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A brief introduCtion to 
nonviolent CoMMuniCAtion

Nonviolent Communication, or NVC, is a powerful model of 
communication, but it goes far beyond that. It is a way of being, 
thinking, and living in the world. Its purpose is to inspire heartfelt 

connections between ourselves and other people—connections that allow 
everyone’s needs to be met through compassionate giving. It inspires us 
and others to give from the heart. It also helps us connect to our inner 
divinity and to what is alive in us moment to moment.

We could say that NVC is a language of compassion, but it is really a 
language of life in which compassion comes naturally. The model shows 
us how to express what is alive in us and to see what is alive in other 
people. Once we get clear about what is alive in us, we can look at what 
we can do to enrich that life.

Nonviolent Communication evolved out of an intense interest I had 
in two questions. First, I wanted to better understand what happens to 
human beings that leads some of us to behave violently and exploitatively. 
And second, I wanted to better understand what kind of education serves 
our attempts to remain compassionate—which I believe is our nature—
even when others are behaving violently or exploitatively. The theory that 
has been around for many centuries says that violence and exploitation 
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happen because people are innately evil, selfish, or violent. But I have seen 
people who aren’t like that; I have seen many people who enjoy contrib-
uting to one another’s well-being. So, I wondered why some people seem 
to enjoy other people’s suffering, while other people are just the opposite.

In my exploration of these two questions, I found that the following 
three factors are very important in understanding why some of us respond 
violently and some of us respond compassionately in similar situations: 

•	 The	language	that	we	have	been	educated	to	use
•	 How	we	have	been	taught	to	think	and	communicate
•	 The	specific	strategies	we	have	learned	to	influence	others	 

and ourselves

Feelings When Needs  
Are Fulfilled

Amazed 

Comfortable 

Confident 

Eager 

Energetic

Fulfilled 

Glad 

Hopeful 

Inspired 

Intrigued

Joyous 

Moved 

Optimistic 

Proud 

Relieved

Stimulated 

Surprised 

Thankful 

Touched

Trustful

Feelings When Needs  
Are Not Fulfilled

Angry 

Annoyed 

Concerned 

Confused 

Disappointed

Discouraged 

Distressed 

Embarrassed 

Frustrated

Helpless

Hopeless 

Impatient 

Irritated 

Lonely

Nervous

Overwhelmed 

Puzzled 

Reluctant 

Sad

Uncomfortable

Some Basic Feelings We All Have
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Some Basic Needs We All Have

Autonomy 

Celebration 

Integrity 

Interdependence 

Physical Nurturance 

Play

Spiritual Communion

Choosing one’s dreams, goals,  
and values 

Choosing one’s plan for fulfilling  
thoses dreams, goals, and values

Celebrating the creation of life  
and dreams fulfilled 

Celebrating losses of loved ones, 
dreams, and so on (mourning)

Authenticity 

Creativity 

Meaning 

Self-worth

Acceptance 

Appreciation 

Closeness 

Community 

Consideration 

Contributing to the enrichment of life 
(exercising one’s power by giving 
that which contributes to life) 

Emotional safety 

Empathy 

Honesty (the empowering honesty 
that enables us to learn from  
our limitations) 

Love 

Reassurance 

Respect 

Support 

Trust 

Understanding 

Warmth

Air 

Food 

Movement and exercise 

Protection from life-threatening forms 
of life, such as viruses, bacteria, 
insects, predatory animals, and so on

Rest 

Sexual expression

Shelter

Touch 

Water

Fun Laughter

Beauty

Harmony 

Inspiration

Order 

Peace 
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Because these three factors play a large role in determining whether we 
are able to respond compassionately or violently in situations, I have 
integrated the type of language, the kinds of thinking, and the forms of 
communication that strengthen our ability to willingly contribute to our 
own well-being and the well-being of others into this process that I call 
Nonviolent Communication. 

The NVC process shows us how to nakedly express how we are and what 
is alive in us—without any criticism and without any analysis of others that 
implies wrongness. The process is based on the assumption that anything that 
people hear from us that sounds like an analysis or a criticism, or that implies 
wrongness on their part, prevents us from connecting with them in a way that 
allows everyone to contribute to one another’s well-being. This approach to 
communication emphasizes compassion—rather than fear, guilt, shame, blame, 
coercion, or threat of punishment—as the motivation for action. In other 
words, it is about getting what we want for reasons that we will not regret 
later. Part of the process is to say clearly, without analysis, criticism, or blame, 
what is alive in us. Another part is to say clearly what would make life more 
wonderful for us and to present this information to others as requests and not 
as demands. 

Nonviolent Communication focuses attention on whether people’s 
needs are being fulfilled, and if they’re not on what can be done to ful-
fill these needs. (See the introduction for the charts “Some Basic Feelings 
We All Have” and “Some Basic Needs We All Have.”) It shows us how to 
express ourselves in ways that increase the likelihood that others will will-
ingly contribute to our well-being. It also shows us how to receive the 
messages of others in ways that will increase the likelihood that we will 
willingly contribute to their well-being.

My hope is that the material in this book will help you communicate 
to others using this language of life and will show you how to hear this 
same quality of communication in the messages of others, regardless of 
how they speak.
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The Four-Par t Nonviolent Communication Process
Clearly expressing how I am without 
blaming or criticizing

Empathically receiving how you are  
without hearing blame or criticism

1. OBSERVATION

What I observe (see, hear, remember, 
imagine, free from my evaluations) that 
does or does not contribute to my  
well-being: “When I (see, hear) . . .”

What you observe (see, hear, remember, 
imagine, free from your evaluations) 
that does or does not contribute to 
your well-being: “When you see/hear . . .” 
(Sometimes unspoken when  
offering empathy.)

2. FEELINGS

How I feel (emotion or sensation  
rather than thought) in relation to  
what I observe: “I feel . . .”

How you feel (emotion or sensation 
rather than thought) in relation to  
what you observe: “You feel . . .”

3. NEEDS

What I need or value (rather than  
a preference or a specific action)  
that causes my feelings: “because I  
need/value . . .”

What you need or value (rather than 
a preference or a specific action) that 
causes your feelings: “because you  
need/value . . .”

Clearly requesting that which would 
enrich my life without demanding

Empathically receiving that which  
would enrich your life without hearing 
any demand

4. REQUESTS

The concrete actions I would like taken: 
“Would you be willing to . . . ?”

The concrete actions you would like 
taken: “Would you like . . . ?” (Sometimes 
unspoken when offering empathy.)
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We CAn Work it out

Resolving Conflicts  
Peacefully and Powerfully

1

For more than forty years, I’ve mediated a wide variety of conflicts 
between parents and children, husbands and wives, management and 
workers, Palestinians and Israelis, Serbians and Croatians, and war-

ring groups in Sierra Leone, Nigeria, Burundi, Sri Lanka, and Rwanda. 
What I’ve learned from dealing with conflicts at all these levels is that it is 
possible to resolve conflicts peacefully and to everyone’s satisfaction. The 
likelihood of conflicts being resolved in this fulfilling way is significantly 
increased if a certain quality of human connection can be established 
between the parties in conflict. 

I’ve developed a process called Nonviolent Communication (NVC), 
which consists of thought and communication skills that empower us to 
connect compassionately with others and ourselves. My colleagues and I 
are extremely pleased with the many different ways that people are using 
NVC in their personal lives, work settings, and political activities. 

In the following pages, I describe how the Nonviolent Communication 
process supports efforts to resolve conflicts peacefully. The process can be 
used either when we ourselves are directly involved in conflict or when 
we are mediating the conflicts of others. 
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When I am called into a conflict resolution, I begin by guiding the 
participants to find a caring and respectful quality of connection among 
themselves. Only after this connection is present do I engage them in a 
search for strategies to resolve the conflict. At that time, we do not look 
for compromise; rather, we seek to resolve the conflict to everyone’s com-
plete satisfaction. To practice this process of conflict resolution, we must 
completely abandon the goal of getting people to do what we want. Instead, 
we focus on creating the conditions whereby everyone’s needs will be met.

To further clarify this difference in focus (between getting what we 
want and getting what everyone wants), let’s imagine that someone is 
behaving in a way that’s not fulfilling a need of ours, and we make a 
request that the person behave differently. In my experience, that person 
will resist what we request if they see us as only interested in getting our 
own needs met and if they don’t trust that we are equally concerned with 
meeting their needs. Genuine cooperation is inspired when participants 
trust that their own needs and values will be respectfully addressed. The 
Nonviolent Communication process is based on respectful practices that 
foster genuine cooperation. 

USING NONVIOLENT COMMUNICATION  
TO RESOLVE CONFLICTS 

The Nonviolent Communication practices that support conflict resolu-
tion involve

1. expressing our own needs;
2. sensing the needs of others, regardless of how others are expressing 

themselves; 
3. checking to see whether needs are accurately being received; 
4. providing the empathy people need in order to hear the needs of 

others; and 
5. translating proposed solutions or strategies into positive action 

language. 

Defining and Expressing Needs (Needs Are Not Strategies)

It has been my experience that if we keep our focus on needs, our con-
flicts tend toward a mutually satisfactory resolution. When keeping our 
focus on needs, we express our own needs, clearly understand the needs 
of others, and avoid any language that implies wrongness of the other 
party. On page ix, you can see a list of the basic human needs we all share.
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Unfortunately, I’ve found that very few people are literate in express-
ing their needs. Instead they have been trained to criticize, insult, and 
otherwise communicate in ways that create distance among people. As 
a result, even in conflicts for which resolutions exist, resolutions are not 
found. Instead of both parties expressing their own needs and understand-
ing the needs of the other party, both sides play the game of who’s right. 
That game is more likely to end in various forms of verbal, psychological, 
or physical violence than in a peaceful resolution of differences. 

Because needs are such a vital component of this approach to conflict 
resolution, I’d like to clarify what I’m referring to when I talk about 
needs. Needs, as I use the term, can be thought of as resources that life 
requires in order to sustain itself. For example, our physical well-being 
depends on our needs for air, water, rest, and food being fulfilled. Our 
psychological and spiritual well-being is enhanced when our needs for 
understanding, support, honesty, and meaning are fulfilled. 

According to this definition of needs, regardless of our gender, educa-
tional level, religious beliefs, or nationality, all human beings have the same 
needs. What differs from person to person is the strategy for fulfilling needs. 
I’ve found that it facilitates conflict resolution to keep our needs separate 
from the strategies that might fulfill them. 

One guideline for separating needs from strategies is to keep in mind 
that needs contain no reference to specific people taking specific action. 
In contrast, effective strategies—or what are more commonly referred 
to as wants, requests, desires, and “solutions”—do refer to specific people 
taking specific actions. An exchange between a husband and wife who 
had just about given up on their marriage will clarify this important dif-
ference between needs and strategies. 

I asked the husband what needs of his were not being fulfilled in the 
marriage. He responded, “I need to get out of this relationship.” Since he 
was talking about a specific person (himself) taking specific action (leav-
ing the marriage), he was not expressing a need as I define it. Instead he 
was telling me a strategy that he was thinking of using. I pointed this out 
to him and suggested that we delay talking about strategies until we had 
really clarified both his needs and the needs of his wife. When they were 
able to clarify their needs, both saw that strategies other than ending the 
relationship could meet their needs. And I’m pleased to say that in the 
two years since that time, they’ve developed a relationship within the 
marriage that is very satisfactory to both. 




