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The Financial Advisor’s Guide To Active Listening 

It’s a no brainer. Success as a financial advisor depends on the 
strength of your client relationships—now more than ever. Which 
is precisely why it pays to listen. The simple act of listening is 
the foundation upon which the healthiest relationships are built, 
personally and professionally.  

For financial advisors, Active Listening builds trust, fortifies 
relationships, and increases satisfaction and loyalty among 
clients. As Calvin Coolidge said, “No man ever listened himself 
out of a job.”

 
How to be an active listener

Active Listening succeeds when focused on your client’s personal 
experience. Your goal is to make your client feel understood.  
Accomplishing this can be a powerful trust-building exercise. With 
practice, any advisor can become an effective active listener by 
following a few basic rules.

•	 Focus your attention on your client.  It is important to pay close 
attention to your client and what he is saying, despite whatever 
distractions exist in your working environment (e.g., phone calls, 
emails, other employees). Listening requires true concentration, 
whereas simply hearing requires very little.

•	 Provide non-verbal confirmation that you are listening.  A nod of 
the head or even a short “uh-huh” can encourage your client to 
continue sharing her reactions and feelings.

•	 Decode, distill and reflect.  Don’t parrot.  Your active listening 
response should be short and simple, no more than 1-2 
sentences long.  You want to decode your client’s reactions 
or feelings and distill them down into a succinct and clear 
statement.  You do not want to simply replay everything your 
client has just said.

•	 Use feeling words, not thinking words.  For example, your client 
makes comments about being nervous about the mix of 
equities and fixed-income investments in her portfolio. 

	 You could respond with statement (a) or statement (b):

	 (a)	 It sounds like you’re getting increasingly worried about  
	 your exposure to the market. 

	 (b)	 I get the impression you think we should rebalance  
	 your portfolio.

continued on next page

What is Active Listening?

Active Listening is a communication technique that shows 
you understand what someone is trying to tell you about 
his or her experience. 

When you accurately reflect back to a person what he or 
she has expressed, you show that you have been listening 
(not just hearing) and genuinely understand how that 
person feels. This creates a stronger connection between 
you and the other person. In addition, it provides you with 
the information necessary to better serve your clients.

 
Why Active Listening works

Active Listening can help you discover what matters 
most to your client—what does he or she value, dislike, 
fear, or desire? Knowing what excites or discourages 
a client—and then demonstrating that you understand 
this—establishes rapport and gives you the insights to 
better anticipate and meet your client’s expectations.

	 While statement (b) may be true, it doesn’t show you 
understand how worried your client is feeling. Instead, first 
confirm that your client is feeling anxious by using statement (a) 
to show you understand and that you care and then move on 
to statement (b) to solve the client’s concern. This will be more 
effective than jumping straight to a ‘thinking’ or problem-solving 
statement.  Your client will feel the difference. And in the long 
run, she will see you as more attuned to her needs.

•	 Remember to reflect back positive as well as negative emotions.  

Saying, “It sounds like you’re relieved the market is finally 
moving up” establishes trust and connection just as much as 
focusing on your client’s feelings of worry or fear.
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When to use Active Listening

Active Listening works when a client expresses emotion—
whether negative or positive. But many advisors find Active 
Listening is especially helpful in repairing fragile client 
relationships. You can employ Active Listening to uncover the 
specific problems in those relationships, to rebuild rapport and 
re-establish trust.

However, only use active listening to decode a client’s emotional 
issue when an emotional cue exists. In other words, if your 
client is using ‘thinking’ statements (saying things like “I think” 
or “I believe” rather than “I feel” or “I hope”) or dispassionately 
discussing investment choices, active listening may not be useful.  
In fact, it may seem awkward.

But isn’t it too ‘touchy-feely’?

Many advisors fear they’ll sound too much like a therapist when 
utilizing Active Listening.  Perhaps you’re concerned a client will 
poke fun or be turned off by talk about emotions. Like many other 
advisors, you might feel awkward initially and worry that you 
appear to be parroting your client’s words. 

Ready to Practice Your Skills? 

Download the Active Listening Exercise for Financial 
Advisors.

What You Get:

•  �A 5-step process you can follow to learn and improve upon 
your Active Listening skills  

•  �Active Listening Empathetic Response Exercise to help 
frame and structure effective responses

While it does take practice to make your responses sound smooth 
and transparent, you’ll be surprised by how well your clients 
respond—and how quickly your anxiety about it disappears. When 
Active Listening is used at the right time, with even a minimal degree 
of skill, your clients will experience it as helpful and comforting.  

Now that you know what active listening skills are, learn how 
to employ them by practicing your skills using the Five Steps to 
Active Listening Success Exercise Sheet, which can be found at 
spdru.com.
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ETF Resources at State Street Global Advisors 

Strategy & Research

The Strategy & Research group is responsible for the development 
of research and content for the ETF marketplace. With a focus 
on educating financial intermediaries about the ETF market, the 
team assists investment professionals in the development of 
ETF solutions for their clients. Additionally, the group provides 
investment professionals with investment research and support 
services on exchange traded funds, mutual funds and separate 
accounts. 

To contact State Street’s Strategy & Research team, email  
sr@ssga.com.

SPDR University

SPDR University is a free online educational resource dedicated 
to providing investment professionals with the education and 
training they need to stay ahead of the market and be precisely 
in tune with their clients. Investment Professionals may log on 
to SPDR University to access rich educational content and start 
earning CE credits anytime, from anywhere. Download client-
ready materials, webcasts, interactive presentations, succinct 
materials, audiocasts, and research papers. 

To register, go to www.spdru.com today.

ETF Sales and Marketing

For more information about our ETFs or how to invest, please call 
866.787.2257.

Web Resources

For rich ETF content and comprehensive information on our ETFs— 
please visit: www.spdrs.com.

Portfolio Tools

The SSgA Portfolio Analyzer is a web-based portfolio analysis and 
proposal tool that enables investment professionals to quickly 
evaluate and assess an investment portfolio.

The SSgA Portfolio ConstructorSM is a comprehensive web-based 
portfolio design and proposal tool that enables investment  
professionals to model, analyze, and construct portfolios utilizing 
a variety of investment products and investor profiles. It provides 
a greater level of detail, analysis and functionality than the SSgA 
Portfolio Analyzer.

The SSgA Correlation Tracker is a web-based tool that allows 
investors to view the correlation of two or more ETFs and  
stocks using historical pricing information. 

To use our web tools, visit: www.spdrs.com.
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