; the confidence intervals for all
four indirect effects included zero.

Competence

The b1 path from positive listener attributes to competence was significant (p < .001), such that more
positive listener attributes were associated with greater perceived competence. The b2, b3 and b4 paths
were all non-significant, all p > .390. The direct effect from condition to competence was significant (p =
.008).

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on competence via positive attributes was
significant, b = 0.86, S.E. = 0.15, 95% CI [0.56, 1.17]. The remaining indirect paths were all non-signif-
icant. There was no evidence of moderated mediation, the confidence intervals for all four indirect
effects included zero.

Table 4. Evaluations of good and listening faces: Study 2.

good listener bad listener

M (s.d.) M (s.d.) t Cohen’s d p

positive attributes 5.22 (0.99) 3.43 (1.17) 16.12 1.64 <.001

negative attributes 2.84 (1.14) 3.77 (1.21) −7.76 −0.79 <.001

positive behaviours 5.21 (0.98) 3.72 (1.18) 13.45 1.37 <.001

negative behaviours 2.51 (1.16) 3.75 (1.26) −10.05 −1.03 <.001

warmth 5.44 (1.30) 3.11 (1.38) 16.96 1.73 <.001

competence 5.26 (0.97) 4.09 (1.07) 11.24 1.15 <.001

humility 4.99 (1.15) 3.26 (1.28) 13.97 1.42 <.001

self-transcendence 68.90 (18.36) 36.55 (22.85) 15.30 1.56 <.001

self-enhancement 57.87 (15.60) 45.57 (20.11) 6.71 0.68 <.001

openness 62.89 (15.31) 46.44 (18.24) 9.58 0.98 <.001

conservation 61.62 (16.06) 40.38 (21.55) 10.96 1.12 <.001
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Humility

The b1 path from positive listener attributes to humility was significant (p < .001), as was the b2 path
from negative listener attributes (p = .001). More positive listener attributes and less negative listener
attributes were associated with perceiving the target as more humble. The b3 path from positive
listener behaviours to humility was significant (p < .001), such that positive listening behaviours were
associated with perceiving the target as more humble. The b4 path from negative listener behaviours to
humility was non-significant (p = .778). The direct effect of condition on humility was significant (p =
.016).

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on humility via positive attributes, b = 0.90, S.E .=
0.13, 95% CI [0.65, 1.18], negative attributes, b = 0.17, S.E. = 0.07, 95% CI [0.04, 0.33], and positive
behaviours, b = 0.41, S.E. = 0.12, 95% CI [0.16, 0.64], were all significant. The effect of condition on
humility via negative behaviours was non-significant. There was no evidence of moderated mediation,
the confidence intervals for all four indirect effects included zero.

Self-transcendence

The b1 path from positive listener attributes to self-transcendence values was significant (p < .001), as
was the b2 path from negative listener attributes (p = .020). More positive listener attributes and less
negative listener attributes were associated with perceiving the target as placing greater importance
on self-transcendence values. The b3 and b4 behavioural paths were non-significant, both p > .110. The
direct effect of condition on self-transcendence values was significant (p < .001).

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on self-transcendence values via positive
attributes, b = 17.99, S.E. = 2.68, 95% CI [13.04, 23.51] and negative attributes, b = 2.42, S.E. = 1.18,
95% CI [0.04, 4.71], were both significant. The effects of condition on self-transcendence values via
positive behaviours and negative behaviours were non-significant. There was no evidence of moder-
ated mediation, the confidence intervals for all four indirect effects included zero.

Self-enhancement

The b1 path from positive listener attributes to self-enhancement values was significant (p < .001), as
was the b2 path from negative listener attributes to self-enhancement values (p = .022). More positive
and more negative listener attributes were associated with perceiving the target as placing greater
importance on self-enhancement values. The b3 and b4 behavioural paths were non-significant. The
direct effect of condition on self-enhancement values was significant (p = .027).

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on self-enhancement values via positive attributes,
b = 11.90, S.E .= 2.71, 95% CI [6.94, 17.45], and negative attributes, b = −2.91, S.E. = 1.55, 95% CI
[−6.14, −0.08], were both significant. The effect of condition on self-enhancement values via positive
behaviours and negative behaviours were both non-significant. There was no evidence of moderated
mediation, the confidence intervals for all four indirect effects included zero.

Openness

The b1 path from positive listener attributes to openness values was significant (p < .001), as was the
b2 path from negative listener attributes (p < .001). More positive and more negative listener attributes
were associated with perceiving the target as placing greater importance on openness values. The
b3 and b4 behavioural paths were non-significant, both p > .340. The direct effect of condition on
self-transcendence values was significant (p = .020).

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on openness values via positive attributes, b =
14.26, S.E .= 2.69, 95% CI [9.18, 19.86], and negative attributes, b = −4.40, S.E. = 1.50, 95% CI [−7.77,
−1.73], were both significant. The effect of condition on openness values via positive behaviours and
negative behaviours were both non-significant. There was no evidence of moderated mediation, the
confidence intervals for all four indirect effects included zero.
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Conservation

For these exploratory analyses, the b1 path from positive listener attributes to openness values was
significant (p < .001), as was the b2 path from negative listener attributes (p < .001). More positive
and less negative listener attributes were associated with perceiving the target as placing greater
importance on conservation values. The b3 and b4 behavioural paths were non-significant, both p >
.130. The direct effect of condition on self-transcendence values was non-significant (p = .324).

Regarding indirect effects, the effect of condition on conservation values via positive attributes, b =
13.99, S.E .= 2.56, 95% CI [9.23, 19.25], and negative attributes, b = 2.47, S.E. = 1.13, 95% CI [0.16, 4.63],
were both significant. The effect of condition on openness values via positive behaviours and negative
behaviours were both non-significant. There was no evidence of moderated mediation, the confidence
intervals for all four indirect effects included zero.

7.2.4. Correcting for multiple comparisons

As in Study 1, we employed the Benjamini–Hochberg procedure [64] to correct for multiple compari-
sons. In total, 41 statistical tests were included in the analysis, namely, t-tests, main effects, indirect
effects and moderated mediation effects. The original p-values ranged from .001 ≤ p ≤ .980, and for
significant tests, the range was .001 ≤ p ≤ .022. After applying the B–H correction, adjusted p-values
were calculated to control the false discovery rate at a 5% threshold. All significant tests remained
significant after correction, with adjusted p-values ranging from .001 ≤ p ≤ .047. That is, no original
significant test became non-significant after the B–H correction.

7.2.5. Discussion

Study 2 replicated the results of Study 1 and provided initial support for hypothesis 4, namely,
participants judged the good listener’s face as more humble than the bad listener’s face. However,
contrary to hypothesis 6, the good listener image was associated with higher self-enhancement
values than the bad listener, which was unexpected. While the experimental condition influenced the
mediators such as positive and negative attributes, no moderation by AELS was observed in Study
2. This contrasts with Study 1, where stronger mediation effects were found among participants who
perceived themselves as good listeners. The difference might be because, in Study 1, participants were
evaluating a known acquaintance, which could have intensified the influence of their self-perceived
listening abilities on their judgements of others. Overall, Study 2 offers new insights into how people
visualize and evaluate good versus bad listeners, highlighting the strong association between these
mental representations and their evaluations.

Despite the general support for our model in Studies 1 and 2, an alternative explanation for the
effects on the outcome variables is that a good listener creates a Halo effect, increasing positive features
and decreasing negative ones. However, a Halo effect does not explain why we observed a positive
effect of the good listener condition in Study 2 on self-enhancement values, which are typically rated as
the least important (i.e. desirable) value type [31]. Moreover, in Studies 1 and 2 the downstream effect
was mediated by listening attributes and behaviours. Yet, we believe a more robust test is needed to
refute the possibility of a Halo effect. Therefore, we conducted Study 3.

8. Study 3
Study 3 was designed to conceptually replicate and extend Study 2 by testing whether the good and
bad listener classification images would elicit unique effects compared with another set of classifica-
tion images. Such a pattern would imply that there is something special about the good and bad
listener classification images linking them to listening attributes and behaviours. Put differently, we
sought to distil the effects of the listener faces from any valence attributable to positive and negative
classification images derived from using a construct linked with listening. Participants were randomly
assigned to evaluate one of four classification images—the good or bad listener faces from Study 2,
or classification images of a non-narcissist or narcissist that were generated in a separate project by
Smith et al. [74], where 100 participants provided their representation of a narcissist, with narcissist
and non-narcissist classification images derived following a procedure described by Brown-Iannuzzi
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et al. [81]. We selected narcissism because (i) non-narcissists and narcissists are evaluated differently
on a range of outcomes, including warmth and competence (74), and (ii) evidence linking narcissism
with bad listening [82,83]. As such, the classification images differ on two dimensions—face type
(listening versus narcissism) and face valence (positive (good listener/non-narcissist) versus negative
(bad listener/narcissist)).

As in Study 2, the hypotheses, dependent variables, analyses, sample size and exclusion crite-
ria were preregistered at: https://aspredicted.org/5SY_VCY. We did not preregister the moderated
mediation analysis given the extreme number of moderated mediation indexes (over 160) in the design
(2 × 2 between participants, with four mediators and six outcomes), which would make any inferences
problematic.

8.1. Method

8.1.1. Participants

A total of 542 participants (Mage = 32.48 years; s.d. = 10.55) were recruited via Prolific. Participants
were paid £1.06 for their participation. No participants failed the attention check. Sensitivity analysis
indicated that the smallest effect size that this sample size can detect with a power of 80% (two-tailed)
and α = .05 is Cohen’s f = 0.14 [56].

8.1.2. Procedure

Like in Study 2, we informed participants that they would be making judgements about a visually
distorted image. Participants were randomly assigned to evaluate either the good or bad listener
image, or either the narcissist or non-narcissist image. The narcissist and non-narcissist images were
created using the same base face as the good and bad listener faces. All four faces are presented in
figure 5. Participants evaluated their assigned face using the same measures as in Study 2 and also
completed the AELS. Like Study 2, an attention check item was included in the humility measure.

8.2. Measures
Listener attributes and behaviours. As in Study 2, we used participants’ responses to compute

four indices: positive listening attributes, negative listening attributes, positive listening behaviours
and negative listening behaviours. Each index showed high reliability across all conditions (.74 ≤ αs ≤
.93). The attributes and behaviours judgements were completed separately, with items presented in a
random order.

Warmth and competence. We measured warmth (.70 ≤ αs ≤ .90) and competence (.93 ≤ αs ≤ .96) with
the same scales as in Study 2.

Values. We measured values with the same scales as Study 2 (.70 ≤ αs ≤ .90).
Humility. We used the same measure as in Study 2 (.94 ≤ αs ≤ .96).
Self-perceived listening. As in Studies 1 and 2, self-perceived listening was assessed via the AELS (α =

.87).
Demographics. Participants finished the study by reporting their age, gender, education level,

country of birth and country of residence.

8.3. Results
We tested our hypotheses via a set of 2 (face type: listener versus narcissist) by 2 (face valence: positive
versus negative) ANOVAs. These analyses are summarized in table 6. For parsimony, we focus on the
face type by face valence interaction. The main effects and interaction effects are presented in table 6 as
well as effect sizes for the interactions.

On the measures of positive and negative listening attributes and behaviours, all of the 2 × 2
ANOVAs revealed significant face type by face valence interactions (all p < .01, all Cohen’s f > 0.12).
In all cases, the difference in evaluations between the listener faces was significantly greater than the
difference in evaluations between the narcissism faces, with all effect sizes at least three times larger for
the listening faces relative to the narcissism faces.
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On the measures of warmth, competence, and humility, all of the 2 × 2 ANOVAs revealed significant
face type by face valence interactions (all p < .05, all Cohen’s f > 0.09). As with the attributes and
listening behaviours, the difference in evaluations between the listener faces was significantly greater
than the difference in evaluations between the narcissism faces.

Regarding self-transcendence and openness values, the effects were in the expected direction and
larger for the listener faces compared with the narcissism faces. The good listener face was seen
as espousing self-enhancement values more strongly compared with the bad listener face. Further,
this effect was larger than that observed for the narcissism faces. A similar pattern was found for
conservation values.

8.3.1. Moderated mediation analyses

We conducted moderated mediation analyses using the same approach as in Studies 1 and 2 (PROC-
ESS Model 7 [63]). Because our independent variable for these analyses was categorical, and we did
not assume linearity between the experimental groups, we used an indicator coding scheme [84]. An

Figure 5. Good listener, bad listener, narcissist and non-narcissist faces.
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indicator coding scheme also allows for a separate comparison of the indirect effects of the good
listener face and each of the other groups while controlling for the other main effects.

As in Studies 1 and 2, we summarize the results for each outcome variable. Of course, the mediation
analyses become more complicated given the need to use an indicator coding scheme, which increased
the number of tested effects. Regarding moderated mediation, because all indices of moderated
mediation were non-significant, these effects are not discussed any further.

Warmth

When comparing the good listener face with the non-narcissist face the indirect effect through positive
attributes was significant, b = 1.45, S.E. = 0.15, 95% CI [1.17, 1.76]. The indirect effect through negative
attributes was also significant, b = 0.13, S.E. = 0.06, 95% CI [0.01, 0.26]. The indirect effect through
positive behaviours was significant, b = 0.29, S.E. = 0.11, 95% CI [0.08, 0.51], as was the indirect effect
through bad behaviours, b = −0.14, S.E. = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.26, −0.05]. The direct effect was significant, b =
1.27, S.E. = 0.14, t = 8.92, p < .001, 95% CI [0.99, 1.55].

In the comparison between the good listener and the narcissist faces, the indirect effect through
positive attributes was significant, b = 1.11, S.E. = 0.13, 95% CI [0.86, 1.39]. The indirect effect through
negative attributes was significant, b = 0.11, S.E. = 0.06, 95% CI [0.01, 0.23]. The indirect effect through
positive behaviours was significant, b = 0.21, S.E = 0.08, 95% CI [0.06, 0.37]. The indirect effect through
negative behaviours was significant, b = −.0..17, S.E. = 0.06, 95% CI [−0.30, −0.06]. The direct effect was
not significant, b = 0.21, S.E .= 0.13, t = 1.63, p = .104, 95% CI [−0.04, 0.47].

Finally, when comparing the good listener face with the bad listener face, the indirect effect through
positive attributes was significant, b = 1.41, S.E .= 0.16, 95% CI [1.11, 1.73]. The indirect effect through
negative attributes was significant, b = 0.11, S.E. = 0.06, 95% CI [0.01, 0.22]. The indirect effect through
positive behaviours was significant, b = 0.26, S.E. = 0.10, 95% CI [0.07, 0.44]. The indirect effect through
negative behaviours was significant, b = −0.17, S.E. = 0.06, 95% CI [−0.30, −0.06]. The direct effect was
significant, b = 0.50, S.E. = 0.14, t = 3.62, p < .001, 95% CI [0.23, 0.77].

Competence

When comparing the good listener face with the non-narcissist face the indirect effect through positive
attributes was significant, b = 0.86, S.E. = 0.13, 95% CI [0.61, 1.13]. The indirect effect through negative
attributes was also significant, b = −0.14, S.E. = 0.06, 95% CI [−0.26, −0.04]. The indirect effect through
positive behaviours was significant, b = 0.38, S.E. = 0.11, 95% CI [0.18, 0.61]. The indirect effect through
negative behaviours was not significant, b = 0.0.2, S.E = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.06, 0.12]. The direct effect was
also significant, b = −0.40, S.E. = 0.15, t = −2.75, p = .006, 95% CI [−0.69, −0.11].

When comparing the good listener face with the narcissist face, the indirect effect through positive
attributes was significant, b = 0.66, S.E. = 0.11, 95% CI [0.46, 0.88]. The indirect effect through negative
attributes was significant, b = −0.12, S.E. = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.22, −0.03]. The indirect effect through
positive behaviours was significant, b = 0.28, S.E. = 0.08, 95% CI [0.13, 0.44]. The indirect effect through
negative behaviours was not significant, b = 0.03, S.E. = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.08, 0.14]. The direct effect was
not significant, b = 0.13, S.E. = 0.13, t = 0.96, p = .340, 95% CI [−0.14, 0.39].

Finally, when comparing the good listener face with the bad listener face, the indirect effect through
positive attributes was significant, b = 0.84, S.E. = 0.12, 95% CI [0.60, 1.08]. The indirect effect through
negative attributes was significant, b = −0.12, S.E. = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.23, −0.03]. The indirect effect
through positive behaviours was significant, b = 0.34, S.E. = 0.10, 95% CI [0.16, 0.54]. The indirect effect
through negative behaviours was not significant, b = 0.03, S.E. = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.07, 0.14]. The direct
effect was not significant, b = 0.16, S.E = 0.14, t = 1.12, p = .263, 95% CI [−0.12, 0.44].

Humility

When comparing the good listener face with the non-narcissist face, the indirect effect through positive
attributes was significant, b = 1.10, S.E. = 0.14, 95% CI [0.84, 1.37]. Unlike the other constructs, the
indirect effect through negative attributes was not significant, b = 0.08, S.E. = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.01, 0.19].
The indirect effect through positive behaviours was significant, b = 0.49, S.E. = 0.11, 95% CI [0.29, 0.71].
The indirect effect through negative behaviours was not significant, b = −0.03, S.E. = 0.04, 95% CI [−0.12,
0.05]. The direct effect was not significant, b = 0.50, .S.E. = 0.12, t = 4.13, p < .001, 95% CI [0.26, 0.74].
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When comparing the good listener face with the narcissist face, the indirect effect through positive
attributes was significant, b = 0.85, S.E.= 0.11, 95% CI [0.63, 1.07]. The indirect effect through negative
attributes was not significant, b = 0.07, S.E. = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.01, 0.17]. The indirect effect through
positive behaviours was significant, b = 0.36, S.E. = 0.08, 95% CI [0.21, 0.53]. The indirect effect through
negative behaviours was not significant, b = −0.04, S.E. = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.13, 0.06]. The direct effect was
not significant, b = −0.09, S.E. = 0.11, t = 0.84, p = .399, 95% CI [−0.31, 0.12].

Finally, when comparing the good listener face with the bad listener face, the indirect effect through
positive attributes was significant, b = 1.07, S.E. = 0.13, 95% CI [0.82, 1.34]. The indirect effect through
negative attributes was not significant, b = 0.07, S.E. = 0.04, 95% CI [−0.01, 0.16]. The indirect effect
through positive behaviours was significant, b = 0.43, S.E .= 0.10, 95% CI [0.26, 0.64]. The indirect effect
through negative behaviours was not significant, b = −0.03, S.E .= 0.05, 95% CI [−0.13, 0.06]. The direct
effect was not significant, b = 0.18, S.E. = 0.12, t = 1.55, p = .123, 95% CI [−0.05, 0.41].

Self-transcendence

When comparing the good listener face with the non-narcissist face, the indirect effect through positive
attributes was significant, b = 18.96, S.E .= 2.32, 95% CI [14.52, 23.76]. The indirect effect through
negative attributes was also significant, b = 2.67, S.E .= 0.99, 95% CI [0.96, 4.84]. The indirect effect
through positive behaviours was significant, b = 3.77, S.E. = 1.78, 95% CI [0.42, 7.35]. The indirect effect
through negative behaviours was not significant, b = −1.04, S.E. = 0.73, 95% CI [−2.65, 0.24]. The direct
effect was also significant, b = 7.19, S.E. = 2.23, t = 3.23, p = .001, 95% CI [2.81, 11.58].

When comparing the good listener face with the narcissist face, the indirect effect through positive
attributes was significant, b = 14.53, S.E. = 1.92, 95% CI [10.89, 18.32]. The indirect effect through
negative attributes was significant, b = 2.33, S.E .= 0.85, 95% CI [0.85, 4.19]. The indirect effect through
positive behaviours was significant, b = 2.74, S.E. = 1.28, 95% CI [0.32, 5.31]. The indirect effect through
negative behaviours was not significant, b = −1.28, S.E. = 0.85, 95% CI [−3.12, 0.29]. The direct effect was
not significant, b = 2.57, S.E. = 2.05, t = 1.26, p = .209, 95% CI [−1.45, 6.60].

Finally, when comparing the good listener face with the bad listener face, the indirect effect through
positive attributes was significant, b = 18.44, S.E. = 2.37, 95% CI [13.99, 23.20]. The indirect effect
through negative attributes was significant, b = 2.25, S.E. = 0.85, 95% CI [0.81, 4.11]. The indirect effect
through positive behaviours was significant, b = 3.34, S.E. = 1.57, 95% CI [0.37, 6.44]. The indirect effect
through negative behaviours was not significant, b = −1.27, S.E. = 0.85, 95% CI [−3.03, 0.28]. The direct
effect was significant, b = 6.02, S.E. = 2.17, t = 2.77, p = .006, 95% CI [1.75, 10.29].

Self-enhancement

When comparing the good listener face with the non-narcissist face the indirect effect through positive
attributes was significant, b = 10.44, S.E. = 2.50, 95% CI [5.74, 15.41]. The indirect effect through negative
attributes was also significant, b = −3.85, S.E. = 1.19, 95% CI [−6.32, −1.71]. The indirect effect through
positive behaviours was significant, b = 5.51, S.E. = 2.24, 95% CI [1.41, 10.22]. The indirect effect through
negative behaviours was not significant, b = 0.01, S.E. = 0.81, 95% CI [−1.72, 1.56]. The direct effect was
significant, b = −6.21, S.E. = 2.73, t = −2.28, p = .023, 95% CI [−11.57, −0.85].

When comparing the good listener face with the narcissist face, the indirect effect through positive
attributes was significant, b = 8.01, S.E. = 2.02, 95% CI [4.24, 12.19]. The indirect effect through negative
attributes was significant, b = −3.36, S.E. = 1.10, 95% CI [−5.68, −1.43]. The indirect effect through
positive behaviours was significant, b = 4.00, S.E. = 1.65, 95% CI [0.99, 7.54]. The indirect effect through
negative behaviours was not significant, b = 0.02, S.E. = 0.98, 95% CI [−2.04, 1.84]. The direct effect was
significant, b = 5.07, S.E. = 2.50, t = 2.03, p = .043, 95% CI [0.15, 9.99].

Finally, when comparing the good listener face with the bad listener face, the indirect effect through
positive attributes was significant, b = 10.16, S.E. = 2.46, 95% CI [5.55, 15.14]. The indirect effect through
negative attributes was significant, b = −3.24, S.E. = 1.06, 95% CI [−5.53, −1.36]. The indirect effect
through positive behaviours was significant, b = 4.87, S.E. = 2.01, 95% CI [1.21, 9.13]. The indirect effect
through negative behaviours was not significant, b = 0.02, S.E. = 0.97, 95% CI [−2.07, 1.84]. The direct
effect was not significant, b = 5.19, S.E. = 2.66, t = 1.95, p = .051, 95% CI [−0.03, 10.41].
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Openness

When comparing the positive listener face with the non-narcissist face the indirect effect through
positive attributes was significant, b = 13.62, S.E. = 2.30, 95% CI [9.22, 18.21]. The indirect effect through
negative attributes was significant, b = −2.74, S.E. = 1.01, 95% CI [−4.91, −0.90]. The indirect effect
through positive behaviours was significant, b = 5.94, S.E. = 2.08, 95% CI [2.00, 10.06]. The indirect effect
through negative behaviours was not significant, b = −1.34, S.E. = 0.83, 95% CI [−3.17, 0.08]. The direct
effect was significant, b = 5.18, S.E. = 2.45, t = 2.12, p = .035, 95% CI [0.37, 10.00].

In the pairwise comparison between the good listener and the narcissist faces, the indirect effect
through positive attributes was significant, b = 10.44, S.E .= 1.90, 95% CI [6.91, 14.43]. The indirect effect
through negative attributes was significant, b = −2.39, S.E. = 0.93, 95% CI [−4.41, −0.74]. The indirect
effect through positive behaviours was significant, b = 4.32, S.E. = 1.51, 95% CI [1.51, 7.37]. The indirect
effect through negative behaviours was not significant, b = −1.65, S.E. = 0.96, 95% CI [−3.66, 0.10]. The
direct effect was not significant, b = 1.94, S.E. = 2.25, t = 0.86, p = .389, 95% CI [−2.48, 6.36].

Finally, when comparing the good listener face with the bad listener face, the indirect effect through
positive attributes was significant, b = 13.25, S.E. = 2.30, 95% CI [8.95, 18.04]. The indirect effect through
negative attributes was significant, b = −2.31, S.E. = 0.93, 95% CI [−4.36, −0.70]. The indirect effect
through positive behaviours was significant, b = 5.26, S.E. = 1.88, 95% CI [1.76, 9.02]. The indirect effect
through negative behaviours was not significant, b = −1.63, S.E. = 0.97, 95% CI [−3.69, 0.11]. The direct
effect was not significant, b = 3.20, S.E. = 2.39, t = 1.34, p = .180, 95% CI [−1.49, 7.89].

Conservation

For these exploratory analyses, when comparing the positive listener face with the non-narcissist face
the indirect effect through positive attributes was significant, b = 16.80, S.E. = 2.42, 95% CI [12.23, 21.61].
The indirect effect through negative attributes was significant, b = 1.92, S.E. = 0.96, 95% CI [0.27, 4.02].
The indirect effect through positive behaviours was not significant, b = 2.36, S.E. = 1.79, 95% CI [−1.01,
6.12]. The indirect effect through negative behaviours was not significant, b = −0.23, S.E. = 0.69, 95% CI
[−1.65, 1.09]. The direct effect was significant, b = 5.95, S.E. = 2.25, t = 2.65, p = .008, 95% CI [1.53, 10.36].

In the pairwise comparison between the good listener and the narcissist faces, the indirect effect
through positive attributes was significant, b = 12.88, S.E. = 2.01, 95% CI [9.01, 16.99]. The indirect effect
through negative attributes was significant, b = 1.68, S.E. = 0.83, 95% CI [0.24, 3.48]. The indirect effect
through positive behaviours was not significant, b = 1.72, S.E. = 1.31, 95% CI [−0.73, 4.50]. The indirect
effect through negative behaviours was not significant, b = −0.29, S.E. = 0.84, 95% CI [−2.00, 1.34]. The
direct effect was not significant, b = −1.23, S.E. = 2.06, t = −0.60, p = .550, 95% CI [−5.29, 2.82].

Finally, when comparing the good listener face with the bad listener face, the indirect effect through
positive attributes was significant, b = 16.34, S.E. = 2.43, 95% CI [11.69, 21.21]. The indirect effect
through negative attributes was significant, b = 1.62, S.E. = 0.82, 95% CI [0.23, 3.44]. The indirect effect
through positive behaviours was not significant, b = 2.09, S.E. = 1.59, 95% CI [−0.90, 5.38]. The indirect
effect through negative behaviours was not significant, b = 1.63, S.E. = 0.97, 95% CI [−3.69, 0.11]. The
direct effect was not significant, b = 2.47, S.E. = 2.19, t = 1.13, p = .259, 95% CI [−1.83, 6.77].

We found a highly similar pattern of mediation when comparing the bad listener face with all other
faces. Positive and negative attributes, along with positive behaviours, mediated the effects on our
outcome variables, with the only exception being the role of negative attributes on humility.

8.4. Correcting for multiple comparisons
As in Studies 1 and 2, the Benjamini–Hochberg procedure was employed to correct for multiple
comparisons. In total, 63 statistical tests were included in the B–H analysis for Study 3. These tests
comprised t-tests, ANOVAs, main effects, interactions, mediation effects and moderated mediation
effects. The original p-values ranged from .001 ≤ p ≤ .985, with significant p-values ranging from .001 ≤
p ≤ .034. After applying the B–H correction, all originally significant tests (p < .05) remained significant,
with adjusted p-values ranging from .001 ≤ p ≤ .048. As in the previous studies, no tests became
non-significant after the correction.
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8.5. Discussion
Study 3 replicated the effects observed in Study 2, with the good listener face being perceived more
positively than the bad listener face. The study also ruled out the possibility that these effects were
due to a general positive valence (Halo effect), as the effects were distinct from those related to
narcissism. The good listener face was consistently associated with more positive listening attributes
and behaviours, greater warmth, competence, humility and stronger self-transcendence and openness
values. Additionally, the effects were mediated through positive attributes, negative attributes (except
for humility) and positive behaviours, but not negative behaviours (except for warmth).

9. General discussion
Listening is a crucial element in social relationships, fundamental to building connections, fostering
intimacy and resolving conflicts. Despite its importance in everyday interactions, there remains a
significant gap in our understanding of how listeners are perceived and evaluated by others. Our
research addresses this gap by exploring how people form perceptions and judgements about listeners.

We found consistent support for our hypotheses that good listeners are perceived as warmer, more
competent and more humble relative to bad listeners. Good listeners were also judged as attaching
greater importance to self-transcendence and openness values compared with bad listeners, with less
consistent effects on self-enhancement values. As far as we are aware, these studies represent the first
empirical evidence linking listening and values.

We also tested whether the attributes and behaviours of good and bad listeners explained the effect
of listening perception on the outcome variables, finding supporting evidence of mediation. In Study
1, we found that the attributes and behaviours participants associated with a good or bad listener
acquaintance mediated our outcome variables. In Study 2, where participants evaluated a classification
image of a good or bad listener, we separated the valence of listening attributes and behaviours and
found consistent evidence regarding the mediating role of positive and negative attributes on our
outcome variables. In Study 3, in our analyses where we compared the good listener face with all
faces, we found consistent mediating effects of positive attributes, negative attributes and positive
behaviours, with no mediation through negative behaviours (aside from warmth). Taken together,
the results suggest that listening attributes are a particularly meaningful mediator across a range of
downstream effects.

Studies 2 and 3 address the central question of how people perceive listeners by using the reverse
correlation method to reveal participants’ implicit mental representations of good and bad listeners.
This method provides a visual representation of how people conceptualize listening qualities by
allowing participants to select facial images that they associate with a good or bad listener. These
classification images were then evaluated by a second sample on listening-specific attributes and
behaviours (e.g. attentiveness, empathy, interrupting), uncovering the traits people implicitly link with
listening competence. The reverse correlation approach is particularly valuable for studying listening
because it captures implicit perceptions that participants might struggle to articulate explicitly. By
examining how people associate visual cues with listening-related attributes and behaviours, the
studies illuminate the underlying cognitive processes involved in listener perception. This method
demonstrates that people perceive good listeners as embodying positive listening attributes (e.g.
warmth, attentiveness) and behaviours (e.g. paying attention, showing empathy) while associating
bad listeners with negative attributes and behaviours. In doing so, the reverse correlation technique
provides a novel and listening-specific insight into how individuals form impressions of listeners.

Our tests of moderated mediation showed effects that differed as a function of whether the target
was someone selected by the participant (as in Study 1) or an unknown classification image that was
presented without any diagnostic information (as in Studies 2 and 3). While the former approach
showed evidence of moderated mediation, with stronger mediation among participants who perceived
themselves as good listeners, the latter approach showed no evidence of moderated mediation. Though
speculative, one explanation for this difference is that the relationship between participants and their
known acquaintances may have served to magnify how participants judge others whom they see as
possessing (or not) attributes that they believe they possess [51,52].

Aside from this multi-method approach, another important methodological contribution of the
research reflects its use of bottom-up processes, where Study 1 participants generated their own
responses of what constitutes good or bad listeners, rather than using a top-down process where
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participants evaluated dimensions taken from existing listening scales [53,85]. The responses generated
by participants were then used in Studies 2 and 3, where raters blindly evaluated classification images
that themselves were generated by another sample. As such, the studies offer novel insights into how
lay participants conceptualize good versus bad listeners.

An important theoretical contribution derived from our research is that the findings shed light on
the prestige associated with being a good listener. Indeed, the mere perception that someone is a good
listener strongly influences judgements about personality attributes and values that are considered
desired and are core to social perception (see [30,31]). Even when a perceiver has never interacted with
a target and has no diagnostic information about the target, we found strong effects on a range of
outcome variables. From our perspective, the findings obtained via the reverse correlation paradigm
are particularly informative and build upon research demonstrating that when simply seeing a face,
participants make accurate judgements about targets’ emotions and attributes (e.g. [86,87]). The strong
main effects of these studies might help explain why people may become more eager or reluctant to
engage in conversation with a stranger they immediately perceive as a good or bad listener.

Our research builds on Bodie et al. [15] by exploring the fundamental question of how listeners are
perceived, while also making several theoretical contributions. First, our research included assessments
of both poor and good listeners, unlike Bodie et al. [15], which focused solely on good listeners.
Second, while Bodie et al. [15] examined listening within the context of initial interactions, our study
adopted a broader perspective, encompassing listeners across various contexts. Third, we extended
the investigation to examine the downstream consequences of these perceptions, specifically how
warmth, competence and values are associated with listener evaluations. Fourth, we explored how
individuals' self-perceptions of their listening quality influenced the valence they assigned to the
attributes and behaviours of good and bad listeners. These latter contributions formed the basis of our
moderated mediation model, which provides a novel theoretical framework for understanding how
people perceive listeners.

The findings from Studies 2 and 3, which relied on evaluating images, suggest that individuals
may have prototypical visual images of good and bad listeners, which are shaped, in part, by facial
expressions and other visual cues. These visual cues may influence how listeners are perceived. While
these studies contribute to our understanding of the role visual cues play in forming these mental
images, it is important to clarify that the primary contribution of Studies 2 and 3 may lie more in
highlighting the implicit nature of these visual evaluations, rather than offering a comprehensive
understanding of how people explicitly evaluate listeners. These studies reveal that visual cues play a
crucial role in shaping our perceptions of listening quality, but the scope of this contribution may be
more about uncovering the prototypical images people have, rather than providing in-depth insights
into the cognizant psychological process of evaluating good or bad listeners.

9.1. Limitations and future research
The current research has several limitations that future research could address. Although our samples
consisted of non-students, which offers a more representative view of society compared with under-
graduate student samples (who are often criticized for their limited generalizability, see [88,89]), they
were predominantly from WEIRD nations [89,90]. Future research should explore how listeners are
perceived across an even more diverse range of participants. Given different cross-cultural norms
regarding listening style preferences and interpersonal communication [91,92], it is conceivable that
different attributes and behaviours might be associated with good and/or bad listeners across cultures.

Second, because the goal of the present study was to test how listeners are perceived, it overlooks
the nuances of real-life listening experiences. For example, an individual might be initially perceived as
a good listener yet fail to address the underlying emotional nuances of the speaker.

Third, the discrepancy in moderated mediation effects, where Study 1 showed significant effects
with known acquaintances, while Studies 2 and 3 did not with unknown images, is an empirical
limitation. This variation might suggest that personal relationships influence how listening attributes
are perceived and judged, potentially amplifying effects when participants are familiar with the
targets. Future research should explore how different relationship types impact listening perceptions
by including a broader range of familiarity levels and controlling for relationship variables such as
level of intimacy and satisfaction.

Fourth, in studies 2 and 3 participants assessed images of faces on the extent to which they
resembled good or bad listeners, using a set of attributes and behaviours. To examine our theoretical
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model, we combined these items into four indices—positive and negative attributes and behaviours.
Therefore, we did not examine individual attributes and behaviours. Future research can address this
question by analysing individual attributes and behaviours to provide a more specific understanding
of how individual traits contribute to perceptions of good and bad listeners.

Future research can further consider conditions under which listening attributes and behaviours
mediate the effects of being perceived as a good or bad listener. For example, research could investi-
gate how different communication contexts, such as high-stress situations versus casual interactions,
might alter the extent to which listening attributes or behaviours mediate the effects of being perceived
as a good or bad listener. Additionally, research could explore whether the strength of the relationship
between listener and speaker moderates the impact of specific listening attributes or behaviours on
perceptions, thereby clarifying the conditions under which these factors are most influential in shaping
outcomes.

Across our studies, we deliberately focused on listening in a dyadic conversation. We made this
decision because it aligns with the most common form of real-world conversation, as well as being
consistent with most research that has studied listening. Listening occurs in a myriad of diverse
contexts. Much conversation occurs in a group context, which can include examples such as a professor
lecturing to hundreds of students to two opposing political groups debating a particular policy topic.
What people think constitutes good and bad listeners might differ across such contexts. Similarly, our
perceptions of what makes a good or bad listener might also differ depending upon whether we are in
a conversation with an in-group or outgroup member, and our mental representations of what makes a
good or bad listener might differ in these contexts (see [93]).

A potential limitation of Study 3 lies in the use of 'non-narcissist' as a comparative category,
which may introduce variability in participants’ interpretations. While prior research has not explicitly
operationalized 'non-narcissist' as a standalone construct, studies examining narcissistic traits have
effectively used individuals with lower levels of narcissism as control stimuli [94–96]. These studies
illustrate the feasibility of comparing narcissistic and less narcissistic individuals in exploring trait-
related perceptions. The potential 'featureless' appearance of the non-narcissist classification image
may reflect the broader variability in participants' mental representations of this category, rather than a
methodological artefact. To address potential variability, future research could enhance methodological
clarity by providing participants with explicit definitions or illustrative examples of the intended
non-narcissistic traits.

Of course, listening is only one component of dyadic communication. It is important to consider the
attributes and behaviours associated with good versus bad speakers, and how good and bad speakers
are visually represented by others. Once again, it is conceivable that the attributes and behaviours we
associate with (for example) good speakers might depend upon what we know about the speaker (e.g.
do we support the same political party?).

Finally, with the development of artificial intelligence and the use of voice-based Chat Bots, future
research might address how people perceive listeners in these emerging, contemporary forms of
dyadic interactions. As programs such as ChatGPT become incorporated into therapeutic and medical
services [97,98], these programs could seek to further enhance their effectiveness by, for example,
potentially designing stimuli that align with users’ representations of a good listener, to help make the
individual’s experience more aligned with being the recipient of good listening.

9.2. Conclusion
This research advances our understanding of how listeners are perceived in social relationships,
revealing that good listeners are consistently viewed as warmer, more competent and more humble
than bad listeners. This research is among the first to empirically link listening to personal values,
showing that good listeners are associated with higher self-transcendence and openness values.
Parallel mediation indicated that the effects of the perception of a good listener were overall, simulta-
neously mediated by good and bad attributes and good behaviours but not by bad behaviours.
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