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‘A great insight’

– MICHAEL ROSEN, Guardian

‘Kiku – listening with fourteen hearts – is as powerful as the metaphor is beautiful. Combining expertise in the field of linguistics with deep knowledge of Japanese language and culture, Haru Yamada shows that you’re already listening in many different ways. Understanding those differences, you can harness and hone the skills you have, to better connect with your own inner voice and the people you talk to’

– DEBORAH TANNEN,

#1 New York Times bestselling author of

You Just Don’t Understand

‘Kiku is a poetic and practical guide based on this essential truth: real transformation begins not with answers, but with deep, wholehearted listening. Dr Yamada teaches us how to tap into the wisdom and experience of others in a multitude of accessible ways . . . A true gift to leaders, educators, and anyone who wants to connect more meaningfully’

– DR JEFF WETZLER, author of Ask: Tap Into the Hidden Wisdom of People Around You

‘Understanding human listening intelligence is critical to our survival and well-being as we forge forward in the digital world. As Haru Yamada gives us the insight we need to tune in to our many sociocultural groups, [image: ] Kiku offers a unique Japanese perspective for contemporary communicators to navigate their everyday listening in a speaker-led world’

– KONO TARO,

Former Minister of Digital Transformation and current Japanese Member of Parliament

‘Read Haru Yamada’s insightful book Kiku if you want to understand better what you are doing when you are listening, an indispensable part of the practice of diplomacy’

– DANIEL LUKE SHIELDS III,

former US ambassador and Chargé d’Affaires

‘A compelling and far-reaching thesis on the importance of listening to others not just in negotiations or daily conversations but in virtually all aspects of social interaction that occur in our daily lives’

– KO UNOKI,

New Business Development Manager and Lecturer of Business Negotiation,

Rikkyo University

‘Amidst the cacophony of the modern world, this book deftly teaches us the many ways we need to listen: fast and slow, across cultures and generations, and at home and work’

– ANDREW B BERNARD,

US Economist, Dartmouth College

‘By dissecting the different channels of listening and drawing on the art of Japanese conversation, Dr Haru Yamada shows us how to enhance our listening skills. Read this wonderful book! It will improve your personal and public lives’

– MIKE MOCHIZUKI,

Japan–US Relations Chair,

George Washington University




HARU YAMADA is a sociolinguistics researcher and writer with a PhD from Georgetown University. Haru’s life mission is to champion listening, in many ways enforced by a serious accident which left her nearly deaf and with a lifelong hearing disability. Her goal is to make listening a thoughtful part of everyday practice. She currently lives in London with her French partner, two multilingual, biracial, multicultural children in a hybrid working, bigenerational home.





KIKU

[image: ]
The Japanese Art of Good Listening

DR HARU YAMADA

[image: Headline Press]






Copyright © Haru Yamada 2025

The right of Haru Yamada to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Image Credits

page 125 – Jean-Louis Grall, CC BY-SA 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons, redrawn by Jason Cox, Atomic Squib Illustration

page 213 – top: Dr Mazen Abudari; bottom: Mr UMEKI Takamori

page 218 – Jason Cox, Atomic Squib Illustration

First published in 2025 by Headline Press

An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library.

eISBN: 978 1 0354 1183 2

Headline Publishing Group Limited

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue: Listening Intelligence

1: Listening with Fourteen Hearts

2: Informational Listening

3: Soft Listening

4: Credibility Listening

5: Nonverbal Listening

6: Cultural Listening

7: Social Listening

8: Work Listening

9: Generational Listening

10: Adaptive Listening

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Notes




Prologue:
Listening Intelligence

No other life form turns noise into sound, sound into language, then language into understanding quite the way humans do when we listen. As a sociolinguist growing up in different places and languages, I’ve been fascinated with the way people navigate their day listening to language systems that code the world in such dramatically different ways. It’s difficult to pinpoint the exact time this curiosity began, but it might have been that day when I was sitting in a bus on my way to a primary school in Tokyo, wondering how come the Japanese don’t have more accidents when they call a green traffic light blue?

It was the day I discovered that there’s a cost to being a daydreamer, particularly at the back of a public bus on the way to your first day at primary school, because you’re likely to miss the announcement of your bus stop. If you’ve ever been to Tokyo, you’ll know that all of the thousands of intersections in the vast metropolis look pretty much the same. This is especially true if you’re seven years old and fresh off the boat from having lived for three years in New York City, at a time when you had to rely on your inner GPS.

If you miss the announcement, you miss your stop. The auditory cortex, the hearing part of your brain, might have heard the sounds that manifested as an announcement, but if you were thinking about blue traffic lights instead of listening for the announcement, the complex translations of mechanical vibrations into electrical impulses that comprise your hearing would have all been for nought. Since you heard the announcement but didn’t listen for it, now you’re at the wrong bus stop and lost.

Listening helps you gain the information you need to navigate successfully through your day, not only to get you to your destination but also to learn about the people you meet along the way. Listening connects you to people the way it connected me to the kind man in the suit who gave me a ten-yen coin to call home so I could eventually get to school that day, albeit in my mother’s giant station wagon and not on public transport like everyone else. Listening isn’t a perfect and foolproof fix-all for the ailments in the world, but it is an intelligent human navigation system that helps you discover places and the people in them.

Listening helps you to understand another person and the way they are trying to relate to you. This starts the moment you identify that the sounds just delivered to your auditory cortex are being made by a human voice, which kickstarts the listening energy you need for identification. Do you recognize this person? Do you know the words in the language they are speaking? Initial listening investigations may seem basic, but they form the foundation that allows you to do things like respond to a voice you can identify, choose the level of formality of the interaction with someone whose voice is less familiar, match the emotional energy of the person and ultimately decide whether it’s important to keep on listening – or not.

When we stay in conversations, we listen to words, or what linguists call the ‘surface level’ of language that is explicit and audible, but our listening intelligence helps us to search into the ‘deep structure’ that sounds out relational and cultural meanings, too. Human listening navigation is capable of going far beyond allowing us to get off at the right bus stop. This book explores the practice of the kind of listening intelligence that allows us to reach the deep structures of meaning in communication when we are relating with someone.

I stumbled across this kind of listening many years after the missed bus stop in Tokyo; this time in London, in hospital, after I fell off a scooter. I’ll tell you about this accident in chapter one, but here, I want to first tell you about the listening energy I discovered in the hospital that inspired the main idea for this book – it all came down to one tiny Japanese character brought over by Empress Suiko’s emissaries from China to Japan in the fourth century. Pronounced ‘kiku’ [image: ], this treasure of a word for listening is comprised of smaller characters that together generate the secret alchemy of listening: an ear [image: ] on the left and fourteen [image: ] hearts [image: ] on the right, conjuring a person listening with the energy of fourteen hearts.

The image of Listening with Fourteen Hearts is important because it opens us up to the idea that there are many listening channels we can dial into – you’ll find five of them in the first foundational chapter and the remaining nine in the chapters to follow. The amplitude of listening is vast because it isn’t just an auditory experience, but a visual and tactile one that extends out into personal, relational and cultural reaches. Listening with Fourteen Hearts is practiced in surround sound, synthesizing the human voice and language we hear through all our sensors.

In our listening journey here, we’ll echo the expanse. Sourcing from my own sociolinguistic research and that of others, I include personal stories that recount the nomadic life I led until I settled in London, where I live with my French partner and family. These stories are intended to conjure the idea that language cultures aren’t confined to country or region, but include the much larger reaches of conceptual spaces, like generation, work and social style. As you go about your day recognizing the listening you’re employing, amplifying and shifting into, I hope you can enjoy reacquainting yourself with your own hearing and listening practice, the way I did when my son remarked how each train station in Tokyo had a signature melody. While I’d heard those jingles composed for blind passengers to tell them where they are many times, I’d forgotten all about them. Every person has a signature tune to their voice we learn to recognize when we get to know them, but Listening with Fourteen Hearts is rediscovering that voice time and again.

As we cast a wide net with our listening, we’re also going to go deep to rediscover the listening intelligence we have been developing since before we were even born. We need this skill, sometimes cast as the mere ‘receptive skill’, just as much as our productive speaking skill, the better-known side of our everyday communication. While technology and public speaking has been grabbing our attention, our listening has been there, consistently acquiring information and showing up for us, sometimes even while we’re asleep.

To help you reacquaint yourself with your listening energy and intelligence, the ten chapters in this book are each headed by a Japanese character that hints at the meaning of each chapter the way the characters must have in the fourth century for Empress Suiko when her emissaries brought the first wave of the writing system over from China. Superimposed on spoken Japanese, the characters that visualized the ideas of the time were also their coded technology.

By contrast to the ancient tech, at the end of each chapter you will find seven practical takeaways to observe, reflect upon and practise in your daily listening. Some of the takeaways define the listening competencies that you might not have known you have, while others might be a new way of thinking about listening. These insights are followed by three exercises for you to try out. I hope that these exercises, along with what you read in each chapter, inspire you to give your listening the attention it deserves. It’s my hope that you’ll share these ideas with friends and family and rediscover the joys of listening that’s part of your everyday living.

In a nationwide poll of 1,112 US women by the Associated Press and a petcare company, one third of the women surveyed said their partners were worse listeners than their pets.1 When I first read this finding, I thought it was a terrible indictment on those non-listening partners – you know who they are. But then I saw this study was done in conjunction with a petcare company and I took my own advice on Credibility Listening, that I talk about in chapter four and have come to interpret this study to mean that two thirds of the women surveyed in the study actually did benefit from human listeners, while the other third benefited from pet listeners. If we assume that half of the world is comprised of men, we could conclude that something like 17 per cent of couples think their pets are better listeners than their partners. On the whole, then, perhaps the study could mean that humans aren’t doing too badly at listening after all, but maybe we could take the pressure off some of those pets. Since listening is for everyone’s benefit, we need to help out that 17 per cent, especially since most of us know someone who would count themselves part of it.

This book is for you and anyone else you want to help discover their fourteen energies of listening – for the ultimate purpose of staving off the noise and misinformation no one wants, and, instead, cultivating a practice of listening to the music of those important to you.
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