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Endorsements of Words That Work In Business

“What will organizations and systems look like when people
within them feel empowered to be fully alive in their roles
as leaders, followers, and citizens? Ike’s book can help take us
to that new place. This is a journey our descendants will thank
us for taking.”

—KIT MILLER, Director, M.K. Gandhi Institute for Nonviolence

“Words That Work In Business offers refreshing, practical tools
like ‘practice pauses,’ and relevant clear examples to confront
age-old workplace issues like gossip, employment termination,
and unproductive meetings that make your eyes roll back into
your head. Learn how to transform ‘enemy images’ into
connected dialogue through self-empathy, silent empathy, 
out-loud honesty, and compassionate listening. If you want 
to increase your enjoyment of the workplace and enliven
meetings by connecting with yourself and others, I would
highly recommend this book.”

—SYLVIA HASKVITZ, M.A., R.D., Dean, Integrated Clarity™ Educational 
Services, Elucity Network, Inc. and author, Eat by Choice, Not by Habit

“Much more than a book for people in business. This is the
perfect guide for anyone wanting to deepen the quality of their
conversation in any situation.”

—IAN PEATEY, CNVC certified trainer, Partner at Telos Partners, 
former Senior Manager at Pricewaterhouse Coopers

“Finally!! A Nonviolent Communication (NVC) book especially
directed toward workplaces that includes concrete, step-by-
step examples of how to take care of yourself, be more present
with others, and contribute to more productive meetings.”

—TOWE WIDSTRAND, CNVC certified trainer
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“Ike’s book fills a huge void in resources available for applying
NVC in a business environment. Written with great clarity,
including specific examples and simple practice exercises, 
I intend to provide it as a resource to my own clients. I
recommend it to anyone who is looking for a starting place to
bring NVC into the workplace.”

—GREGG KENDRICK, CNVC certified trainer
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Preface

Six Steps to Freedom

I first met Marshall Rosenberg, the developer of Nonviolent
Communication (NVC), at a workshop in May of 1996. We met

for three days, twenty-five or so of us, for an introductory training. We
covered the basics—Observations, Feelings, Needs, and Requests. I was
exhilarated; such a simple model that explained so much. Many of us,
including myself, were deeply touched during the workshop.

On the evening of the second day, I was having dinner with Judith,
my wife of twenty-four years, and our three children, ages nineteen,
sixteen, and fourteen. In my enthusiasm, I remember telling them what I
had learned, then, soon after, correcting someone who had tried to apply
what I had just related. I said, in a sharp voice, “That’s not a feeling!” My
reaction indicated to me how much there was to learn and how ingrained
the patterns were that I wanted to replace. Since then, the phrase “That’s
not a feeling” has become my private NVC joke I tell on myself.

In learning NVC, I found out how easy it was to take on a new rule
set and apply it in the paradigm in which I already lived. I had been
socialized into a way of being, first at my mother’s breast, and then in the
rough-and-tumble of the shame-and-blame world of my peers. I had
learned to adapt and, at times, to thrive in that paradigm and in the
societal systems it pervades. Years later when I reviewed my notes from
that first workshop with Marshall, I chuckled to see how I had twisted his
words into rules, like “Don’t say it this way . . .” and “You should
say . . .” and so forth.

I recount this history in part because it is what I do not want for
you. I do not want you, in the celebration of discovery, to do what I
found so easy—which was to foist my own sense of NVC on other
people before I had worked it into my being. I know firsthand the
suffering that can be created. What I want for you is the following: if you
find something useful in this book, for you to apply it in your own life
before you try to interest anyone else in it. Make requests of yourself and
others, not demands. Learn the difference. Feel the difference. Learn to
learn. This is what I still want most for myself—and thus also for you.
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2 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

I have found NVC is in part a way of remaking my perception of
reality by how I think and speak about it, and is in part an approach,
heavily dependent on the use of language, for mediating my interactions
with others. Thus, NVC is not only about how I use language to
communicate with myself (i.e., how I think) and with others (i.e., how I
speak), but about how I filter my perception of the sensory inputs from
the world inside and outside of me. NVC has been very helpful for me as
a tool, a strategy if you will, to live my values in the world. My emphasis
here is on NVC being a strategy and not an end in and of itself.

As you read about NVC in this book, you may form the impression
that I am referring to an established and concrete “system.” I am not.
Instead, I offer my sense of NVC, that is, my interpretation of my
experiences. I encourage you to approach NVC as something to
experiment with—not as a static thing, nor as a need in and of itself. Try
out what I suggest, paying attention to your experiences as you do so.
Learn what works for you. In this way, NVC will become a part of you,
out of your self-discovered and self-appropriated learning.

To the extent possible, I intend the interpretations in this book to be
my own. My interpretations are based on years of workshops with
Marshall Rosenberg and many others, and on applying what I have
learned in a variety of contexts: mediating innumerable disputes,
coaching people in conflicts, facilitating workshops, and serving six years
on the board of the Center for Nonviolent Communication (CNVC). I
have attempted to embody my understanding of NVC and apply it daily;
in doing so, my presentation of NVC is altered from how it was
presented to me. Consequently, in this writing, I make no claim that
what I present as NVC corresponds with anyone else’s interpretation.

Julie Stiles has been intimately involved in the writing and editing
process, such that her views of the world have inevitably found their way
into this text. From my vantage point, this inevitable part of our
collaboration has made this book not only possible, but immensely better
than it would have been otherwise.

Finally, I request your feedback regarding how we might improve this
book in subsequent editions. Particularly, I would like to know what you
think we have left out and how you think what we have included could
be made better. If you are willing to provide this feedback, please email
me at IkeLasater@WordsThatWork.us.
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Introduction

Some of you may have had the following experience. Having just
emerged from an Nonviolent Communication workshop, full of

possibilities and hopes, you feel energized and excited to have
meaningful, connected communications. In your enthusiasm to share
what you have learned, you go home or back to work, and the first
chance you get, you try out something from the workshop. Instead of
the powerful emotional connection and intimate response you were
hoping for, the person says, “Why are you talking like that?” You feel
your excitement fade, your energy sink, and to your chagrin, you find
yourself reacting as you normally do instead of in the compassionate,
connected way you imagined.

When our initial attempts to practice or share what we have
learned are met with a not-so-enthusiastic reception, these experiences
sometimes lead us to believe that the new skills will be difficult to
apply in certain situations—such as in the workplace. Thus, while you
have begun learning about NVC and might already have found its
value for yourself, you may have thought something like this: “I can
see the value of NVC in my personal life, and maybe some people can
use it in their workplaces, but no way at my work! The people in my
workplace just wouldn’t be open to it!”

I can understand these thoughts, since I have had them too.
When I first began learning NVC, I was working as a trial lawyer.
The last lawsuit I tried (in 1999, just prior to withdrawing from the
practice of law and beginning to serve on the board of the Center for
Nonviolent Communication) was a United States federal court case in
the Central Valley of California. The case concerned the dumping of
toxic agricultural chemicals. One of the government witnesses was a
well-qualified analytical chemist who had never before testified in
court. I knew her testimony because I had taken her deposition, and
during the trial I wanted to highlight certain aspects of it to make sure
they went into the court record. My cross-examination quickly turned
into a painful and unpleasant process. When I would ask a question,
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4 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

she would answer the question—but then take time to unnecessarily
restate all the aspects of her opinion that she had already testified to.

In my frustration, I began to use the many techniques I had been
trained in as a lawyer to try to control her and get her to stop these
long, duplicative explanations. None of these techniques worked. In
fact, we found out during a break that she had interpreted my
attempts as trying to demean her. With some embarrassment, I report
to you that it did not occur to me the whole day to attempt a
different way to communicate.

I was distressed about this situation; we were already over our
estimated schedule, and I was concerned the judge would cut off the
cross-examination if it continued in the same way. That evening, as I
pondered what I could do, a small voice in my head said, “You could
try NVC.”

Immediately, my response was, “No, not in this situation!” My
training and experience in the stilted environment of the courtroom—
me at a lectern, the witness in the witness box, the judge on the
bench, and a number of opposing attorneys all ready to object to any
language that deviated from their expectations—made it difficult for
me to see how I could apply the skills I was learning. Nonetheless, in
my distress, I began considering how I might go about using NVC.
After a time of empathizing with myself, I found myself practicing
conversations with the witness in my head.

The following day, the pattern started again, with my questions
and the witness’s long, repetitive answers. So I interrupted her, and
when I had her attention, I said, “I’m concerned about the time it’s
going to take to complete your testimony. I’m wondering if you would
be willing to just answer my questions and save any explanation you
have until later. I want to assure you that you will have time to
consult with government counsel before your testimony is complete,
and that you will be able to provide further explanations. For now,
would you be willing to just answer my questions?”

Now, as I was asking this question, my heart was racing. I felt it
in my throat. To this day, I am not clear on what I was telling myself
that stimulated this reaction. Perhaps I was terrified that someone was
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INTRODUCTION 5

going to object, “You can’t use NVC in the courtroom!” Of course, no
one did. The moment passed, and after looking to government
counsel for confirmation, the witness agreed to my request. Though I
had to remind her of her agreement a couple times, overall the cross-
examination proceeded much more quickly and smoothly.

My intense, physical reaction to attempting a new way of
communicating highlights the difficulty that many of us face when
trying to shift our behavior within an established environment. We
believe the people around us expect us to act a certain way, and often
we react to this by confining our behavior and communication within
the narrow bounds of our beliefs about their expectations. There is a
way out of this.

If you have found that introducing something new to your
workplace is fraught with uncertainty and angst, this book is intended
for you. The suggestions in this book can be applied to all areas of
your life; nevertheless, the focus is on the workplace, as people often
feel uncomfortable trying new communication skills with co-workers,
managers, and employees. This can particularly be the case when
people are not confident that their needs for sustainability and survival
will continue to be met in the work situation.

Yet these work relationships, as much as other relationships, stand
to benefit from your NVC knowledge—and we hope your enjoyment
of work will increase as a result. We start with the premise that you
will be able to use aspects of your NVC skills in the workplace no
matter what your skill level. We suggest a set of skills and ways to
practice that will build your confidence in your NVC fluency to the
point where you will be able to apply what you have learned even in
situations where, right now, you have little trust in ever being
comfortable using NVC out loud.

A Few Notes Before We Begin

These pages are designed to deepen the learning you have already
begun, with the goal that you can comfortably use your Nonviolent
Communication skills in your workplace. Before going into the first
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6 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

chapter, we offer some reminders about NVC that will give context
for the rest of the book. In Chapter 1, we will explore practicing NVC
silently. This way, you can begin applying your skills immediately,
even in situations where you might feel uncomfortable doing so aloud.
The next chapter explains the cycle of learning and its relationship to
mourning and celebration practices. These practices can be especially
important as a means of reminding you of your desire to expand your
communication skills and of the commitments you have made to
yourself to do so. Since practice is key to fully integrating skills into
your life, Chapter 3 is devoted to exploring ways to practice that will
support your intentions. We see making requests as a crucial part of
NVC practice and one that few of us seem to have mastered, so in
Chapter 4, we will discuss how to make requests that are more likely
to meet your needs. Finally, for when you have begun to solidify your
skills and are looking for additional challenges, the last chapter gives
examples for dealing with typical workplace issues.

We encourage you to use this book in several ways. If you decide
to read it through to the end, we encourage you to take time along the
way to experience the practice suggestions. Alternatively, you may
want to pick a chapter that discusses a current problem you are facing.
For example, if you find yourself in a conflict at work and notice you
have judgments about yourself or the other people involved, you
might want to go to the enemy image section in Chapter 5,
“Suggestions for Addressing Common Workplace Communication
Challenges.”

You may be inclined to simply read a book such as this one
without practicing anything. To encourage you to practice, boxes
titled “Practice Pause” are placed throughout the text. We hope that
these exercises will entice you to stop reading and practice—right then
and there—before continuing further. We want the Practice Pauses to
remind you that every moment is potentially a practice moment.
There are also examples throughout the text drawn from workplace
situations, in which the protagonist (“you”) interacts with a boss,
Magna, and two co-workers, Harold and Karen. These examples give
additional illustrations of how to work with the language and
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intention of NVC in real-life situations. Because of limitations of the
written word and space, the examples may give a false impression of
the real-life process of empathy, and particularly its quality of
wandering in your pondering before reaching a point of clarity about
needs (one’s own or others’). Thus, we encourage you to get what
value you can from these examples without believing that the empathy
process will be as quick, easy, or linear as the written scenarios may
seem to suggest.

Reminders

In the early stages of learning, Nonviolent Communication can appear
to be about word choice and order—in other words, syntax—and we
will focus most of our attention on these aspects. While doing this, we
would like you to bear in mind that fundamentally NVC is about
intention; the syntax is, first, a strategy to remind us of our intention
and, second, a way to make our intention more readily heard by
others. The underlying intention in using NVC is to connect—for
each of us to connect with ourselves and with others. Out of this
connection, we can create mutually satisfying outcomes. With our
intention clearly in mind, we are freed to adapt the actual words we
use to fit in with the situation or subculture we find ourselves in. For
example, in this book we will talk about needs in a particular way—
typically when attempting to identify a universal human need in one
word. In direct communication with another person, however, what is
important is the intention to connect; the words are secondary to that
end. In these situations, we hope you will use words that have
meaning and resonance for the person with whom you are talking,
and that at the same time identify Needs (i.e., universal human needs
that are not specific to a particular strategy).

At the heart of the intention to connect is being connected—in a
visceral, noncognitive way—with yourself, which is to say with your
own needs. This is not something most of us are taught as children.
We begin as children to form habitual reaction patterns, which
become ingrained with time as we continue to react habitually.

INTRODUCTION 7
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8 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

Learning to connect at the level of needs is a way to step out of these
habitual ways of reacting, yet is something that generally takes time
and practice to develop. As we identify, time and time again, the needs
that were and were not met by our actions, particularly in situations
where we reacted habitually, space opens within us to act differently in
the future. In this way, in continually returning to being present and
connecting with needs, we alter how we relate to ourselves and others.
We contribute to creating a world more in alignment with our values.

When we make it a practice to connect with our needs, we shift
into learning mode. For example, let’s say you react habitually to a
co-worker’s remark. Afterward, you realize that your reaction was not
in harmony with your values. At this point, you might inquire into
the need you were seeking to meet by your reaction, as well as what
needs of yours were not met. The natural result of this inquiry is the
question, How might I do it differently next time to better meet my
needs? This entire inquiry we encourage you to do without a sense of
judgment, punishment, blame, shame, guilt, anger, or depression:
instead, simply realize what needs were and were not met, and seek
new ways to better meet them. When you do this often, you create a
cyclical learning process of becoming aware, mourning and
celebrating your conduct, and building on what you liked or shifting
away from what you didn’t like, all in order to meet your needs (see
Chapter 2 for more on this learning cycle). Soon, you begin to
remember in the moment and try new choices, and then you learn
from those choices. The natural consequence of this process is
learning skills that are in alignment with the intention to meet your
needs and the needs of others.

This is not the process I learned during childhood and
socialization into the adult world. I was implicitly taught how to
analyze who was at fault, and thus who was to be blamed and
punished. I learned how to protect myself from criticism, avoid
punishment, and redirect blame. The results of this not-very-conscious
process of blame and shame determined how I felt. My learning was
how to avoid being blamed and punished; thus, I learned to avoid
what I did not want. This process did not help me learn what would
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INTRODUCTION 9

enable me to flourish and thrive or how to create the life I wanted. In
making the shift to connecting with needs, I identify the needs that I
yearn to be meeting and therefore liberate my mind to do what it does
well, which is to sift through the patterns of experience to identify
strategies that might meet my needs. I enter a cycle of learning how to
create what I want.

Thus, from my perspective, the core of being able to use NVC
in the workplace is not only developing the skills and practicing, but
also learning to choose new possibilities based on a connection with
needs instead of repeating deeply rooted habitual patterns. By being
connected with our own needs, our intention is clarified moment by
moment.

The specific syntax you learn with NVC was designed to help you
uncover your intention and remember it in the moment. I’ve found in
my own experience and in working with others that there is a stage of
learning in which using the basic NVC sentence can be extremely
valuable (see Appendix A for examples). I call this the training wheels
sentence: “When I hear . . . , I feel . . . , because I need . . . Would you
be willing to . . . ?” My hypothesis is that people who skip this stage
take longer to really embody the perspective-altering potential of
NVC, if they ever do. This may be because they have not ingrained
the basic distinctions that using the training wheels sentence over and
over again seems to cultivate. The four basic NVC distinctions that I
am referring to are Observations versus judgments, Feelings versus
evaluations masquerading as feelings, Needs versus strategies, and
Requests versus demands. These distinctions are embedded in the
structure of the training wheels sentence, and thus using the sentence
prompts awareness of them. Practicing the training wheels sentence is
the only way I have found to get these basic distinctions at a deep
level, as the sentence encourages us to focus on each of the four parts
of communication—Observations, Feelings, Needs, and Requests.
When these distinctions are embodied, and you are clear that your
intention is to connect (with yourself or another person), the specific
words you use become less important. On the other hand, people
often report early on that they are using all the “right” words, but are
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10 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

not getting the results they expect—this may be because they are not
yet consistent in their intention.

The premise of NVC is that when you focus on connection with
yourself and others, you will be meeting your needs while, at the same
time, others in your world are meeting their needs. We often believe
that if we can analyze a situation properly, then we will get what we
want. NVC suggests instead that when we are connected to needs, all
of us can be in the process of meeting our needs.

NVC is simple, but not easy. At least, that is my experience, and
others have reported the same. In the beginning, it is particularly
difficult to remember these new ideas in the moment. Since NVC is
as much a consciousness—a way of thinking about and approaching
our communication with others—as it is a set of skills, adults
socialized into mainstream culture find there is much “unlearning”
that happens as we begin to integrate the NVC we have learned. In
the moment when we are communicating with someone, our old
learning is initially going to be stronger than our new learning. The
goal of this book is to show you some ways to strengthen your new
learning so you can incorporate NVC into all parts of your life, and in
particular, your work life.
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Chapter 1

How to Begin: Silent NVC Practices

You may be feeling some trepidation about using Nonviolent
Communication in the workplace. Perhaps you imagine that co-

workers will respond negatively if you attempt to introduce a new way
of communicating. Yet there is almost nothing a person can say or do
that cannot be responded to either with empathy or with some form
of self-connected expression, or a combination of the two. When you
begin to trust that you will predictably have the skills and presence to
respond with empathy or expression, you’ll have more trust in your
ability to interact in ways that are in alignment with your values.
Often, however, people see this as a chicken-and-egg problem: How
do I get the skills if I’m afraid to use them? How do I use them
without having the skills? A powerful way to develop NVC skills is
through silent practice. This section covers three silent practices—
awareness of blocking connection, self-empathy, and silent empathy—
and suggests when and how you might use them.

There are several benefits to silent NVC practice: you can practice
in ways less likely to be noticed by others in your workplace; you can
practice and develop your skills of self-empathy and silent empathy
until you feel more confident trying the out loud skills of empathy
and expression; and finally, whatever you do say after silent practice
will more probably be something you like.

The inner work of NVC can be done without anyone knowing.
Though silent, these practices produce empathic connection with
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yourself and with others. When connected in this way, you will be a
different person, and you will be more likely to enjoy your conduct.
In addition, what you say and how you say it will be affected, even
though you are not yet intending to use out loud NVC. These subtle
changes create a gradual process that will help you transition to using
out loud skills with co-workers who might otherwise react to a sudden
change in your communication.

Becoming Aware of Blocking Connection

Many of the ways we have learned to communicate result in blocking
connection with others. If you intend to use Nonviolent
Communication to create connection with yourself or others, we
encourage you to become aware, simultaneously, of what you are
doing that blocks that connection. To gain this self-awareness, we
suggest a two-step process.

First, notice the times when you feel less than connected while
speaking with someone. You might notice a vague feeling of discomfort,

realize you do not enjoy what you or they are saying, or feel
angry or impatient. (See Example 1 on facing page.)

Second, when you notice you are not feeling as connected as you
would like, determine whether either of you are doing any of the
following: defending a position, explaining, moralistically judging,
diagnosing others, blaming, seeking to punish, or “needing” to be
right. Any internal sense of wanting the other to feel guilt or shame
also tends to generate disconnection.

Your awareness of blocking connection will come over time as you
look at the results from your communication. One thing to watch for
is that you do not, in the process of gaining this awareness, continue
to block connection by judging or blaming or punishing yourself for
not having communicated “right.” In a learning process, there is no
“right” or “wrong”; there is only learning—inquiry that leads to trying
something else designed to better meet your needs. Likewise, we warn
against using your developing awareness to name what those around
you are doing. For instance, if you can, refrain from saying things like

12 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS
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HOW TO BEGIN: SILENT NVC PRACTICES 13

“There you go again, defending your position” or “Stop trying to
guilt-trip me.” Instead, trust that as your awareness grows, you will be
able to use your expanding out loud NVC skills of empathy or
expression to respond to what others say.

Awareness is always the first part of a learning process, and the
silent practice of becoming aware of blocking connection is crucial for
learning to quickly recognize the patterns of communication you hope
to change.

Karen, your colleague, comes into your office one
day to discuss the project you are both working on.
She says, “You know, we have this big meeting
coming up, and I’m concerned about being
prepared for it.” You respond: “Yes, I know I have
let some things slip, but I’ve been really
overwhelmed between this project and the other
things on my plate already. I’ve already put in so
much extra time, and partly the holdup is because
of Harold not getting the numbers to me on time.”
After a couple more exchanges, Karen leaves your
office. You realize that the conversation didn’t go
as you would have liked. You didn’t feel connected
to Karen nor did you feel that she understood your
situation. In remembering your response to her
initial statement of concern, you realize that
defending, explaining, and blaming all slipped
easily into your communication.

Example 1
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Using Self-Empathy—Recognizing 
Your Triggers

We often get triggered while interacting with others. The stimulus
may arise from something someone else said, or something we did or
said ourselves. Without awareness, a trigger leads us into habitual
reaction. From the moment of awareness, however, we can choose to
intervene, to create an alternative to the habitual. With time, if we
prefer the outcomes from this alternative and continue to reinforce

them, we will develop new reaction habits. The intervention
we suggest is self-empathy. (See Example 2 on facing page.)

In self-empathy, we practice the basics of NVC within ourselves—
silently. We identify what was actually said or done—the Observation
of the situation—and distinguish that from our judgment of it. Then
we identify how we feel about it, and what need was or was not met
by the words or actions. In my work as a trainer and mediator, I use
self-empathy all the time. I find it essential for maintaining my sense
of well-being and wholeness.

For instance, not long ago I was facilitating a workshop. There
had been several joking exchanges between myself and people I knew
well from previous workshops. One of the participants who was new
to this group then said, “I’m really uncomfortable with all this joking;
it’s not at all what I consider to be NVC, and my understanding is
that this is supposed to be an NVC workshop.”

As soon as I heard her say this, I immediately noticed that I felt
de-energized and that I was thinking thoughts like “Well, you’re a real
party-pooper.” Realizing these two things prompted me to ask myself
what need I was seeking to meet with a thought like that. What
occurred to me was that I wanted to have the freedom to be myself
and for that to be OK. I also wanted to have companionship in my
fun and play. With this awareness, I felt a shift within me to a sense of
compassion in myself and for her. From this shift, I was able to
respond to her with care and understanding about what might have
prompted her to say what she said.

There are often a number of different ways to proceed with self-
empathy. For instance, in the story above, I could have started with

14 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS
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HOW TO BEGIN: SILENT NVC PRACTICES 15

either the observation of what the participant said or the observation
of the judgment I heard in my mind. I began with my judgment, to
give myself empathy first for having reacted in that way. Alternatively,
I might have started with how I felt or with a direct guess about my
needs. The point is that my goal was self-connection through the
strategy of identifying my needs.

Although there are multiple entry points for connecting with
yourself through the process of self-empathy, I am particularly struck

In a meeting with the rest of your project team, as
you are describing where you are on your part of the
project, Harold says, “Let’s see if we can keep this
part of the meeting to fifteen minutes, shall we?”
You leave the meeting angry, thinking that he
interrupted you and that his remark was directed at
you. As you go back to your office, you close the
door and decide to practice some self-empathy. You
think, “He interrupted and said I was taking too
much time,” then realize that thought is a judgment,
not an observation. You rephrase it as an observation:
“He began speaking when I was speaking, and said . . .”
As you reflect more upon your anger, you realize that
you also feel hurt, because your need for respect and
to be heard in the group was not met. As you get in
touch with your needs for respect and to be heard,
you feel an opening in your chest, and the heaviness
that you’ve been feeling lifts.

Example 2
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16 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

by the power of the role of needs. When I shift my perspective from
“He made me sad” to observation and needs language—“When I hear
him say that, I feel sad because I need consideration”—I more
accurately describe my internal experience in relation to what I
perceive occurring outside of me at that moment. The sentence “He
made me sad” suggests that “he” is the one with control: he can cause
me to feel sad; I am powerless to be other than sad. When I use this
language, I give up my power to dictate my reactions—my feelings.
On the other hand, when I say, “When I see him do that, I feel sad
because I need consideration,” I am saying I know why I am sad, and
his conduct is only the start of the story, not in and of itself the reason
I am experiencing what I am experiencing. The use of “because”
reminds me (and others) that I understand my sadness arises out of
my needs and my interpretation of his conduct, and it avoids blaming
the other person.

Moreover, when I use a language of observations and needs, I
communicate what has happened to me as the result of my
observation. The “because” leaves open the possibility that others
observing the same conduct might have completely different reactions.
Haven’t you watched a movie with friends and found that some of you
cried, others did not? You watched and listened to the same movie.
But because each of us has had different life experiences, each of us
views the world from a different perspective.

With my language, I can signal that my internal state—my
reactions—are not at the mercy of another person’s conduct. Yes, I
am reacting with sadness now. However, that is the result of my
internal processes. If my sense of internal well-being were dependent
upon the other person conforming their conduct so that I would not
feel sad next time I saw them under similar circumstances, I would
not be particularly hopeful. However, I am hopeful when I think
that my sadness results from my interpretations, because I can affect
my interpretation process over time. Self-empathy has helped me do
just that.

As you begin practicing self-empathy, you may find it helpful to
get support from somebody else to help you to formulate your
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HOW TO BEGIN: SILENT NVC PRACTICES 17

Observations, and to identify your Feelings and Needs, especially if
you are not skilled yet in identifying your Needs. Another person can
help you meet your need for empathy by guessing your Feelings and
Needs. This can be helpful even if it takes place some time after the
stimulus. Working with a person familiar with the process of
connecting with needs has another benefit. Through their guesses, you
can begin to experience the physiological shift that often takes place
when you connect deeply with a need; this shift might be a release, a
feeling of opening or lightening, or perhaps simply a deepening of
your emotional response.

If you do not have another person to practice with, you can use
other techniques to feel that physiological shift. When you have
identified what you think might be the need not met in a situation,
imagine internally what it would feel like for that need to be met. For
example, if the need you identified is consideration, go into a kind of
reverie where you imagine that your need for consideration is met;
what does that feel like in your body? This is a way of deepening into
what it feels like to be in touch with a need. When you are in touch
with this feeling, you can then see if any strategies come to mind for
meeting it. If none come to mind immediately, pay attention over the
next day or so and see if any pop into your mind at unexpected
moments. Trust that your mind is working on strategies even when
you are not consciously thinking about it.

Once you become familiar with your own typical somatic response
to identifying your needs, you can use it in your self-empathy practice.

Stop reading and check in with yourself right now. What
are you feeling? What needs are behind that feeling? See if
you can connect with at least one Need.

Practice Pause
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This felt sense can be your guide and benchmark for when you have
connected with a need you were trying to meet. Typically, this shift
opens up a space for compassion, for yourself as well as for the other
people involved.

Self-empathy is particularly powerful when we have the presence to
use it in the moment when we realize we have been triggered (or as
soon afterward as we can). It can also be used much later, if we find we
still have an unwelcome reaction to the event, or even in anticipation
of an interaction. If we are anticipating a difficult conversation with
someone, we can practice self-empathy beforehand (perhaps again with
another’s help) to prepare and enter the conversation with the clarity
that arises from clearly naming and thereby connecting with our needs.
I recommend spending time each day in self-empathy (see Chapter 2
on mourning and celebration in the learning cycle).

I view self-empathy as the fundamental practice of NVC. Even if
you did no other practice, consistently meeting your need for empathy
would be life-changing in and of itself. You can increase your
adeptness in self-empathy, as a key silent practice, by using it at work
in a myriad of situations. Practice self-empathy silently when in
meetings, when you find yourself triggered or upset at an interaction,
when you realize you are not connected with your own needs, and in
anticipation of, during, and after difficult conversations with co-
workers, managers, or employees. As you use self-empathy, notice any
changes in your thought process and in how you feel.

Using Silent Empathy—Understanding 
Your Co-workers

In general, when we are in pain and our thoughts are awhirl, we are
not able to empathize with others until our need for empathy has
been sufficiently met. Hence, self-empathy is an important first step
in integrating Nonviolent Communication; once we are connected
with ourselves, then we will be more interested in and curious about

the other person. (See Example 3 on facing page.) At this
point our attention and focus turns to them, and the question

18 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

WWB.1e.1p.int.100310.qxp:booklet  3/11/10  9:59 AM  Page 18

© 2010 PuddleDancer Press www.NonviolentCommunication.com



that typically arises is some version of “What is going on with them?”
If we ask this question before having met our own need for empathy,
our minds will typically jump to analyzing the other person’s
“wrongness” with thoughts like “None of this would have happened if
he hadn’t been such a jerk.” When we are full of empathy, however,
the question becomes, “Which needs of theirs are they seeking to
meet?” This inquiry leads right into the practice of silent empathy.

The process of silent empathy is the same as the process of self-
empathy, except that you are internally inquiring about another
person instead of yourself. You can use the four components of
Observations, Feelings, Needs, and Requests to ask yourself what
might have been going on from the other person’s perspective, and
we suggest you pay particular attention to Needs. Essentially, you are
guessing what is going on with the other person without checking

Because you now feel lighter due to your connection
with your own needs, you begin to wonder about
what happened in the meeting. Was Harold really
directing his comment at you? What need might he
have been trying to meet in saying “Let’s see if we
can keep this part of the meeting to fifteen minutes,
shall we?” As you think back, you realize that Harold
might have been meeting his need for consideration
of his time and for integrity around agreements
about time commitments. As you realize this, you
experience a release of your antagonism toward
Harold and you feel more accepting of him.

HOW TO BEGIN: SILENT NVC PRACTICES 19

Example 3
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those guesses with them. Silent empathy can be used as a precursor to
out loud empathy, but it can also be used simply as a way to connect
with the other person through the needs you imagine they might have
been meeting. 

In doing silent empathy, you keep your focus on what needs the
other person might be trying to meet, without going into analyses of
their behavior. It is not as important to be right as it is to be aware
that the other person is acting to meet their needs just as you are, and
to connect with those needs instead of with your judgment about
people’s strategies for meeting their needs. Even though this process
happens without the other person’s awareness of it, if you practice
keeping your focus on needs, you might notice that your own energy
shifts. You will be a different person, and hence will act and speak out
of this shifted sense of self. Others will respond to this shift regardless
of whether your internal guesses as to their needs are correct.

Silent empathy can be done regarding any interaction with
another person, while you are having the conversation or afterward.
While you are learning, we suggest practicing with any actions or
words you hear from others, whether directed at you or not, and
whether you find them enjoyable or triggering. In doing so, you will
gain skill and facility in staying connected with needs and in guessing
what needs others might be seeking to meet by their actions. Silent
empathy can also be used at work during meetings, in anticipation of

a meeting, or in mourning or celebrating after a meeting as
part of the learning process. (See Example 4 on facing page.)

Think back to your most recent interaction with someone,
however brief. What need might that person have been
trying to meet with their words or actions?

20 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

Practice Pause
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HOW TO BEGIN: SILENT NVC PRACTICES 21

For example, when I am in a meeting, I stay with silent empathy
to the extent I am able to. When I get stimulated by something I or
someone else says or does, then I go back to self-empathy, because I’m
no longer connected with other people’s needs. Once I’ve reconnected
to myself sufficiently, I’m able to listen for what the person is really
saying, what I imagine their reason is for saying it, and what the need
is that they’re seeking to meet. What I like about switching back and
forth this way, between silent empathy and self-empathy, is that even
if I don’t say anything directly using NVC—Observations, Feeling,
Needs, Requests, either in the form of empathy or expression—I am a
different person than if I’m thinking judgmental thoughts. I’m coming
out of a different energy. A person will react to me differently because
of my body language, the words I use and how I use them, the pacing,
pressure, and energy that’s in my voice. My entire demeanor will be
different as a result of doing these practices of self-empathy and silent
empathy in the moment.

In summary, thus far we suggest using NVC in your workplace
through awareness of how you are blocking connection, and through
using self-empathy and silent empathy whenever possible. As you
begin to practice these skills, you will probably find yourself reviewing
situations, focusing on what else you might have done, and solidifying
your intention to do things differently next time. If so, then you are
now in the learning cycle, which we will look at in more depth in the
next chapter.

You have another meeting with your team, two
weeks later. You realize going into the meeting that
you have preconceived ideas of how the meeting will
go, based on your experience meeting with these 

Example 4
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folks for the last six months. You don’t like the
feelings, thoughts, and actions that result from these
judgments. This time, you decide to try using your
silent empathy practice to change your experience
during the meeting. You pay attention carefully for
when you are triggered by Harold or someone else. 
As soon as you notice it, you use self-empathy in 
the moment (alternately paying attention to the
meeting) to reconnect with your needs. You might
write on your notepad what was said or done that
triggered you, how you feel about it, and what need
of yours is not met. Having reconnected with
yourself, you switch to silent empathy—to guessing
what might be stimulating the other person, what
they might be feeling, and what need they are
seeking to meet. During the rest of the meeting, you
find yourself shifting to self-empathy and silent
empathy whenever you realize you’ve been triggered.

22 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS
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Chapter 2

The Learning Cycle: 
Celebrating Progress, Mourning Mistakes

C elebration and mourning are processes we can use to shift us out
of a blaming and punishing mentality. These practices help us see

and step out of the game of looking for who is at fault—you or
someone else—for what is not right about a situation.

We all play this game, every waking moment; it is embedded in
our language. “He’s not at fault.” “She didn’t have any other
alternative.” “So what else could they have done?” “I had to do it.”
The feelings associated with blaming and punishing are anger,
depression, shame, and guilt. These feelings tend to be stimulated by
what we are thinking and telling ourselves. I find it very difficult to
learn how to meet my needs when I am assessing blame, avoiding
punishment, and alternately feeling angry, depressed, ashamed, or
guilty. My guess is other people do too.

We can use celebration and mourning to shift into learning. I
suggest you try the celebration and mourning practices in the learning
cycle discussed below with interactions with co-workers, whether you
enjoyed the interaction or not. These are practices you do without the
co-worker being present. You can do this entirely in your head, or out
loud with the support of a friend. You can start as soon as you become
aware that you did or did not enjoy an interaction, or you can start
later, whenever you feel more at ease doing so.
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Celebrating and Mourning in NVC

If you enjoyed an interaction with a co-worker, then you will be
celebrating the needs met. Think about what specific Observations
you can make about the interaction, how you Feel now recalling the
situation, and what Needs of yours those feelings arise out of. (This is
a present tense activity and not an inquiry into your feelings and
needs at the time of the original event.) As you recall the part of the
interaction that you are focusing on for celebration or mourning, ask
yourself, “How do I feel and which of my needs are being met as I am
feeling this feeling?” Thus celebration is in part a method of learning
how you experience your needs being met in the moment when
reflecting upon an instance in the past. Moreover, by inference, you
are also learning how your needs might be met in similar situations in
the future. Celebration connects needs being met. This is the heart of
gratitude—feeling grateful for what you and others have done to
create the world more to your liking. The process leads you to active
awareness of what meets your needs and focuses your mind on seeking
to create more of the same.

Similarly, the process of mourning also leads to learning, except
that it focuses on aspects of our experience where our needs were not
met. For example, perhaps at work I had an encounter at the
metaphorical water cooler, experiencing a situation where others were
gossiping. I was uncomfortable with what was going on, yet I was not
clear in myself what it was I didn’t like about it. I was also unhappy
with the fact that I stayed silent, yet I couldn’t think of anything to
say. This is where the learning process of mourning becomes helpful. I
connect, preferably immediately, or as soon after as I can, with what I
feel and the need that is not met as I recall the event. This connection
is a way of mourning that I did not act as I would have liked. When I
connect with the need that was not met, I know I’ve connected with
the need I want to be met, and my mind then looks for strategies to
meet it. I can then consciously role-play, in my imagination or with a

learning companion, how I would have liked to communicate.
(See Example 5 on facing page.)
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THE LEARNING CYCLE: CELEBRATING PROGRESS, MOURNING MISTAKES 25

During an interaction with your co-worker Karen, she
says, “How come we haven’t seen your part of the
project yet? You said you’d have it done by now.”
Defensively, you say, “Well, I haven’t seen your or
Harold’s part of the project either; how come you’re
bugging me?” The conversation ends with Karen
saying, “Yeah, Harold and I are done; we’re just
waiting for you.”

You immediately realize how terrible you feel, so
you decide to go for a walk so you can use the
learning cycle. You say to yourself, “When I think
about what Karen said, I feel irritated because I need
understanding and consideration about why I’m not
complete with my work on the project. When I think
about what I said, I feel disappointed because my
needs for consideration and kindness were not met.”

You notice the sadness that arises realizing those
needs were not met. You imagine what your
experience would be like if those needs were being
met, and find your heart opening and your energy
lightening. Then you consider how you might have
acted. “I would have liked to have said, ‘I’m not ready
to give it to you because I’ve been focusing on this
other project for Magna, and I’m regretting that I
underestimated how much time it was going to take
for me to complete this project. I estimate I will be
able to get my part to you by the end of the week;
will that work for you?’”

After having gone through this process, you feel
compassion for both yourself and Karen.

Example 5
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Let’s look at another example to see how mourning practice might
proceed. A co-worker, we’ll call him Adrian, walked into the room
you were in and said hello to you, and you didn’t respond. Later, you
realize that you are judging yourself for not responding. You think,
“Wow, I was really rude to Adrian.” Realizing that this is an
opportunity to engage with the learning cycle instead of staying stuck
in a judgment, you might go through a process such as the following:

First, you begin with self-empathy: “When I tell myself, ‘I’m
rude,’ I feel lousy because I need self-care.” In this statement, you
focus on the current thought in your head (“I am rude”) and identify
the need not met by it. Then, you might look at the need not met in
the events that stimulated that thought: “When I remember not
responding to Adrian this morning after he said hello, I feel sad
because my need for consideration is not met.” Another step is
recognizing that you were meeting some needs with the action you
chose (to not say hello). You might then say to yourself, “When I
remember the needs for focus and attention I was meeting at the time,
I feel reassured because my need for understanding is being met.”

Self-empathy often creates the inner sense of well-being that
allows you to shift to empathy for the other person: “When I
remember the look on Adrian’s face when I did not respond to his
hello, I feel tender and wonder if he is feeling hurt and needing
consideration.” Connecting with your own needs and your guess as to
Adrian’s needs then leads to thinking of strategies to follow up from
this interaction. If you are feeling confident enough to try some out
loud skills, you might want to ask Adrian the next time you see him,
“Would you be willing to speak with me for a couple of minutes
about the other day when you said hello to me and I did not
respond?” Assuming he says yes, there are a couple of options you
might choose: either to practice out loud empathy or to express your
honesty. If you choose empathy, you might say, “When you remember
that, are you feeling hurt because you would like consideration for
your feelings?” If you choose expression, you could say, “When I
remember my focus yesterday that led me to not respond, I feel sad
because I would like consideration. How do you feel when you hear
me say that?” 
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Depending on how this interaction goes, you can then enter
back into the learning cycle—celebrating or mourning the needs met
or not met in this new interaction. In Chapter 5, we will discuss in
more depth the learning cycle as it relates in particular to preparing

for and having difficult conversations in the workplace. (See
Example 6 below.)

Later that day, you run into Karen in the hallway,
and, with your heart pounding, manage to say
something very close to what you had practiced on
your walk. When you ask Karen if it will work to get
your part of the project to her by the end of the
week, she says, “Yes, that will be fine. And let me
know if there’s anything I can do to help.”
You decide to use the learning cycle again, and think
to yourself: “When I recall what Karen said, I feel
relieved because my needs for understanding and
support are met, and I also feel happy that I spoke to
her again about it, as it helped me feel some mastery
and hope. I wonder if her response came from her
desire to contribute.” In holding all of these needs,
you feel a certain satisfaction and appreciation for
your willingness to use this situation as a learning. To
further the learning opportunity, you ask yourself,
“What can I learn from this sequence of events?” One
thing you conclude is that the next time there is a
similar situation, you might feel more confident to
engage Karen in the moment instead of doing an
off-line learning process before reengaging with her.

THE LEARNING CYCLE: CELEBRATING PROGRESS, MOURNING MISTAKES 27

Example 6

WWB.1e.1p.int.100310.qxp:booklet  3/11/10  9:59 AM  Page 27

© 2010 PuddleDancer Press www.NonviolentCommunication.com



28 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

Through silent practice, we learn the skills that will help us trust
that we can speak up when necessary and also respond in a way we
would like to, whatever reactions our speaking up engenders. It often
takes a number of learning cycles to develop the facility to respond
from our authentic needs in situations that trigger us. For example, I
have used this learning process when some members of my extended
family told jokes about race and sex that I found painful to listen to.
This is a situation many people encounter in the workplace as well
(Chapter 5 also discusses humor in the workplace). In using the
mourning process after these experiences, I began to gain confidence
that I might be able to respond in ways that would be congruent
with my values and, at the same time, would continue my
relationship with the person telling the joke. I had to repeat the
mourning process many times, however, in order to have the presence
to reconnect with myself and adapt the language I had practiced in
role-play to the situation. Particularly when we are stimulated in ways
that remind us of how we were hurt when we were young, it may
take us many mourning cycles of reconnection with ourselves to be
willing to speak up. Similarly, it may take a while to develop your
trust in yourself that you will respond to the other person’s reactions
the way you would like.

Putting the Learning Cycle Into 
Daily Practice

Besides taking a short amount of time after a situation to engage in
the mourning or celebration learning cycle, we suggest incorporating
it as part of a daily practice. For me, this works best in the morning,
reviewing the day before; it could also be done in the evening,
reviewing the current day.

I simply review the day before, and remember a situation that did
or did not unfold as I would have liked. I practice the distinctions of
Nonviolent Communication by first stating what happened in
observation language. Then, staying in the present tense, I identify my
feelings now, as I recall that incident, and the need that is or is not
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met in this moment when I think about what happened. Finally, I
think about what, if any, requests I might formulate about this
situation. Depending on the day, I might make sure my practice
includes at least one situation for mourning and one for celebration.

The four main benefits of a daily mourning and celebration
practice are that it serves as a reminder to use NVC, enhances your
abilities with the four basic distinctions, shifts you out of blame and
into learning, and provides a daily dose of empathy and gratitude.
Let’s discuss each one of these benefits, and in doing so, unpack this
practice further.

In the beginning of learning to incorporate a new skill, it is
crucial to find ways to remind ourselves that it is an option. When
we get caught up in our day-to-day lives, it is easy to forget that we
wanted to incorporate NVC. A commitment to a daily practice can
remind us that these skills are available and that we are interested in
trying them out. It can be helpful to have another person involved for
accountability and extra support, so if you can find someone to have a
daily mourning and celebration phone call with, that’s an extra bonus.
Basically, this practice reconnects us on an ongoing basis with our
intention to use NVC.

The daily mourning and celebration practice also helps the NVC
distinctions become more ingrained and easier to make. The first
thing I do, once I’ve remembered a situation I want to mourn or
celebrate, is to state it in observation language, which can be a

Choose one recent situation where you would like to have
acted differently. Take a moment to mourn, and consider
how you would like to have acted.

Practice Pause
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learning in and of itself. I must exercise the mental muscle of seeing
what is a judgment and what is an observation. Seeing that distinction
and making the conversion from judgment to Observation each day
allows me to do it in my daily life more easily. It becomes almost
automatic. My feelings and needs vocabulary increases as well. I have
often found myself identifying a feeling that I cannot name, or
finding the names I do come up with do not quite name it. I then go
looking for the name of it, using one of the long lists available in
Marshall Rosenberg’s books, in handouts from trainers, or online from
CNVC (see Appendix B for a Feelings list). Identifying the feeling
increases the likelihood that I’ll remember that name next time and
associate it with that feeling. This goes for needs as well; identifying
the needs met and not met helps me identify the patterns of needs
that I am commonly in touch with (see Appendix D for a Needs list).
Naming them increases familiarity and eventually creates proficiency
in identifying them in the moment.

For me, the fundamental benefit of my daily practice has been the
shift out of the blame and punishment paradigm and into the learning
paradigm. If I’m not connected with myself, and I’m finding the
memory of something that happened the day before painful, I am
typically in a blame and punishment paradigm. That means I’m
blaming either somebody else or myself for what was or was not done.
This paradigm is dominant in our culture, and it stems from a focus
on what we do not like. In this paradigm, we see what we don’t like,
name it, and criticize it. For example, I don’t like someone’s rude
behavior toward me, and I either say something to them out loud or
hold it in my head. The problem with this way of approaching the
situation is that the mind fixates on the judgment—“this person is
rude”—and nothing transforms. I have found that it does not work
for me simply to tell myself not to blame myself or another person. If,
however, I use the mourning process and state an observation—“this
person is acting in a way I don’t enjoy, that doesn’t meet my need for
respect”—now I am in touch with the longing for the need for respect
to be met. Now, my mind has shifted to something that it can
transform; it is looking for how it can get the need for respect met.
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That may be by saying something, or it may be by connecting with
myself to the extent that I don’t interpret what the other person says
in the same way. Either way, the thought is transformed, and therefore
so are the behaviors stemming from it. With practice and over time,
the blame paradigm itself slowly shifts and is replaced by the learning
paradigm.

The final benefit of a daily mourning and celebration practice is
that it feels good. Checking in with Feelings and Needs meets our
need for empathy. I often find that for me, it results in feeling a kind
of sweet sadness, a connection with myself and compassion for myself
and others. If the incident I practiced with that day involved a
situation with someone else, my practice often leads to a desire to
express appreciation to that person; I have often recontacted the
person and taken the opportunity to practice expressing appreciation.
Seeing the gift of appreciation received, and receiving back the gift of
it having been received, is very sweet, and I believe also has health
benefits for both parties.

Creating a mourning and celebration practice for yourself,
through both daily practice and in-the-moment responses to situations
that arise, can prove to be an important factor in your ability to
quickly integrate the skills of NVC into your life. It can also be a good
antidote to burnout. Though you may not be ready yet to incorporate
a mourning and celebration practice with your co-workers, I believe
the ability for work groups to celebrate and mourn on a regular basis,
even for just a few minutes, provides nourishment that forestalls
burnout. I have incorporated it into my work life and interactions
with my work colleagues; we have an identified period of time to
celebrate and mourn. If you are not comfortable discussing these
concepts with your colleagues, you might be able to introduce it more
subtly, focusing on celebration. When something happens, even if it
seems small, take a moment publicly to acknowledge and celebrate
that occurrence. If you do this often enough, you might find
colleagues copying your example, without your having formally
introduced any NVC.
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Think of something that happened at work recently,
however small, that you liked. How might you be able to
celebrate it with your co-workers?

Practice Pause
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Chapter 3

Practice: 
Building Confidence and Competence

Incorporating new communication skills takes practice. We
frequently forget this. All too often, we act as if we should be able to

immediately incorporate a new skill without time or effort. We have
this kind of magical thinking where we believe that once we have
understood something conceptually, we will be able to do it; however,
there is a difference between understanding something and doing it.
We usually face a learning curve before we become comfortable with a
new way of doing something, and NVC is no exception. It may be
helpful to remember this when in the workplace—where you already
have a history and habitual way of behaving. The key to moving
through the learning curve and gaining competence is practice. In this
section, we will discuss what to practice, when, and with whom, all
with an eye toward gaining fluency in silent practices—and eventually
out loud practices—in your workplace.

Practicing Silent Skills

A major benefit to the self-empathy and silent empathy skills
discussed in Chapter 1 is that they can be practiced anytime and
anywhere. Both are ideal to practice in your car on the way to work

• 33 •
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(driving often provides multiple triggers, and thus multiple
opportunities to reconnect to your needs and guess the needs of other
drivers), or standing in line at the grocery store, or on hold waiting for
a client or customer service representative. Self-empathy can also be
used in all those small moments that usually pass by unused, such as
walking from your office to the copy machine or after dialing the
phone. The more practice you get, the more easily and quickly you
will be able to identify and connect with your needs in each moment,
including moments when you are triggered.

Another ideal opportunity to practice is when watching TV,
reading newspapers or magazines, or listening to political talk shows. I
regularly listen to political talk radio, both left and right, until I get
triggered; then I turn it off and do self-empathy. There have been
times driving my car that I have had to pull off the road when
listening to someone I profoundly disagreed with. Through my self-
empathy and silent empathy practice, I connected so deeply with what
I was able to guess were the needs in what commentators were saying
that I started to tear up. Of course, this doesn’t happen very often; I
listen every chance I get to those I disagree with, and it often does not
take long before I am triggered.

Practicing Out Loud Skills

It is also helpful to practice out loud with other people, to get the
immediate feedback of others’ reactions and to practice noticing your

Think of five things you do multiple times a day where you
could remind yourself to engage in silent practice.

Practice Pause
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reaction to their response. Who you choose to practice with, however,
can make all the difference between your continuing to practice and
gain confidence in these skills, or giving up before you have really
given it a chance.

I think of relationships as existing in three concentric circles. The
innermost circle consists of your intimate relationships—those people
with whom you communicate frequently. This inner circle differs
from person to person. It may include intimate partners, family
members, and even people you are close to in your work. These
people will definitely notice if you suddenly start communicating
differently; they are the most familiar with you. The outermost circle
consists of people you interact with who don’t know you—you have
had no past communication with them, and you aren’t necessarily
very likely to stay in contact with them. These are people such as
salespeople, taxi drivers, and telephone customer support people that
you interact with in the course of daily life. The middle circle
includes people with whom you have enough contact that they will
know if you start communicating differently, but who are not
intimates. For many people, the middle circle is likely to include
people in their workplace.

The two main groups of people I suggest you practice out loud
with are your innermost and outermost circles, with an important
distinction between how you approach them. As you begin your out
loud practice, I suggest you continue to practice silently with those in
your middle circle.

The easiest group to practice out loud with is the outermost
circle. If you practice self-expression and empathy with people you
don’t know, they have no prior expectation about how you
communicate. They may think it odd, but they are much less likely
to react than are people who know your typical communication
patterns. In fact, I’ve never had someone in an outermost-circle
context tell me that I’m talking weird, or react to what I’m saying;
they simply have no experience of me otherwise. Examples of who to
practice with in this category might be people you meet in passing,
such as service people, waitstaff, or clerks. These people not only
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don’t know you, but you are unlikely to meet them again, much less
form a continuing relationship. If you feel comfortable doing so, you
could also practice with new people you meet in your workplace or
in social circles, people with whom you may form continuing
relationships in the future.

To practice with the innermost circle, those people who will
notice that you are doing something different, I have found it is better
to get their buy-in. It is not likely to go over well if you practice with
them without their agreement to participate in that practice. In the
workplace, the innermost circle would be the people with whom you
feel the safest, and with whom you feel comfortable developing a new
way of communicating. If you want to practice with your innermost
circle at work or at home, let them know that you would like to
practice this skill and what it is (if they do not already know), and
form agreements with them around practice.

Making Agreements to Practice NVC

One example of this type of agreement would be for you to say to
one of your innermost circle: “I am interested in something called
Nonviolent Communication, and I’m going to start trying to use it
more, so I’m going to be saying some things in ways that are a little
different from before. If at any time you feel uncomfortable or you
don’t like what I’m saying, I’d really like to hear it right away, and for
us to deal with it.” Then, end on a Request: “Are you willing to tell
me when you don’t like the way I’m talking with you?” If they agree,
then work from that agreement. This agreement encourages them to
bring it up if they do feel uncomfortable, and reduces the anxiety they
might have about expressing their discomfort. 

From your perspective, since you have not only agreed but have
actually requested they bring any discomfort up, this agreement
tends to reduce the typical reaction of interpreting their comments
as criticism and being resistant to hearing what they have to say.
This kind of agreement also tends to result in people more readily
telling you what they like about how you are learning to
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communicate, even though that aspect of feedback is not explicitly
addressed in the agreement.

Pitfalls of Practicing Without Agreements

I stress making these types of agreements with those close to you
because in my own experience I have encountered the pitfalls of
practicing with people in my innermost circle without these
agreements. I have found lack of agreement creates difficulties both
with family and with workplace relationships. Once, when I was first
learning about NVC and trying to incorporate it into my life, I was
driving with my wife and adolescent daughter. At some point, I asked
my daughter to tell me her feelings about something, and she said, “I
have no feelings, needs, or requests. Let’s move on.”

In other conversations with her and her two brothers during this
period, my interpretation was that they were getting an inconsistent
message about compassion from me. I was using NVC as a strategy to
help me remember and be present, but I was not as consistent as I
would have liked. They were therefore often getting the “old Ike”—
acting out of judgment and demand—even when using the form of
this new approach. My guess is that their needs for genuineness, trust,
and predictability were not getting met.

What to do in that moment, however, when someone close to you
reacts? When my daughter said, “I have no feelings, needs, or requests,
let’s move on,” my reaction was to feel confused and uncomfortable.
Self-empathy was therefore the first thing I needed to do. I longed for

Whom in your inner circle might you make a practice
agreement with? Practice how you might phrase your request.

Practice Pause
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connection with my daughter, and wanted to be seen for my intention
and caring. After connecting with my own needs, I could guess what
was going on for her silently, then maybe ultimately say something
out loud. Silently, I might guess that she had a need for genuineness
and trust—trust that there would be consistency from me in this
demand-versus-request continuum.

An empathic response to her in that situation (which I did not
do), might have been, “Are you feeling irritated because you want
predictability in the way I react to you, or you want a kind of
genuineness?” My guess is that stated in that language, she might have
been stimulated even further. So I might translate it into something I
could imagine she would hear more easily, but still trying to focus on
her needs. An example of that might be, “Are you doubting that you
are going to be heard the way you would like if I speak like this?” or
“Do you want it to be easier to talk with us?” If I wanted to take my
wife and myself out of the need, I might say something like, “Do you
want it to be easier to communicate?” or “Do you want communicating
to be easier?”

Another alternative would be to express my reaction. For example,
I might say, “When I hear you say ‘I have no feelings, needs, or
requests, let’s move on,’ I feel frustrated because I want to figure out
some way of being able to talk with you and get across how much I
care and want to support you. Would you be willing to tell me how
you feel hearing what I just said?” Or I might say a similar thing, but
my request might be, “Would you be willing to spend five minutes
with me right now figuring out how we can talk with each other so
that we can hear what each of us wants the other to hear?”

I experienced similar reactions from my work colleagues when I
was first incorporating NVC into my life. At that time, I was a
partner in a law firm I had co-founded, and I had initially been
interested in NVC as a means of improving what I called the billiard-
shot communication in our firm. This was my attempt to describe
situations when two people get into a conflict and then for days, or
weeks, will not talk or interact unless absolutely necessary. I am
confident that you have experienced something similar. The way this
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happened in our office is that after the initial conflict, the participants
would not talk with each other, though they did talk to others in the
office about the situation. It seemed to me that they were seeking to
get others to collude with them as to their view of the person they
were distressed with. I called this billiard-shot communication because
they would ricochet their communication back to the “other” through
the rest of us.

As a manager I tried two strategies. First was denial. This was my
default approach. I avoided the conflict and hoped it would go away.
This response made a lot of sense given my dismal success at seeking
to intervene to change this dynamic.

However, at times I would realize the situation was so impacting
our capacity to represent our clients to my standards that I brought
the parties together and sought to foster a conversation. The times I
tried this, I only made matters worse. The combination of my lack of
skills, my attempt to force reconciliation, and my role as co-owner
and manager worked together to add fuel to the fire of conflict they
were already stoking. So now they would be pissed off at me as well as
each other. In retrospect, I now guess that they were further distressed
by not being heard by me as they would have liked. So in addition to
the hurt they were carrying from the conflict with each other, they
were now additionally hurt by not getting their need to be heard in
this second forum. Added to that was all the uncertainty that was
likely stimulated in them by concerns about how my reaction might
affect needs that were tied to their employment.

One of the things I regret about this early period of incorporating
NVC into my life, while I was still practicing law, was that I did not
make the kinds of practice agreements I am talking about here with
the people with whom I worked. About the time I withdrew from the
practice of law, I began to make practice agreements with my
colleagues. For example, I asked people I worked with to bring to my
attention when I used a judgment in place of an observation. During
this period, I found it much easier to have a person with whom I
had such an agreement bring this to my attention. If someone else
volunteered this “helpful” bit of support, someone I had not chosen to
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involve in my education, I would typically react out of my need for
respect for my autonomy. Now, in situations when a person says
something like, “Isn’t that a judgment you just used?” I am more
inclined to hear this as being about their need for understanding
rather than as a critique of my awareness.

Similarly, I have asked for help in learning how to make requests
that are doable, present tense, and in action language. This has been
an ongoing learning process for me. On innumerable occasions, I have
engaged my work colleagues to help me formulate requests that might
meet my needs, and that at the same time would be received by them
as a doable request. Not infrequently on these occasions, my starting
point was an expression of my dream of what the state of affairs would
be after my colleagues had done what I had asked them to do. I
wanted my dream to come about without actually asking them to do
what it would take. I was in effect asking them to figure out what they
might do to fulfill my dream, and then to do it. Another way to look
at it is that I did not do the work of figuring out what it was that I
wanted them to do. Moreover, at times I was not willing to risk
revealing what I really wanted them to do. Instead, I would state my
dream in hopes my needs would be satisfied. As a result of seeing
myself and others do this time and again, I have developed the
following ironic aphorism: “In most situations, I will increase the
likelihood of getting what I want if I ask for it.”

What do I mean by asking for my dream to be fulfilled instead
of making a request? Telling a person that I need help and saying,
“Will you help me?” is a simple example of a dream rather than a
request. Of course, if colleagues have enough prior experience with
each other in similar situations, they might be confident that they
know what “help” would look like. However, as is often the case,
even if I am clear I need help, and I am willing to ask for it, I may
have difficulty articulating what I would like someone to do that
they have the capacity to do (doable); what I would like them to do
now, in the moment (present tense); what I would like them to do,
as opposed to what I would like them to stop doing (action
language); and finally, what I am able to ask for that is truly a
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request, and not a demand. (See Chapter 4 for examples of making
clear requests in the workplace.)

Ways to Practice With NVC Agreements

Perhaps you have buy-in  from those close to you: they are ready for a
change in how you communicate with them and have readily agreed
to be part of your practice, or, if you are very lucky, they have also
taken NVC workshops and are simultaneously working on
incorporating it into their lives. There are specific agreements that you
can make with people to help support you in your learning, besides
the generic agreement to be part of the process. The two types of
agreements I’ll discuss and give examples of below are agreements
reflecting the distinctions of NVC, and accountability agreements.

Awareness Agreements

You recall each of the four communication parts has a distinction that
accompanies it—Observations versus judgments, Feelings versus
evaluations masquerading as feelings, Needs versus strategies, and
Requests versus demands. There are agreements you can make with
people in your life to keep clarifying and refining your understanding
of any one of these distinctions. You might have an agreement with
someone you trust to point out to you when you use judgments. This
helps you develop awareness of how frequently you use judgmental
language and prompts you to identify the Observations. In another
example, I have had a series of agreements with work colleagues
concerning the distinction between a Request and a demand. The
agreement comes out of a shared understanding of the distinction and
an assurance that we only want each other to respond to requests. If
the receiver of the request has any interpretation that it might be a
demand, then we don’t want that person to agree to it. In other words,
if either of us is agreeing in order to avoid punishment, criticism, or
some future attempt to induce shame or guilt, then we are
interpreting it as a demand, and would not agree to it.
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I have explicitly had this very agreement with people who act in
an administrative support role for me. Even with a person who has
agreed to do certain categories of tasks for me, it is important to me
that I request they do this next task, and not demand or expect it. I
believe this more accurately reflects the reality of the workplace. In
fact, even though the other person may acquiesce this time, unless
they are willing to do what I ask, there will be consequences in due
course. And these consequences might include quitting, doing the task
without the kind of attention to quality that I would like, or just in
general negatively affecting the rapport I would like to enjoy with the
people I work with. On the occasions when a co-worker has not been
willing to do what I ask, I have found that if I am willing to be
curious and to listen, there is something valuable for me to learn from
their no.

There does not have to be this shared understanding on both
sides, however. As long as one person is clear about the distinction,
and the liabilities of having those close to them give in to demands,
the agreement can still be made. In this case, the request might sound
something like this: “I’m trying this new thing called NVC that’s
affecting the way I interact. I will be making requests of you, but if at
any time you hear it as a demand, I’d like you to tell me. That is, if at
any time you have any sense that if you don’t do what I ask, then I’ll
attempt to punish you or induce shame or guilt, I’d like you to tell me
at that time. Are you willing to do that?”

This type of agreement plays out in the moment as follows. Say
that I have made a request to a co-worker, and after several
exchanges about it, they suddenly shift or agree to do what is being
asked. At this point, I might check in and say something like, “I
just want to check whether you are shifting or giving in, because I
don’t want to pay the price of you giving in. Are you hearing this as
a demand in any way?” The other person then has the opportunity
to reflect and clarify their own sense of the shift, and whether they
are interpreting the request as a demand. It is also a chance for me
to reflect (especially if I am not crystal clear yet on this distinction)
on whether I truly am making a request, or whether there is any
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hint of demand hidden within: any sense that it would not be OK
for the request to be turned down.

Accountability Agreements

The other type of agreements we can make to support our learning I
call accountability agreements. These agreements are based on our
knowledge that while we are attempting to incorporate a new set of
values and skills into our lives, the reality is that we will likely be
triggered in heated moments to react out of our habitual patterns. We
make accountability agreements with people close to us to empower
them, if they see us acting in a way they interpret as out of alignment
with how we have stated we want to act, to call us on it in a
previously agreed-upon way.

I regularly now make accountability agreements with the people I
work with. Yet I want to give you another example of an agreement
with my daughter because it has so much meaning for me and because
it conveys the same structure and purpose as the agreements I use now
with my colleagues.

I made this accountability agreement with my daughter when she
was about fifteen. At the time, I was trying to learn how to interact in
a way where I did not seek to use power over people to get my way. I
had noticed this tendency throughout my life, but it was particularly
painful to see when I did it with my wife and children. I found that I
would start out with the intention not to use power over, but then I
would get triggered and lose track of my intention. I would even lose
track that I had lost track, and then I would start to use my size,
presence, and years of experience as a trial lawyer to try to force
people into doing what I wanted.

I made an agreement with my daughter that if she saw me
acting in a way that she guessed was me attempting to use power
over another person, she would ask me this question: “Dad, is this
what you want to do with your life?” When I discussed making this
agreement with her, we came up with this question together; it is
important that the specific question be agreed upon beforehand, so
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it can act as a hook to pull you back to your intention in the
moment.

This agreement played out one night at the dinner table. I got
into an exchange with one of my sons, who was seventeen at the time.
I don’t remember the specific topic, but he was acting out of his needs
for autonomy and respect: he had a viewpoint and wanted to be
heard. I was triggered and wanted to have my way, and it turned into
the typical father-son challenge. I was completely lost in it. My
daughter had to interrupt me to get my attention, then she asked me,
“Dad, is this what you want to do with your life?”

I remembered the agreement, but I was irritated by her question.
Because I had asked her to do it, I didn’t direct my irritation at her,
but I bristled, then turned back to my exchanges with my son. She
interrupted me again, “Dad, is this what you want to do with your
life?” Again, I bristled, and then went back to going at it with my son,
but I’d shifted a little bit. She interrupted me a third time. That one
got to me, and I was flummoxed and stuck.

I turned to my son and I said, “I’m not doing what I want to be
doing. I don’t know how to do it right now, and so I’m going to leave,
because I can’t be with you the way I’d like to be. I’ll be back, but I
need some time.” I went upstairs and took the time I needed, and
then I reengaged later, after the dinner was over. That’s an example of
empowering someone in the world around you to support you in
staying in alignment with or returning to your values.

The following is an example of using accountability agreements in
a workplace environment. For many years, my workplace included
courtrooms. Once I was in the early part of a trial where I was counsel
for a party in the lawsuit. My client, the plaintiff, we’ll call Joe Brown.
I had become used to calling him by his first name in the course of
working with him to prepare the lawsuit. At one of the first breaks in
trial, after the jury had left the courtroom, the judge directed that I
not use my client’s first name when referring to him during my
examination of witnesses, as it was too familiar and biased the jury
toward my case; the defense lawyer, out of a sense of court decorum,
was constrained to address him as Mr. Brown. I agreed to do the
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same, then continued with my examination of witnesses, only to again
be admonished by the judge, at the next break, to refer to Joe as
plaintiff or Mr. Brown. I had no awareness of calling him by his first
name, and had every intention of complying with the judge’s order.
Yet this continued happening until the judge told me (again outside
the presence of the jury) that I would be held in contempt of court if
I did not stop using Joe’s first name.

At this point I was very distressed, as I did not know what to do
to avoid being held in contempt. I told the judge that I was unaware
of when I was calling my client by his first name, and I asked if he
(the judge) would be willing to tell me the next time I did so. He said
he would not do that in front of the jury, as that might prejudice my
client’s case. I then turned to my client and asked him if the next time
he heard me call him Joe, he would clear his throat. He agreed. Soon
after the jury returned and we began again, I heard Joe clear his throat
as I was posing a question, and I realized immediately and made the
correction. This only had to happen a couple of times before I was
able to catch myself and make the correction before speaking his
name. Having the presence of mind to request help and make an
agreement around an unconscious behavior helped me become aware
of that behavior very quickly, as well as saved me from being held in
contempt of court!

In a situation such as this, we may have enough anxiety that we
will not immediately be able to come up with the request we would
like to make. We may need a time-out.

Consider what type of agreement—awareness or
accountability—might help you most in your practice.
Whom might you ask to assist you with this agreement?

Practice Pause
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Taking the Time You Need

As the above stories exemplify, an important part of practice is to realize
that the learning curve initially may be steep, and in some cases you may
not respond as you would like or even be able to stay with your intention.
In these cases, taking a time-out may be appropriate. Sometimes, in the
workplace, the best we are able to do may be to remove ourselves from
the situation in order to give ourselves empathy and reconnect with our

needs. Then we are more likely to be able to reengage in the way
we would like. (See Example 7 on facing page.)

You can anticipate these situations by practicing how to articulate
a time-out. There are elements of a time-out that I like to hear if
someone takes a time-out from me. I like to hear the person say that it
is about themselves, that they’re not able to do what they would like
to do in the situation, that they are going to take some time but do
intend to come back (if they do), and that they’re taking the time-out
so they can have the space they need in order to be and act the way
they would like to. It might sound something like this: “Excuse me, I
need to take a break. I’m stimulated; I’m not able to be with you the
way I’d like, and when I’m able to reengage with some hope of being
able to do it the way I would like, I’ll come back.” Notice that the
focus is on the speaker and what the speaker is able to do and not do.
There is no judgment of the other person suggested as the cause of the
time-out. You might even want to say, “This is not about you; it is
about me and what’s going on inside of me.”

Of course, a time-out may also sound like this: “Excuse me, I’m
going to the bathroom.” I’ve used this in legal mediations that I do as
a result of being on the federal court panel of mediators. Sometimes
you can include a little more connection, but if you are highly
triggered, it may be best to simply excuse yourself.

Without practice, it is unlikely that your intention to connect and
communicate with others will ever be realized. It helps to find ways to
remind ourselves to practice, which can include posting notes in places
we will see them, engaging those in our lives to help us, and creating
specific times to practice, as we discussed earlier with the mourning and
celebration daily practice. With these reminders firmly in place and a
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commitment to practicing every chance you get, whether silently or out
loud, your intention will undoubtedly manifest and positively affect
your life in ways you may not now be able to envision.

Create a ‘practice plan’ that includes a specific daily
practice, ideas for reminding yourself to practice during
the day, and people you will enlist to support you.

You and Harold get into a heated exchange
concerning the best way to proceed on a new
project. As you feel your anger growing and hear
your voice rising, you realize that you are not acting
as you would like and will not be able to without
taking some time to reconnect with your needs. You
take a breath and say to Harold, “OK, I’m not able to
see this clearly right now or interact with you the
way I would like, and I need to take some time to
think it over. I’d like to come back after lunch to talk
to you about this.” Harold, still in the heat of the
moment, continues to talk. You interrupt him, saying,
“Excuse me, Harold, I need to take a break now. I’m
not able to talk to you about this in a way that I feel
comfortable about, so I’m going to take some time,
and I will get back to you after lunch.” Then you walk
away to find a quiet place to do self-empathy.

Practice Pause

Example 7
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Chapter 4

Powerful Requests: 
Asking for What You Want

In the workplace, and in life in general, it often seems like the
dissatisfaction and frustration people experience from not getting

their needs met stems from the fact that they often don’t ask for what
they want in an effective way. Some people fear the vulnerability they
think they will experience if they ask for what they really want. Also,
in this culture we generally do not get a lot of training regarding how
to make requests.

Recognizing Typical Patterns in 
Unclear Requests

In practicing requests in my own life, I have noticed two things that I
consistently do that get in the way of making clear requests: self-
editing and thinking I’ve asked for something when I have not.

Self-editing refers to conversations in our head, when we are
thinking about what we want, that run something like this: “Well, I
really want him to let me know ahead of time when he is going to
spring a completely new project on me so I can prepare for it. But he
has always done this and he won’t change, and even if he does, I still
will have to fit it in to everything else I’m already doing, so why
bother asking for it?” I think my needs are not going to get met, and I

• 49 •
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think asking might undermine our relationship, so I won’t even ask. I
have experienced this form of self-editing, and I imagine others have
also. When I notice I’m self-editing, I begin to realize that I’m
operating out of some beliefs—about the other person or the
situation, or perhaps even myself. With this awareness, I can then look
at those beliefs, find the need behind them, and inquire into whether
I want to test them by, perhaps, making a request.

Another pattern I notice is how I think I am asking for something,
but when I analyze what I’ve said, I haven’t asked for anything after all.
For example, perhaps I tell someone a dream of mine, something I
really want to happen in my life. My relating this dream may be
leading up to a request—perhaps I want this person to hear my dream;
perhaps I want a certain kind of response from them. This person
might interpret a request and respond, and I might be satisfied;
nevertheless, there have been times enough when if I don’t state the
request, I do not get back what I want. In these cases, I notice a
tendency to blame the other person for not giving me what I thought I
had asked for, even though looking closely at the interaction, I might
notice that I had never stated a clear request. Between couples this
often shows up in the statement “Well, you know what I meant,” a
response I have heard from my wife. In my own practice, I don’t want
to rely upon the other person having to guess what I meant, as in my
experience, that often leads to not getting my needs met.

Getting Clear on Making Clear Requests

The process of formulating a request helps me clarify my needs. I find
that if I’m not clear about my needs when I actually put words to the
request, it doesn’t work. To make a request presupposes that I have
done my work to be clear about what need I want this request to
meet. I once heard a teacher say that if one person becomes clear, it
provides the opportunity for those around them to become clear. So
the clearer I get, the clearer my request gets, and the clearer the other
person can be about their own response to it.

Getting clear also helps move me out of complaining and feeling
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hopeless and powerless. I think that’s because of the way the mind
works. If you give the human mind the need, or that which you
would like to create in the world, the mind will start scanning the
horizon, metaphorically, looking for strategies to meet the need. For
example, say I’m connecting with my longing for a certain quality of
contribution in my life; I’ve realized that need and mourned that I’m
not getting it met in the way that I would like. My consciousness may
shift then to going about my life, but there’s a part of my mind that
seems to continue to process and look for opportunities to meet the
need for contribution. Thus, the clarity about what needs are not
being met, gained through the mourning process and connecting with
what needs you want to be met, seems to have the power to get us to
look for strategies to meet the need rather than obsess about instances
when the need has not been met.

Knowing before you start speaking what Need you’re trying to get
met and what your Request is has a couple of benefits: it fulfills your
need for empathy and reduces the number of words you use. The
process of getting clear about your needs is the process of self-
empathy, and we’ve already noted (and perhaps by now you have
experienced) how your energy shifts when your need for empathy has
been met. When you are clear about your request, you usually find
you can state it in a few words. When you reduce the number of
words and speak from the shifted energy of empathic connection with
yourself, you increase the likelihood that your request will be heard as
you intend. That is, the needs behind the request will be heard, and
will be more likely to be heard as a request and not a demand; thus,
clarity increases the likelihood that the recipient of a request will be
willing to do it.

Elements of a Clear Request

The term requests as we use it here has one crucial distinction and
three characteristics that define it. The basic distinction inherent in
Nonviolent Communication Requests is that they are not demands—
meaning there is no accompanying threat of physical or emotional
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force or negative consequences if the request is not agreed to. The
three defining characteristics are that Requests are doable, present
tense, and stated in action language.

Requests Versus Demands

The distinction between a request and a demand lies in our intention.
We might use the same words to make either a request or a demand,
but where are we coming from in making it? If we are asking someone
out of “demand energy,” then we are not making a request. In a
request, the other person is free to turn down the request with no
threat of negative consequences, immediate or in the future.

While we can try to be clear internally, before making a request,
whether we are requesting or demanding, it is often only when we hear
a no that we know for sure. If we then have any sense that we will try
to punish the person for their no, perhaps by withholding something
from them or turning down one of their requests, then we have in fact
been making a demand. Seeking to induce shame, guilt, or depression

for not agreeing to do what we want is a sure sign of a
demand. (See Example 8 on facing page.)

Even when we are clear that we are making a request of a person,
they may well hear it as a demand. You cannot control how your
communication will be received; you can only control your intention

Think of a request you have been wanting to make of
someone, but have been putting off. What need do you
think this request would fulfill? Connect with this need,
then see if your thinking and energy around making the
request shift.

Practice Pause
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and your actions—what you say and do. If a person does receive your
request as a demand, your choices, after reconnecting with yourself,
are to start with empathy or with expression. You can first guess what
their need is (and perhaps what they might be feeling) based on what
they said, and then renew your request. Or, you might start with
expression, assuring the person that you are making a request and do
not want them to agree unless they do so in order to meet their own
needs. You might also combine the two responses; you might start
with empathy, followed by expression and then your renewed request.

Moreover, if you are on the receiving end of the communication,
you can choose to respond to demands as requests. This would entail
first empathizing with yourself, and then silently guessing the needs of
the speaker. With this preparation, you can decide whether to do what
they are demanding or not, confident that you are doing so to meet
your own needs. Or, you might empathize with the speaker out loud
and say no through expressing what need of yours would not be met
by saying yes.

For some time now, you have been realizing that you
would be interested in taking on some more
responsibility in the projects you are assigned to. You
decide to make a request of Magna, and in
preparation for that, you spend some time getting
clear on your needs and formulating the request.
When you approach Magna and make your request,
she responds by saying, “That’s not going to work
right now. Let’s revisit it down the road sometime.”
You leave feeling angry, thinking, “She should have
said yes. Can’t she see that I’m up to the challenge? 

Example 8
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Doable Requests

To make a request doable seems simple enough, until we realize how
often our requests of others are not doable. A boss saying to a
subordinate, “You need to not take things so personally!” may sound
on the surface like a reasonable request, but it is not doable. This
request leaves out a crucial piece of information—what specific
conduct does the boss anticipate would meet his need? A doable
request might be, “The next time you’re getting feedback on your
project in the team meeting, would you be willing to reflect back your
understanding of the feedback before you react?” This is a doable
request that the boss might make, imagining that this might meet his
needs for effectiveness and collaboration. Here are more examples of
non-doable requests:

• Would you be reasonable?
• I’d like you to be more considerate.
• Could you please show me some appreciation?
• I just want you to feel good about this decision.
• Would you lighten up?
• Could you be more of a team player?
• Can’t you just let go of the past?

Next time she wants something, we’ll just see.” As
you hear these words in your head, you see that your
request was really a demand. You do self-empathy,
and when you’ve connected with the needs not met,
you find the space to do silent empathy for Magna,
and consider what needs she may have been meeting
in saying no.
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Action-Language Requests

Formulating a request in action language means that we say what it is
we want as opposed to what we don’t want. Marshall Rosenberg tells a
wonderful story illustrating the problem. To paraphrase, a wife is upset
that her husband does not come home from the office until late, often
after the kids have already gone to bed. She confronts him one evening,
and concludes by saying, “Could you please just not spend so much
time at the office?” The next week, the husband tells his wife he has
signed up for a golf tournament so as not to spend so much time at the
office. To his surprise, she is furious. As they work it out, it becomes
clear that the following would have more clearly conveyed what she
wanted: “Would you be willing to have dinner with the children and

me here at six o’clock four nights a week, and spend some time
with them before they go to bed?” (See Example 9 below.)

Often when we think of making a request, it stems first from
noticing that somebody is doing something that we don’t want. For
example, you and your co-worker get in an argument, and your co-
worker is speaking louder than you would like. Your first response
might be, “Would you please stop yelling?” Again, this is an example
of what you don’t want—yelling. In this case, what is it that you do
want? Maybe your request is “Would you be willing to speak at a
volume level that matches what I’m using right now?” or “Would you
be willing to be silent for the next minute?” If you notice that your
request is stated in terms of what you do not want, take a minute to
translate it into what you do want.

You and Karen are co-planning work on a new
project, and you think that she is intending to take
all of what you consider the interesting work for

Example 9
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Present Tense Requests

Requests, as we are talking about them here, are asking for what we
want to happen right now. Nonetheless, the way our requests are
phrased in everyday speaking, they often do not sound as if they are in
the present tense. This generally works out fine as long as we are clear
ourselves that our request is present tense. For example, we might say
to someone, “Will you go to lunch with me on Wednesday?” or “Will
you get the report in to me by five o’clock Friday afternoon?” The
distinction is whether we are asking someone to do something in the
future, or whether we are asking now for their present intention to do
something in the future. We may use the same language, but it is
helpful to be clear that what we are asking for is their present
intention. Phrased in present time, the examples above would be,
“Would you be willing now to set the intention to go to lunch with

herself, and leave what you view as the mundane
tasks for you and the other team members. You
decide to talk to her about it, and in order to do so,
you first get clear on what your request is. You begin
with “I want her to be more reasonable and stop
taking all the interesting stuff for herself!” You
realize how this is not doable, and that it is what you
don’t want instead of what you do want. You
connect with your needs for respect and excitement
about the work, and reframe your request. When you
talk to Karen, you say, “Karen, would you be willing
to sit down with me today to discuss how we can
divide the work on the project in a way that allows
all of us to feel excitement and contribution toward
the project?” Karen agrees to discuss this with you.
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me on Wednesday?” and “Are you willing to agree now to get the
report in to me by Friday afternoon at five o’clock?”

This may seem like a small distinction; however, clarity around
the present tense nature of a request has an important consequence.
If we are not clear with ourselves and with the other person that we
are asking for a present intention to act, as opposed to a promise that
some future action will take place, we may think we have an
understanding about the agreement yet find that understanding is
not shared by the other person. This can, and often does, lead to
conflict when that future time arrives. We all know that life can get
in the way of the best-laid plans. I may fully intend to go to lunch
with someone next Wednesday, but I cannot guarantee that I will do
it. Any number of situations may arise to prevent me; there may be a
natural disaster, a personal or family crisis, or a less extreme situation
that likewise precludes my fulfilling my original intention. If taken
literally, asking someone to agree or promise to get the report to you
by five o’clock on Friday is to ask someone to commit to something
they do not have the physical capacity to guarantee will happen.
Nonetheless, we do this all the time, and generally it works out fine.
It can become problematic, however, when the party being asked
does not trust the intention behind the request, either because they
perceive themselves as having less power and therefore subject to
punishment for failure, or because there is a history of conflict that
has eroded trust. In these situations, both clarity within yourself
about the distinction and the use of language that mirrors that
distinction can be crucial.

Think of a recent request you made of someone. What, if
anything, needs to change for it to be doable, present
tense, and in action language?

Practice Pause
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When I took on the practice of requests, I would often formulate
the request in my head to make the present tense distinction clear:
“Would you be willing to tell me that you have the present intention
of going with me to lunch on Wednesday?” Then I might say to the
person, “Would you go to lunch with me on Wednesday?” This silent
practice helps me be clear that I am not actually asking them to be
there, I am asking them to tell me their present intention to be there.

The beginning of my internal formulation of this request presents
a good rule-of-thumb phrase to remember: if I start with “Would you
be willing to tell me . . . ,” then there is a good chance that my
request will be present tense, doable, and in action language. In fact,
sometimes when I’m not as clear as I would like to be about what my
request is, I’ll just start with “Would you be willing to tell me . . .”
and try to fill in the words when I get there.

Categories of Requests

Requests can be divided into three categories: action requests and two
types of process requests.

Action Requests

Action requests ask for a change in behavior, either from another
person or from yourself. Here are some examples of action requests:

• Would you be willing to get me a glass of water?
• Would you hand me that report?
• Would you give me authorization to start this project?
• Would you be willing to assist me in this project by doing the

following . . . ? 

These are the requests that, if met, you imagine will meet your
needs.
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Process Requests

The two types of process requests ask a person to tell you either what
they’ve just heard you say, or how they feel having heard what you’ve
just said. Both of these are forms of action requests, yet they are treated
as a separate category because they are often used in the process that

leads up to the action request that was the focus or stimulus for
the communication. (See Example 10 on page 60.)

When you ask a person to tell you how they feel having heard
what you’ve said, you are in a sense seeking to measure the quality of
the connection between you. The person’s response will inform you
whether their needs were met or not met in hearing you. For instance,
if a person says, “I feel irritated hearing what you’ve said,” you can be
confident that their needs were not met, and you can follow up.
Conversely, if they say they feel encouraged, then you can feel assured
in continuing with the conversation. As is often the case, when you
ask a person how they feel, they may tell you what they are thinking.
You will still be able to get a sense of the quality of the connection
between you, and again this assessment will inform what you next
choose to say.

When you ask a person to tell you what they heard you say, you
can think of it as a means of assessing whether the message you sent
was received as you intended it to be. In everyday parlance, we often
ask people if they understand what we’re saying. Unfortunately, if they
say they do, we don’t have a way of assessing whether they understand
what we intend; they may have understood something quite different
from what we wanted them to hear. Hence, developing the practice of

Imagine how you might insert a process request into a
conversation you had recently, or one that is upcoming.

Practice Pause
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asking other people to reflect what you’ve said, and also your own
practice of reflecting what a person has said to you, will increase your
confidence that you are understanding and being understood. Also,
this practice will likely reveal how frequently the message you or
someone else sends is misunderstood by the receiver.

Data Collection Requests

There is a particular type of action request that can be especially
helpful in the workplace, and that is a data collection request. These
requests come in handy in situations where more information needs to
be uncovered to make a clear request, and are often used when a
request has something to do with another person’s particular behaviors.
In ongoing interactions between co-workers, there is sometimes

When you and Karen get together to talk through
the division of work, you begin by expressing your
concern. “Karen, I’d really like to feel excited and
interested in the work we are doing, and certain
parts of this project are more interesting to me than
others. I’m confident that’s true for you and everyone
else on the team as well. I’d really like to find a way
for us to make sure that everyone gets a chance to
work on things that they find valuable.” Because you
would like to know whether Karen is on the same
page with you, you decide to end with a process
request: “I’m wondering how you feel hearing what
I’ve just said?”

Example 10
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something about the way one person interacts that the other does not
enjoy. People might say, “It’s just something about the way you act.”
Someone willing to be candid might say, “I can’t put my finger on it,
but you just seem rude and abrasive.” Neither of these statements gives
specific examples that tell the Observation, and thus they offer little
opportunity for clarity. Data collection requests are intended to move
us toward clarity about what we observe, which will then lead to clarity
about what other action requests we might make to get our needs met.

Since we can be on either side of this equation, let’s look first at
how data collection requests work when it is our actions that stimulate
someone else. All of us have been in situations where everything we do
seems to irritate or frustrate a co-worker. Yet they may not be able to
tell you in observation language what it is you do that stimulates their
frustration or irritation, particularly when they do not know the
distinctions of Nonviolent Communication. As a consequence, even if
you are fortunate enough to get to this level of conversation, you still
don’t understand what it is you’re doing, and you are therefore unable
to choose whether or not to seek to change.

How might you facilitate this kind of data collection request?
When it becomes clear that you are the stimulus for irritation, you
might say something like, “When we interact, I get the sense that
you’re irritated. I would like to learn how our interactions could be
easier for both of us. Would you be willing to spend five minutes with
me right now to name what it is I do that you don’t like?”

The response might be, “I don’t know what it is exactly. It’s just
something about your attitude.” Your counterresponse might be,
“Would you be willing to agree upon a process for us to identify
examples of what it is you don’t like as they arise in the future?”

In these kinds of situations, the request is often designed to get us
toward where we would like to be in the future. If the person agrees to
a process, your request might be this: “Next time you experience me
doing the behavior we’re discussing now, would you be willing to tell
me, so that I can begin to understand what it is you don’t like?” It
may take several iterations of this request being played out, each time
adding to the data set, for both parties to understand what is
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happening. After you’ve collected enough data, one of you may have
an action request that would specify the desired change.

Thus far we’ve talked about a situation where someone else is
bothered by your conduct and is not able to describe it in observation
language. All of what we’ve said thus far is equally applicable to
situations where you are bothered by a co-worker’s conduct that you’re
not able to describe such that they understand what you are talking
about. Perhaps something about the tone of their voice when they
speak to you, or their manner, irritates you. You might say something
like this: “I’d like to talk to you about how we can interact more
easily. Are you available and willing right now to take five minutes to
start on this?” Assuming they are agreeable, you might say, “There’s
something about the way you interact with me that I don’t enjoy. I’m
at a loss to be able to name it for you so I can ask if you’d be willing
to do it differently. I’m hoping you’d be willing to work out a way for
us to learn together about what this is, as a step toward us being able
to have an easier, more satisfying working relationship.”

What you are working toward is an agreement with your co-worker
so that in the future, when this behavior arises, you can point it out and
your co-worker won’t take it as criticism, just as data collection. Your
request might be, “Next time I experience this discomfort, would you
be willing to let me stop you and point out that what you are doing is
an example of what I’m talking about right now?”

These conversations, in any particular situation, might be much
longer and more involved than the examples above. For instance, you

In what situation in your workplace might a data
collection request be helpful? Think about what that
request might be and how you might make it.

Practice Pause
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might have a whole interaction and a series of process and action requests
to organize the context within which you can broach your main subject.
At that arranged session, again you might use the process requests of
asking how the person feels about what you’ve said or asking them to tell
you what they heard you say, all in order to establish connection and be
confident that the message you’re sending is the message they are
receiving. This might all be a lead-up to the discussion about the
reactions you are having to the conduct and your proposal for a data
collection process to collaborate toward a mutually satisfying outcome.

Helping Others Formulate Clear Requests

Once you have practiced and learned how to formulate Requests, you
can lend your skills to others to help them make clear requests. This is
particularly helpful when you are the recipient of the request and want
to make sure that you have a shared understanding of what the person
wants. The way I do this is to reflect back to the person what I have
heard them request, except I insert language that is present tense, action
oriented, and doable. This often also helps the other person gain clarity
on what it is they want. In fact, this type of reflection has become
almost second nature for me, in both work and personal interactions. I
almost unconsciously reflect back what I’m hearing to make sure I’m
hearing it the way they would like and to give them the assurance that
they have been heard. We have already noted that most of us have not
been trained in making requests; people will often want something and
talk around it, without actually stating the request. If I get the sense or
hear someone is trying to make a request, and I want certainty and

clarity about it, then I may reflect my understanding of the
request back to them. (See Example 11 on page 64.)

When making requests, we often use language that has a lot of
assumptions. For instance, imagine your manager sees you walk into
your workplace fifteen minutes after you agreed you would arrive and
says, “What is your reason for being late again?” The assumption is that
you are just now arriving at work. The truth may be that you arrived
early and are returning from something work-related. Another example
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is asking someone, “What are you sad about?” instead of asking first,
“Are you sad?” Our task in getting clear about our needs and requests
and formulating doable, present tense, action-language Requests is to
have as few assumptions implicit in the request as possible. In this way,
we increase the likelihood that we will be able to get our needs met and
help others get theirs met through clear communication.

You have stepped into Magna’s office to ask a
question, and while there, you fill her in on the
project you and Karen are co-managing. Magna
responds by saying, “That’s great, keep me in the
loop, would you?” She then takes a phone call,
essentially dismissing you. As you leave, you realize
that she has made a request, but you are not clear
what it is she actually wants. Does she want some
kind of regular update, by email or in person, or does
she just want to know when milestones have been
reached, or something else? You guess that her needs
might be for inclusion and awareness of what’s going
on. In order to meet your need for understanding,
you approach Magna after her call and say, “Magna,
I’d like to understand better how you would like to
be kept in the loop; would you be willing to tell me
what specifically would do that?” She responds by
saying, “Sure. Let me know if you need my help on
anything, and also send me an email when you have
completed each of the major stages that were laid
out in the project proposal.”

Example 11
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• 65 •

Chapter 5

Suggestions for Addressing Common
Workplace Communication Challenges

When you have become more adept at the silent practices of
awareness, self-empathy, and silent empathy laid out in

Chapter 1, and as a result have gained more confidence, you may feel
ready to start using these skills in more complex situations and
including more of the out loud skills of empathy and expression in
your communication. In this section, we’ll discuss using Nonviolent
Communication skills in situations that might present you with more
challenge, when you are ready. We have included a myriad of
perennially problematic workplace issues, including enemy images of
yourself or others, difficult conversations, humor, prejudice, meetings,
power differentials, gossip, feedback and evaluations, workplace
cleanliness, broken agreements, email, and termination of employment.

Recognizing Enemy Images

Enemy image is a term I have borrowed from Marshall Rosenberg. I
have an enemy image whenever I have a judgment, diagnosis, or
analysis of someone else or myself as a thought in my head. I like to
work with enemy images because I do not like how I feel going about
my daily life when I have them. I also do not like how I act when I’m
thinking in enemy images and experiencing the feelings that are
consistent with having such thoughts.
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These are examples of enemy images:

• She does not care.
• He is aggressive.
• They are out to get me.
• She is really smart.
• He is better than me.
• I screwed up.
• I am great.
• He is crazy.

All of these statements have a commonality—they put yourself or
others into a static box labeled with who or what they are. I have
heard this spoken about in a Buddhist context as having one side of
the mind standing on the other.

As I see it, the two main problems with enemy images, besides
how they make me feel and act, are that they dehumanize and they
tend to create exactly what I don’t want. By dehumanize, I mean
that any time we label someone in a static way, we limit their full
humanity and then tend to interact with them out of this
diminished idea of who they are. In doing so, we often find our
expectations are borne out. Marshall Rosenberg speaks to this point
by saying, “You get what you see.” For instance, if you go into a
meeting with the expectation of a hostile reception, you will likely
act and speak in ways that increase the likelihood that you will be
received in the way you fear. As Claire Nuer, the founder of the
Learning as Leadership process, said, “You create exactly what you
don’t want.” (For more, see www.learnaslead.com.) By having a
believed judgment about oneself or others, the mind will
unconsciously sort information available to it in such a way as to
support the believed judgment. In this way, the belief filters our

perception and becomes a self-reinforcing mechanism—we
get what we believe. (See Example 12 on page 68.)

Now, you might be thinking, “So what if I think my boss is a jerk?
As long as I don’t say or do anything to act on the thought, it doesn’t
matter.” In my experience, however, it matters a lot. In the mediation
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work that I do, when I have a judgment in my head, I can see
disconnection beginning to happen in the room within moments. I
don’t think that this is something metaphysical that passes through the
ether or that’s not explainable by science. Rather, I think we “leak” what
we are thinking in ways that are subtly picked up by others. Whenever a
person has a thought that they do not consciously disbelieve, their
neurological system will release neurotransmitters that are consistent
with that thought. Thus, our thoughts affect our feeling state, which in
turn affects our micromovements, the rhythm of our speech, the words
we choose, and the energy with which we deliver them. All of that
together communicates on an unconscious level. This phenomenon
explains why an unexpressed thought nonetheless has discernible
physical consequences in the world. Most of us are aware that a large
percentage of communication happens nonverbally. This should not be
at all a surprise: as babies we are totally dependent for survival on the
adults around us, and hence we learn to read people unconsciously from
a very early age and continue to do so throughout our lives.

Why go to the trouble of doing the enemy image “process” I
describe below—why not just think of something else or in some way
banish the offending thought from your mind? I have not been
successful using this approach. If I tell you, “Whatever you do, don’t
think of an elephant,” you will almost assuredly have difficulty
keeping thoughts of elephants from flooding your mind.

For many years I tried the approach of thinking of something else
or just avoiding the undesired thought. My efforts included
affirmations, prayer-like approaches, and concentration-based
meditation practices. These would be helpful for a time, but then the
thoughts would come back with renewed vigor. I have been more
satisfied with the results of using the enemy image process. I like the
immediate transformative effects; I like how I feel, and I like how I
conduct myself—the consequences I foster in the world. In a way, the
enemy image process acts like the goalie-magnet phenomenon in
soccer. If a soccer player, running down the field, about to kick the ball
toward the goal, looks at the goalie, they have increased the likelihood
that they will kick the ball directly at the goalie. As a consequence,
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players are encouraged to focus their attention on a space in the goal
where the goalie is not and where they want the ball to go. The enemy
image process similarly refocuses our thoughts on where we want to
be instead of on keeping away from the offending thoughts.

Moreover, I find that with subsequent iterations of the process
with regard to the same topic, the frequency, intensity, and
intrusiveness of the enemy images begin to wane. Growing evidence
from the neuroscience world shows that memories are affected by
the act of remembering. Each time we recall a memory into
conscious awareness, it is modified to some greater or lesser extent.
Perhaps this is the reason for the success I have found using the
enemy image process. It makes sense to me that each time I revisit
an issue with emphatic connection to my needs, I am changing the
way I remember the stimulus of old hurts and patterns. 

The Enemy Image Process

Once we are clear that we want to work with enemy images, the
process is similar to other Nonviolent Communication processes. The

After another team meeting, in which it seems to you
that Harold has dominated the discussion, you return
to your office feeling grumpy. Your thoughts run
something like this: “Harold is such a pain. He’s
always taking over everything and pretending to be
boss, like he knows something we don’t. He’s so
domineering and competitive.” At these words, you
realize that you have an enemy image of Harold—
your thoughts are judgmental and diagnostic.

Example 12
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first step is awareness: to realize that I have such judgments. The idea
behind the enemy image process is that if I’m having a judgment, it is
an expression of unmet needs. In doing this process, I shift to
evaluating whether my needs are met or not. If I can translate the
judgment into the needs not met, I will have tapped into the power of
the mind, once directed to what is desired, to diligently search for
strategies that will meet my needs.

This is not an analytical process; instead, ask the question gently,
perhaps with a list of needs in front of you. In a musing frame of mind,
query yourself as to whether it might be this need or that need. This is
typically an iterative process in which the self-inquiry is repeated over
and over again; with each response, you use changes in your felt sense to
guide you in further guesses as to what the need might be.

Self-empathy and silent empathy are the central components to the
enemy image process. First I get my need for empathy met by identifying
the need or needs that I’m seeking to meet by making a judgment. If I’m
having a judgment of somebody else, then I practice silent empathy,
which shifts the focus of my attention onto the needs of the other person
by guessing what needs they might be seeking to meet by the conduct
that I am judging. Again, I do not have to be “right” about my guesses;
the important thing is that I focus my attention on their needs as the
motivation for their conduct. I am satisfied with this part of the
process when I feel a certain resonance with my guess, and often this

is accompanied by a marked change in my felt sense—in other
words, I feel a shift. (See Example 13 on page 71.)

Choose a recent judgmental thought of yourself or someone
else, like “I screwed up” or “That person is impossible.” While
holding that thought in your mind, ask yourself, “What
need am I seeking to meet by having that thought?”

Practice Pause
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Strategies to get your needs for empathy met include working with
somebody else. The person helping you might make guesses as to what
needs of yours are not met, or you might role-play the situation, with
your companion role-playing you or the other person. If you work with
someone else, I am confident that you will be more satisfied if you find
someone you trust not to believe the judgments that you’re having
about yourself and the other person(s); someone who’s had enough
experience to hear the judgments but not take them as truth. You can
then say, for example, “I just have this sense that he is an uncaring,
insensitive creep,” and you won’t hear some version of this statement
days or weeks later, as if what you said were reality. As I conceive of it,
the judgment may be my starting point—I realize that that is what I am
holding in my head—but I’m longing to translate it, and I want to be
with someone who understands that translation process. In a sense, they
need to be able to not believe my thoughts.

Role-playing can be used at a later stage in the process as well.
Once I’ve been able to identify the need that I’m seeking to meet by
making this judgment, and I’ve also connected with my guess as to the
other person’s needs, I may want to use role-playing as a way to
practice an interaction with this person. With myself again playing
either part, I can then gain some experience in interacting in a way
that I would like. (If you have two people to practice with, you can
take the role of observer at first if you feel more comfortable doing
so.) I might even develop a script of what I would like to say to this
person, give to my role-playing partner the script of what I most fear
hearing back, and then practice my responses. This also gives me a
chance to practice in-the-moment self-empathy, as I am likely to be
triggered by hearing what I most fear.

The roles you choose to play in role-playing scenarios will likely
meet different needs. For instance, if you play the other person, you’re
likely to gain greater insight into, and even compassion for, the needs
motivating their actions. This is particularly so if the person playing
you is consistently reflecting their guesses of your character’s feelings
and needs. If you play yourself, with the other reflecting their guesses
of your feelings and needs, your need for empathy is likely to be met.
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If you play yourself and your companion plays the other person as you
suspect they might actually act, you will get practice responding to the
reactions you most fear, meeting your need for trust in your ability to
respond as you would like. Understanding what you need can help
you choose which role-playing scenario will support you.

Enemy Images at Work

In the workplace, the opportunity to use the enemy image process
comes up frequently. For example, you might have an interaction with
a co-worker that results in hurt feelings on both sides. In thinking

Even though a part of you feels like your judgmental
thoughts about Harold are right, you realize that
these thoughts are creating distress in you, so you
decide to use the enemy image process. You close
your eyes and ask yourself, “What need of mine is
not met when I think about Harold in this way?”
After trying a few possibilities, you realize your need
for connection isn’t met by those thoughts. Then you
ask, “What needs of mine are not met when I think
about Harold’s conduct in our last meeting?” Again,
you go through a few ideas before hitting on those
needs that feel closest for you: respect for your
ability, and collaboration. Connecting with these
needs, you then wonder what needs Harold might be
meeting through his behavior. You think he might be
acting out of needs for respect, to be heard, and for
contribution.

Example 13
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about reengaging with that person, you become aware of having
judgmental thoughts. You might want to use the enemy image process
so that when you do attempt to reengage, you will not be leaking your
judgments through your body language, words, and tone of voice.
Since your need for empathy will have been met, you will be more
likely to be able to listen to the other person before needing to be
heard yourself. Marshall Rosenberg refers to this as “empathy before
education.” Stephen Covey points to the same phenomenon in his
book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. His fifth habit is
“Seek first to understand, then to be understood.” We are more likely
to get our needs met when we are sufficiently open to hearing and
connecting with the needs of others, when we help them get their
need for empathy met before we try to express ourselves.

Another prime situation for using the enemy image process is in
relation to a boss. When someone has authority over us—when their
conduct can affect our well-being and our needs for sustainability
through continuing employment—we often hold certain beliefs and
judgments about them. These judgments can affect how we interact,
and using the enemy image process helps keep our communication
from becoming muddied with our fears and beliefs.

Handling Difficult Conversations

We all face difficult conversations in the workplace: criticism from
our boss, a conflict with a client, a co-worker we find irritating, a
subordinate who submits incomplete work—all might entail a

Think of three specific instances from your workplace when
the enemy image process would have come in handy.

Practice Pause
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conversation we do not look forward to having. When we anticipate
that an interaction might be complicated, there are steps we can take
to engage with the other person in ways that are more likely to be
satisfying. We might think about this in three stages: preparing for
the conversation, having it, and then learning from it afterward.
These three stages may then repeat, much like the learning cycle we
discussed in Chapter 2. If you find that there is an ongoing
difficulty in having the kind of connection and relationship you
would like to have with a person, you might cycle through these
three stages again and again, learning more each time.

The preparing stage involves making sure that you have done
your enemy image work ahead of time. If you anticipate that the
conversation will be difficult, you might well have judgments and
analyses of the person based on past interactions. Doing the enemy
image process—giving yourself empathy for your judgments and
doing silent empathy for the other person—can help you transform
the intense emotional charge you might otherwise have going into
the conversation, a charge that will tend to create exactly what you
don’t want. This is particularly true when you have thoughts that
you want to make sure you don’t act on. For example, some part of
you may believe that the other person is not treating you fairly. If
you simply think, “Well, I don’t want to say anything about them
not treating me fairly,” you have actually increased the likelihood
that your judgment will leak out in some way. In doing the enemy
image process, you rehumanize the person and connect with your
own needs.

In preparation, you also may want to practice having the
conversation with someone else in a role-play. You can tell the other
person what you imagine would be difficult for you to hear from the
person, and then in the role-play take the time to give yourself
empathy, do silent empathy, then formulate a response. In practice
this may take a few minutes, but you will still be learning in-the-
moment reaction skills by slowing it down—skills that may well serve
you during the actual conversation.
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Right before having the conversation, you might want to plan in
some time to do self-empathy. Typically, there will be an upwelling of
concerns and anxieties before going into a difficult situation; planning
a self-empathy session around your reaction to anticipating the
conversation, especially with a support person, can help you be
present when you go into it. Setting an intention for the conversation
ahead of time will also help. You can keep your intention fresh in your
mind during the conversation by writing it on a three-by-five card,
your hand, or your notepad.

You might well have planned how you want to start, and you may
have role-played various versions of the conversation, but in the actual
conversation, you want to be as present as possible and not rely on a
script that cannot be true to the present moment. Holding your
intention foremost in your mind instead of a planned script will help
you maintain the kind of spontaneity and flow that the other person is
likely to expect from you. If you are able to do self-empathy during the
conversation, it can help by keeping you present to your needs; however,
when first learning, it may be more than enough challenge to simply be
in the conversation with as much presence as you can muster.

I have found it is best to anticipate that after the conversation,
there’s going to be a flood of judgmental thoughts about yourself, the
other person, and the situation—try to schedule a time to do
empathy. During this time, you can celebrate and mourn the needs
met and not met in thinking about what happened during the
conversation, and you can guess the needs of the other person. You
can then shift into figuring out and naming what you learned. In this

Think of a difficult conversation that you have been
avoiding. Go through the preparation process, and see
how you feel then about having the conversation.

Practice Pause
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learning, you might replay how the conversation went, either in your
head or again in a role-play with someone else—but replay it as you
would like it to have happened. In this way, you are creating neural
networks that store the information in the brain in a way that makes
it more readily available when you are next in a similar situation. After
going through this process, you then think about the next step, if
there is one. As you plan for that step, if it includes another
conversation, you cycle back to the first stage of preparation.

Addressing Humor in the Workplace

After I co-founded a law firm, and we grew into a twenty-person
organization, I became more conscious of the management aspects of
my work. Part of this was trying to figure out how to deal with
humor. One of our associate attorneys, who had been with us from
early on, used to tell very ribald jokes. Blonde jokes, Italian jokes (her
husband’s family was originally from Italy), other ethnic jokes, she
would tell pretty much any joke. This was in the latter half of the
1980s and into the ’90s, when there were a number of appellate cases
in the United States arising out of claims by plaintiffs that they had
been subjected to a hostile workplace: employees had brought actions
against their companies after taking offense at the humor used by
other employees and when management either participated in the
humor or was unresponsive to complaints.

I did not want to stop my colleague from telling jokes, as it was
clear to me that she and others (including myself ) were enjoying
themselves. I also trusted where her heart was, as I never saw her
intentionally hurt someone or make any particular person the brunt of
a joke. I was not concerned about a hostile workplace, but I was
concerned that someone new who had not developed a relationship
with this woman might be upset and not feel safe or comfortable
expressing that they didn’t enjoy the jokes she told on a regular basis.

Another aspect of humor that concerned me was my own use of
humor, which was quite different from the kinds of jokes our associate
attorney told. I had been raised in a family and school culture where
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sarcasm was used as a way of communicating displeasure and
directives to comply with the social norm. I became aware that my
own form of humor relied a lot on irony, on two meanings playing
against each other with some ambiguity as to the intended one. For
example, if I thought someone had done a good job in preparing a
brief, I might say something like, “Well that brief really screwed the
pooch!” I had a resistance to saying, “I really want you to know I
appreciated that brief and thought it did what I wanted it to do”
(partly because I didn’t have that language at the time), so I would use
this backhanded kind of humor to get my point across. Thus, my
humor was very situational and topical. Eventually, I realized that
given my role as one of the founding partners, the person who literally
signed people’s paychecks and conducted annual reviews, employees
tended to misinterpret my humor; though I was clear within myself
that I intended the benign meaning in my humor, employees tended
to believe I meant the other one. Over and over again, they would
report that their feelings were hurt by something I had said. 

As a manager, then, I developed strategies for dealing with humor.
I stopped using humor at all myself because of my experience with
employees misunderstanding my intention; I concluded that
everybody else could tell jokes, but I couldn’t use my kind of in-the-
moment humor. In response to the attorney who told ribald jokes, I
decided that I would take any new employees aside and talk to them,
letting them know that if there was anything about the jokes this
person told that they felt uncomfortable about, I hoped they would
say something—ideally to her, but if not, at least to me. I was pretty
satisfied with these strategies, except for the fact that I didn’t get to
express the kind of humor I wanted to express.

How do you use humor? What is your intention in using it?

Practice Pause
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Then I started learning Nonviolent Communication, and at one
of the trainings I attended, I had the insight that I can only control
my own intention and my own conduct, that I have no control over
other people. Thus, if I am going to use humor, I first want to be clear
about my own intention—I only want to come from an intention to
fulfill my need for fun and play. My guess is that if I have any other
intention in using humor, such as an intention to instruct, or any
sense of wanting to punish, criticize, or undermine anyone with my
humor, it is more likely to trigger a reaction in somebody else.

Even with my intention being to fulfill needs for fun and play,
however, other people may still be distressed by my humor. For
example, I mentioned in Chapter 1 a training I facilitated that
included some people who had become friends of mine while
participating in prior NVC workshops, and whom I hadn’t seen in
some time. We were doing a lot of playing around and telling jokes
and teasing one another in the training, and another participant
became very distressed. I was very clear about my intention in using
humor, and I trusted my friends’ intentions, and even so, my guess is
that due to the other participant’s history, she didn’t feel safe. If, as in
this case, I know that someone is not enjoying my humor, or if I
suspect this based on clues such as their body language and what they
are saying or not saying, I want to be willing to check. I can then use
my skills to reconnect with them through empathizing with what
needs of theirs may not be met.

If I feel uncomfortable with the jokes someone else is telling, I
want to first be clear what needs of mine are not met. Then I can
guess what needs the joke teller might be seeking to meet. In doing
that, I may not have any reason to actually ask them to do anything
different. For example, I may guess that they are meeting their need
for fun and play, and their strategy just happens to be a stimulus for a
reaction that comes out of my own life experience; I may just choose
to deal with it on my own.

If, however, the joking continues to be a stimulus, or I suspect that
they are trying to meet some need that I don’t feel good about meeting
with humor, I may want to say something to them. In speaking up
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about my discomfort, I am more likely to be heard in the way I would
like if I can come from the energy that they are not doing anything
wrong; they are just trying to meet a need. Thus, it really helps to
mourn the needs not met when hearing the jokes, and to connect with
some guess of what need they are meeting. In this way, I humanize the

person, even while I continue to dislike the strategy they are
using to meet the need. (See Example 14 below.)

I have had a hard time with certain jokes based on a derogatory
view of particular groups of people—ethnic groups, women, and even
lawyers. Based on the situation and my knowledge of a person, I might
guess that someone telling a derogatory joke about an ethnic group is
trying to meet their need for companionship. Even so, I believe those
kinds of jokes have an effect that I don’t like, so I may still want to say
something—to educate the joke teller that I don’t enjoy those jokes
without making the person wrong or bad for telling them. After doing
self- and silent empathy, I might bring it up with the joke teller by
saying, “Remember you told that joke yesterday at lunch? I didn’t want
to tell you at the time because I just want this to be between us, but I
felt really uncomfortable. When I think about telling jokes like that, I
think it has an effect on us. It doesn’t contribute to creating the kind of
mutual respect of all beings in the world that I would like to have. I
would like all people to have respect for one another.” Then I would
end with one of the process requests, either asking how they feel hearing
me say that or asking them to tell me what they heard so I can make
sure I’m getting my message across in the way I would like.

Harold comes in after lunch one day and says to you
and Karen, “Hey, I just heard a new joke. Want to hear
it?” Without waiting for an answer, he continues:

Example 14
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“Why did the disabled man get washed in the
kitchen sink? Because that’s where you are meant to
wash vegetables!” Harold laughs as you cringe
inside, and you notice Karen rolling her eyes. You
feel a sense of revulsion because you need
consideration for the sensibilities of others. This is
not the first time Harold has told a joke that has
been very uncomfortable for you to hear. As the
result of your off-line self- and silent empathy
sessions after those prior times, you feel ready to
say something now. You start by guessing what
need Harold was seeking to meet by telling the joke.
You say, “So, Harold, help me understand what you
are getting at with this joke. Did you tell it to
create a connection with Karen and me? Or maybe
did you just want to have some fun?”

“Yeah, don’t you like the joke?” Harold asks in
response.

“Well, actually, I feel a little uncomfortable when
I hear jokes like this because I need consideration for
the feelings of others. How do you feel hearing what
I just said?”

“I feel like you just don’t know how to take a
joke,” Harold retorts. You respond by saying, “So, are
you wanting to have companions to have fun with?”

“Yeah, what is wrong with that?”
“Nothing. I would like to get to have fun and

joke with you, too. I just would like to do it in a way
that is not at the expense of others. Would you be
willing to figure out how we could do both?”

Harold replies, “Well, I guess so.”

WWB.1e.1p.int.100310.qxp:booklet  3/11/10  9:59 AM  Page 79

© 2010 PuddleDancer Press www.NonviolentCommunication.com



Challenging Prejudice in the Workplace

As the increase in “diversity training” in workplaces attests, prejudice
can be one of the more difficult workplace issues to confront. The
belief that we or other people are being discriminated against based on
our race, class, gender, sexual orientation, or any other category can
bring up strong reactions and deep-seated emotions related to basic
needs for survival and respect for who we are.

The term prejudice is commonly used to refer to certain types of
behavior and thinking, and while everyone generally understands what
it means, I find it a problematic word to use. I find that using it to
judge someone else’s or your own conduct is not likely to get you
what you want. To tell someone else they are prejudiced or call
ourselves prejudiced in our own head is probably going to set up a
reactive pattern that does not lead to learning.

As far as I can tell, we all exhibit prejudice to the extent that we
have enemy images about particular individuals and particular groups
of individuals. Enemy images, remember, include not only negative
judgments, but also all kinds of positive associations, such as thinking
that one group is better than another group.

It is not difficult to become aware of our own enemy images,
especially those that apply across groups of people. I know that I feel
uncomfortable about my reactions to seeing certain people on the
street late at night. I do not have concerns about my safety if I see a
guy walking down the street carrying a briefcase and reading a

Think of a time when someone’s use of humor stimulated
discomfort in you. Give yourself empathy. When your
need for empathy is met, use silent empathy and then
consider what you might have said at the time.

Practice Pause
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newspaper. If I see three teenage boys, however, using foul language
and bouncing off of one another as they come toward me on the same
side of the street in an industrial part of town, I have a different
reaction. Skin color, ethnicity, social class, gender, education levels, the
way people speak and the language they use, clothing and body
piercings and tattoos, and the environment all affect my reactions to
the people I encounter in different situations. Civil rights leader Jesse
Jackson makes the point this way: “There is nothing more painful to
me at this stage in my life than to walk down the street and hear
footsteps and start thinking about robbery—then look around and see
somebody white and feel relieved.”

I am uncomfortable about my own reactions because they run
counter to values that I hold. Research continues to show, however,
that we all have these deep-seated biases, which are often linked to
strong emotions. They also start early: “Many of our implicit
associations about social groups form before we are old enough to
consider them rationally. . . . a 2006 study . . . shows that full-fledged
implicit racial bias emerges by age six—and never retreats.”1 We
continue to hold these biases, formed based on our socialization
before we are even aware of it, and even act out of them unless we can
find a way to consciously counteract these tendencies.

Since acting on our implicit biases is likely to be counter to our
values, our first impulse may be to try to get rid of these thoughts.
I have not been successful in telling myself not to be prejudiced or
not to react in a certain way. My reactions are always immediate,
preceding any thought about them. What I can do is notice them
when they arise. I can then be more open to placing myself in a
position to gather additional information to test my
preconceptions, as long as I can do so in safety. Most of the time
that I do this, I find that the information I get belies my
assumptions, and I’ve grown to enjoy having the opportunity to
prove that my reactive perception is inaccurate. In doing so over
and over again, I become more sensitive to my reactive judgments,

1. Siri Carpenter, “Buried Prejudice: The Bigot in Your Brain,” Scientific American, April 2008,
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=buried-prejudice-the-bigot-in-your-brain&page=3.
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and I am much more open to learning about the people I come in
contact with and connecting with them as human beings, instead of
merely as representatives of a group.

Someone else may also do something that I judge as displaying
prejudice; however, if I frame it this way, I am now in conflict with
them. Since disconnection and being in conflict are unlikely to
create what I want, my desire is to create connection. To do this, I
again use the basic distinctions. I want to be clear what it is the
person said or did—the Observation—that I then judged. When I
am clear on the observation, I can look for the needs of mine that
are not met. When I deeply connect with my own needs, I might
then be able to shift to being curious about what was motivating the
other person when they said or did what I found objectionable.
After silent empathy, I might decide to engage with them from a
place where I’m clear that it is not about them being wrong. From
there, I can express the pain that is stimulated in me in a way less
likely to be heard as criticism; I can let them know that my distress
is about me, and wonder aloud if we can work it out so they can
meet their needs in some other way.

For instance, on more than one occasion, men that I have had
business dealings with have spoken about women in ways that I find
distressing: referring to particular women by anatomical features,
imputing sexual promiscuity, or assessing desirability. Hearing these
comments stimulated distress and intense discomfort because of my
desire for all beings to be treated with consideration and respect.

What are your own implicit biases? When are you aware
of these biases operating?

Practice Pause
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Moreover, I have typically been somewhat confused, as the language
seemed to me to be inconsistent with what I understood were the
person’s true sentiments about the women in their lives.

Often I have been at a loss as to what to say in the moment;
typically I have been nonplussed into silence and have done my
reconnection work of self- and silent empathy away from the
speaker. That reconnection has involved the learning cycle and
practice either in my mind or with a support person to develop what
I might say should the situation arise again. My goal is to be in
integrity with my values and at the same time to connect and
demonstrate my caring for the well-being of the speaker. In one
particular instance, after hearing one of these distressing statements,
I started the conversation with the speaker by saying, “Hold on a
second. I would like to let you know something. When you refer to
that woman that way, I feel really uncomfortable because I want
people to be treated with respect. Would you let me know if you are
OK with me saying this to you?” This led to a very connected
conversation with the speaker, one in which I learned that he was
using that language as an attempt to connect with me. When he
could hear that I preferred he use different language to reach his goal
of connection, he quite readily and without resistance shifted to that
approach. The upshot of this set of interactions resulted in us being
closer together than we had been initially.

Think back to a recent time when you perceived someone
acting from prejudice. Do the enemy image process, and
then consider what you might say should a similar
situation arise.

Practice Pause
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If the action that you believe to be prejudiced is directed at you, it
may take a good deal of empathy before you are willing or able to
consider the other person’s motivations. Going deeply into this process
can move you out of your reaction—whether it is depression,
hopelessness, or rage—and bring healing. Enlisting someone else who
is knowledgeable about the process of empathy can aid you in staying
with the needs and associated feelings that come up, and not reverting
to the story and the perceived injustice.

Contributing to Effective Meetings

In most workplaces, meetings in one form or another take place, often
to discuss and decide on policy, product, or direction. I have been in
meetings that provided forward movement, used time in a way I liked,
and also created a sense of camaraderie and teamwork. And I have
been in countless meetings that became a source of frustration and
disconnection. Even if you are not a facilitator of a meeting, there are
ways that you can help meetings become more satisfying to you by
using a few key skills that help you stay connected, and help focus and
clarify what people want.

While some people speak with clarity and succinctness, others
seem to talk in order to find out what they want to say. In a meeting,
this can draw out the conversation past the point where I am willing
to continue to be engaged. When someone has talked for longer than
you enjoy listening, you might want to interrupt. Usually,
interruption is seen as “rude” and creates disconnection; however,
there is a way to interrupt that instead can bring us together.

If you are clear that your needs are not being met in continuing to
listen, first get clear on what needs you will meet by interrupting. For
example, I often interrupt because I would like clarity about what a
person is saying, or because I would like to know what they want.
Knowing your needs helps you know what you will ask; the person
speaking may initially be irritated when you interrupt, so you will
want to have a specific connecting request ready, perhaps even tied to
your needs. For example, you might ask the speaker to let you and the
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group know what they want done with the information being given,
which is essentially asking the person to clarify their request. You
might also reflect back what you have heard this person say, which can
help them correct or hone in on the gist of their message.

One way to stay connected with what anyone in a meeting is
saying is to look for whether they are saying either please or thank
you. I find it helpful to operate out of the view that we speak either
because we have a request of some sort, or because we are
expressing thanks. If you think someone is saying please, you can
try to guess the request if it is not clear. As we’ve already noted in
Chapter 4, we are not taught how to make clear requests, and
helping others do so is a key way you can contribute in a meeting.
You might ask questions to help formulate a doable, present tense,
action-language Request, and ask the speaker to whom specifically
they would like to direct their request. Especially when speaking to
a group, it helps if a request is not left hanging with a general
assumption that somebody will fulfill it.

For example, a number of years ago, I was working closely with
another person, and when we had in my mind reached a conclusion, I
would say, “We’ll do that.” After some time of working together, this
person turned to me and said, “Who is this Will person?” This was
many years before meeting Marshall Rosenberg and being exposed to
Nonviolent Communication; nonetheless, it exemplifies the lack of
clarity on my part regarding who was actually going to do what I
understood had just been decided on. Helping others in a group
clarify their requests helps get those requests met, which builds
rapport and trust within the group.

Listening for people’s appreciation and supporting more explicit
expressions of thank you within a group typically produces results that
I like. Taking the time to acknowledge and celebrate both individual
and group accomplishments helps build group cohesion and in
general increases individual satisfaction.
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Listening for please and thank you and helping others clarify
requests helps you stay connected when others are speaking. When
you have the floor, using process requests can help you stay connected
with others and ensure that you are heard in the way you would like.
If you are unsure whether you have been understood, you might ask
for someone to tell you what they heard you say. When you get a
sense from people’s body language that perhaps they do or do not like
what you are saying, you might ask them to report on how they feel
about what you’ve said. The answers to these questions can help you
decide what to say next. Finally, knowing why you are saying what
you are saying and making a clear request helps you make your
communication succinct and more likely to be well-received.

When people get frustrated in a meeting, they often speak out of
their irritation, making demands of the group. This often happens
when some kind of group decision-making process is employed and it
doesn’t meet someone’s need for efficiency. Unfortunately, what I have
experienced is that when someone expresses their anger in irritation
and demands, it often slows down the process considerably, as it
encourages others to express their frustration. If we sense something is
happening in the group that is not meeting our needs, the best way to
help the group is to do our own self-empathy first, so we are not
reacting from our judgments. After getting in touch with the needs
not met for us, we might then be able to guess what needs others are
acting out of and find a way to make a request of the group that
comes out of a connection with needs.

I was once in a conference plenary session when an argument

Think about a recent conversation. Was the other person
saying please or thank you? If they were saying please,
how might you have helped them clarify their request?

Practice Pause
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broke out among a number of key people in the audience stimulated
by a question the facilitator had asked. As the argument continued,
with people getting more attached to their viewpoints, I felt
increasingly uncomfortable. I began to do self-empathy when I
noticed thoughts like “This argument is wasting our time, they are off
the point.” I then translated what was happening into Observations,
Feelings, and Needs. As I stepped out of the judgments, more space
opened up in me, and I began to consider what strategies might meet
my needs, as well as the needs of others in the room who also might
not be enjoying the direction of the conversation.

Though I was not one of the senior members of this community, I
interrupted and said I was uncomfortable with what was happening, and
that I wanted to understand whether it was contributing to the
facilitator’s question. I then turned to the facilitator and asked him,
“Would you be willing to tell us, of all that has been said in response to
your question, what has been helpful to you?” After a moment of
stunned silence, he turned to a woman who had responded early on and
said that nothing had been helpful except for what she had said. Since
her comment had nothing to do with the topic of the argument, the
room shifted, and the conversation moved on in directions that I enjoyed
far more. Doing my own self-empathy helped me find a strategy that
contributed to the meeting; had I intervened before I had done my own
work, my question would more likely have come out of my judgments,
and would likely have stimulated responses I would not have enjoyed.

As we said in Chapter 2, even if you do not feel comfortable
speaking up in a group, just doing the silent practices of self- and
silent empathy can contribute to a meeting. To be constantly
connecting with your own and others’ needs changes the dynamic of a
group whether you open your mouth or not. If you are relatively new
to these skills, or if you notice that you have trouble maintaining your
focus, you can practice by jotting down Observations, Feelings, and
Needs on a notepad during the meeting. At the very least, this practice
can help you shift quickly out of thoughts of irritation; at best, it can
reconnect you with your own needs and influence any requests or
actions you take in the group.
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Navigating Power Differentials

People often report to me that they perceive power differences in the
workplace. Of course, there are some real power differences; the power
to sign a paycheck and the power to fire a person are very real. These
real differences, however, often get expanded out in ways that do not
seem accurate to me. In other words, people often perceive that a
person has power over them and that therefore they cannot make a
request for a change, and do not actually check that assumption.
Needs for safety and security of livelihood get in the way of
approaching a person who is perceived to hold power. Nonetheless, it
becomes self-defeating to feel your needs are not being met, yet not
reveal those needs and make a request that you think would meet
them. Ironically, when I was a boss and in that position of power, I
often felt powerless in hearing people “complain”; I felt how little
power I had to affect the world. My powerlessness came out of not
being clear what it was that would be a satisfying outcome for the
others involved as well as for me. Since the people around me typically
did not make requests to meet their needs, I was left to mediate
between myself and what I imagined might be the other person’s
requests and needs. These were rarely as clear to me as the other
person seemed to think they ought to be.

I see two different contexts in which you might perceive a power
differential. In one context, you think the person might not know that
your needs are not being met, or you are unsure whether he knows. In
the other context, you are fairly confident the person knows your
needs aren’t met, but cannot imagine how to meet her needs and also
meet yours; therefore she is not as sensitive to your needs as you
would like. The response in either situation is the same; however, you
might need additional empathy in the latter case. We tend to get
highly triggered when we think that someone knows our needs are not
being met but is doing nothing about it. Of course, we can never be
sure unless we check whether the person knows or not, but in order to
get to the point where we can even think of doing that, we may need
other people to help us get our need for empathy met.
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The section on “Handling Difficult Conversations” describes the
core process to use in cases of power differentials. I encourage you to
place particular emphasis on preparing for the conversation. Doing
our own self-work of getting clear about our needs helps relieve the
agitation and angst that often accompanies these situations. Without
doing the self-work, we are more likely to present our request in a way
that the other person will hear as not respecting their autonomy. After
doing our own work, we then can present our request in a way that
has more clarity and openness to it.

Of course, Nonviolent Communication is not a magic wand that
you can wave when you are afraid that the person you are talking with
will not receive you in the way that you would like. NVC processes
and skills can help you get connected in a way where you will act out
of greater clarity, which increases the likelihood that you will get the
hoped-for response. However, you also might not. In these situations,
self- and silent empathy can still help you get reconnected with your
needs in a way that allows you to think more clearly about the
situation. You might then find other ways to get your needs met, or
decide that you need to remove yourself from the situation, but you
will be able to do so in a way that maintains connection with yourself
and those around you. (See also the section on “Transforming the End
of Employment,” starting on page 106.)

Responding When Colleagues Complain

We have all experienced it—you go to get some water or coffee as
part of a bio-break, and two colleagues are there, speaking in muted
(or not so muted) tones, complaining about somebody or rehashing
the latest office gossip. All too soon, one of the participants seeks to
draw you into the conversation. You find yourself in the unpleasant
position of not wanting to engage in gossip, yet also not wanting

to reject the overture for inclusion. (See Example 15 on
page 90.)
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I generally distinguish two types of gossip: one in which
someone passes on a story about someone else, embedded with
judgments; and another in which someone talks about an interaction
they had with someone else, again with embedded judgments of the
other person. It is my guess that two different things are going on
with these different types of gossip. When people repeat gossip
about another person, they are attempting to establish common
norms or see if you share their same set of values. Whispering about
so-and-so’s teenage daughter’s pregnancy or recounting the suspicion
that the guy from accounting is stealing office supplies are in this
category. In the other type, when someone is telling about an
interaction they had with someone else, the speaker is trying to
measure their sense of reality. They want to check their perspective
with someone else: do others see that what this person did is
outrageous? It is a way of calibrating their norm. I think what we are
really seeking with this second type of gossip is empathy—we want

As you walk into the kitchen to get your lunch, you
notice Harold and Karen suddenly drop their voices,
then look relieved. “We thought you might be
Magna,” they laugh uncomfortably. Karen says, “We
were just talking about this latest memo. Can you
believe it? I mean, telling us that all office supplies
down to a single paper clip have to be approved?
Who does she think she is?” Harold turns to you,
“Don’t you think she’s being a total tightwad?” You
are aware of the silence as they wait for you to
confirm the diagnosis.

Example 15
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our pain to be heard. In getting the other person to agree with our
judgments, we get a kind of empathy, but not a fully satisfying one,
as we have not yet connected to our needs.

When encountering either of these forms of gossip in the
workplace, you have a number of options from the perspective of
Nonviolent Communication. You can choose to see this as an
opportunity to practice the silent skills of NVC. It may help to
start from the viewpoint that the person engaging in gossip is most
likely expressing their pain through stating judgments of others.
You may want to begin with self-empathy, and thereby reconnect
with your own needs that are not met in the conversation. You
might then find yourself switching to silent empathy, being with
the other person and silently translating what they are saying into
the possible needs behind their evaluations, analyses, or diagnoses.
Again, through both of these processes, you are altering your
thoughts, which has the effect of altering how you feel about the
situation. As a result, you are altering your body language, what
you say, and how you say it. All of this combined can have a
powerful impact on your felt sense and on those around you,
without you having to use NVC out loud.

What I have found in these situations, however, is that if you are
silent, others will want to draw you into the conversation, so you
might also want to practice ways to respond in case this happens. I
would suggest you try for a response that is in alignment with your
values but also seeks connection with the person asking you the
question. For example, if your co-worker tells you a rumor about how
the manager recently took credit for another person’s work, and asks
you, “Didn’t you just know that he’s a total fraud?” you might respond
with empathy: “Are you angry because you’d like to know that the
managers here have some integrity?”

You can also respond with some combination of expression and
empathy. If someone has recounted a story and ended by asking
you, “Isn’t he being a jerk?” you might respond with something like
this: “Well, I feel uncomfortable calling him a jerk because that
doesn’t meet my needs for consideration to think of him that way,
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but I’m wondering if what’s going on for you is also a need for
respect and consideration, and those needs aren’t met when this
person acts in the way you’ve described?” This is an example of
using NVC to first express my Feeling (“discomfort”) and Need
(“consideration”) in response to the Observation (“calling him a
jerk”), followed by a Request. The Request in this instance is an
empathy guess as to what the other person’s needs are (“respect and
consideration”) in response to the stimulus or Observation (“when

this person acts in the way you’ve described”). (See Example
16 on the facing page.)

These examples are not intended to be magic scripts that will get
you the response you want every time. I have found that with the
intention to create connection and the use of NVC principles, I
increase the likelihood that what I say will produce the connection I
am seeking. In any particular instance, however, I cannot be sure that
the other person will respond as I would like. If I do stimulate a
reaction that leaves me feeling overwhelmed or stuck as to my
response, I may take the option of a time-out (see “Taking the Time
You Need,” in Chapter 3).

Recall a recent situation in which people engaged in
gossip or complaints about others. Imagine how you might
have responded, beginning with self- and silent empathy.

Practice Pause
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Giving Feedback and Evaluations

We encounter feedback in a number of ways in the workplace.
When working with another person or group of people to deliver
goods or services, feedback is a key component to being able 
to continually correct toward the goal. Feedback is also
institutionalized in the annual or semiannual evaluation process
featured in many workplaces.

Feedback is often one of the most problematic pieces of
communication, whether you are on the giving or receiving end, and
whether it is in relation to someone at your level or above or below
you in the office hierarchy. It often brings up our needs for safety and
security, occurring as it does in relationship to our livelihood.

All too often what we call feedback is loaded with judgments
about the other person or ourselves. It inherently contains implications
of right and wrong, good and bad, and it reinforces the use of labels to
define who we are, limiting the full scope of our humanity. We tend to
like these labels when we perceive them as positive, and dislike them

You take a deep breath and become conscious of how
you feel about the memo. You realize that you feel
angry because your needs for respect and a certain
level of trust in your own honesty are not being met.
You decide to respond with empathy to Harold and
Karen, hoping that their evaluations are coming from
similar unmet needs. “It sounds like you are upset
because you would like management to show that
they trust you, and this memo seems to indicate the
opposite. Is that what’s going on for you?”

Example 16
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otherwise. These statements are often both said and received as “truth.”
Examples of feedback in this vein sound like this:

• You messed up again.
• I don’t ever do this right.
• You’re an outstanding employee.
• Your work on this project is unacceptable.
• You need to pay more attention to detail.
• You’re not detail-oriented.
• You’re careless.
• It’s important for your advancement here to be able to see the

big picture.
• You need to be able to work more compatibly with other people.
• You are a great communicator.
• You need to be more aware of other people’s feelings.
• You need to stop being so sensitive.
• It’s imperative that you learn to communicate with others better.
• I just received another report of you being inconsiderate.

Our culturally inherited language choices are so imbued with
moralistic judgments that even when we seek to give “constructive”
feedback, we are all too often met with defensiveness and
countercriticism. We often perceive feedback as negative when we are
being told that someone else doesn’t like what we are doing. In part,
this dynamic is explained by what we say and how we say it, but also
it is explained by the acute sensitivity to criticism we have learned by
being raised in cultures of blame.

In workplace evaluations, feedback often takes on a higher level
of importance without a corresponding increase in its clarity or
usefulness. Evaluations I’ve come across or heard about often rate
people on a point scale in different arenas of work, such as
punctuality, cooperativeness, motivation and attitude, and
communication skills. The format of these evaluations imparts an
appearance of impartiality to what is still a series of judgments. In
addition, for the most part the categories are not really measurable.
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The kind of feedback I prefer is generally tied to a specific
observation, and is based on an assessment of whether needs have
been met or not. This assessment is a kind of judgment—judging
whether needs are met or unmet—however, in considering whether
our needs have been met, we are not blaming or suggesting that
anyone is deserving to be punished. When we give feedback, then, we
let the other person know the Observation (what they did or said that
our feedback refers to), the Needs met or unmet, and any Requests we
have. If we are on the receiving end of feedback, we can ask for the
specific observation the feedback is based on, and guess (out loud or
silently) the other person’s needs. If the feedback is in the context of
an evaluation report, each area of the evaluation can also be tied to
specific observations and needs.

In my last years of being owner and manager of a law firm with
twenty people, my law partner and I conducted annual reviews with
each person in the firm. At that time, I was sharing my administrative
assistant’s time with a few other people in the firm, and we had a
series of agreements about how work was to be shifted from one
person to another depending on the priority of the work as opposed
to the status of the requester. In other words, we had agreements
about when other work was to be done before my work. Prior to the
evaluations one year, several of our longtime and senior lawyer and
paralegal staff came to my partner and me saying they wanted us to
fire my assistant because of her attitude to doing work: by their

Think of someone you give feedback to or receive
feedback from. How might you clarify the feedback using
the distinctions of NVC?

Practice Pause
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assessment, she attempted to avoid doing work for others. They said
she always put my work ahead of theirs even if theirs had a higher
priority. I was inclined to acquiesce to their demands because of other
interactions with her that had not been satisfying to me. Nonetheless,
in the process of reflecting upon this step, I concluded that I 
was unwilling to take the drastic step of terminating someone’s
employment if I had not first satisfied myself that I had communicated
to the person exactly what it is that I wanted them to do, and they
had made clear that they were unwilling or unable to do it. In 
NVC terms, to terminate her without her having that prior set of
communications would not have been in alignment with my values.

Consequently, my law partner and I decided that we would tell
her, using observation language to the extent we understood it, what
had stimulated distress in her co-workers, and be specific about what
we would have liked her to do in those situations. I also told her the
specific instances that were tied to my dissatisfaction. The review
ended up being approximately two hours in length, much longer than
our typical twenty- to thirty-minute review. My memory is that it was
uncomfortable and emotional. Just as we were completing the review,
my assistant said that though she did not find it enjoyable, it was the
most valuable annual review she had ever experienced. We agreed that
she would be on probation for three months and that she would have
a review at the end of that time.

Within a month of the annual review, the people who had
initially come to us wanting her dismissal returned one by one to tell
us that their evaluation had changed completely, and that they wanted
her to continue in her job. This was from people who, when I had
told them I was unwilling to discharge her without having gone
through a process that assured me that she understood what I wanted,
had said that there was no way for her to change and that it was a
waste of time to put her on probation.

I learned a lot from this experience. I was reinforced in my
commitment to give observation- and need-based feedback to people as
close in time as I am able. It also showed me how easy it is to develop
an enemy image and, without testing the reality of that image, to live
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out of it and in doing so potentially harm someone. I also learned a bit
about how much people crave specific feedback that informs them of
what specific actions they can undertake to meet the needs of the person
providing the evaluation, even if they’re being told that their conduct is
not satisfying.

The key preparation to communicating a negative evaluation to
someone is to make sure your own needs for empathy are met and
that you are clear as to what your intention is in communicating with
the other person. Then, use observation language rather than
judgment language when speaking about their conduct to make it as
clear as you can what conduct you are referring to. Following the basic
structure of the NVC training wheels sentence, you might then tell
them the need of yours that is not met.

It seems to be much easier for people to hear negative evaluations
when they are stated in observation language and followed by the need
that isn’t met, coupled with your request. Due to the training of our
culture, they may still hear it as criticism; you cannot control how
they will hear you and respond. However, you can be clear as to your
intention and how you go about fulfilling that intention. As long as you
are clear in your intention that you simply want them to understand that
the conduct (expressed by you as an observation, free from judgment) is
not meeting a need of yours, it may be easier for them to hear.

Your request is also key; it serves to help focus the person’s mind
on what you would like it to focus on and not on interpreting
criticism when none is intended. A process request is often helpful
when first stating the feedback: “Would you be willing to tell me how
you feel hearing what I’ve said?” or “Would you be willing to tell me
what you heard me say?” Once you are satisfied that you have been
heard as you want, you can then make an action request, asking for
the specific conduct you would like. A layer of difficulty is added
when, for instance, we need to give feedback about something we
don’t like to a person whose decisions can adversely affect our
continued employment. In such cases, additional self-empathy, and
practice role-playing responses we anticipate would be challenging,

may be necessary before we have the conversation. (See
Example 17 on page 98.)
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When on the receiving end of a negative evaluation, it may help to
remember whether the person giving it knows the distinctions of NVC.
If you find yourself triggered by the feedback, practice self-empathy to
reconnect with your own needs, or take a time-out if you need to do
self-empathy away from the person. Then, use silent empathy to guess
what needs the other person is trying to meet with their evaluation. You
can then use your skills to respond to the person, translating what they
said into Observations, Feelings, Needs, and Requests (if any), and

checking your understanding of what was said with them. (See
Example 18 on facing page.)

You leave a meeting with Magna feeling frustrated,
thinking, “She always brings a bunch of new ideas;
how are we supposed to implement all of these?”
After doing self-empathy and silent empathy, you
decide to give her feedback. Carefully preparing your
statement beforehand, you first confirm her
willingness to speak with you. Then you ask, “Magna,
in our meeting when you brought in four new ideas
for directions we can go in, I felt frustrated because I
don’t know how we could possibly do them all, as
they all take a lot of time and energy. Are you laying
them all out on the table because you are excited
about them and want to share them with us?” Magna
responds, “Yes, I just have so many ideas about what
we can do! I don’t mean for you to take them all as
priorities!” You then make a request: “When you
present new ideas like these, would you be willing to
clarify when you are just sharing ideas for discussion
and when you are presenting a new priority?” 

Example 17
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Sharing Common Work Areas

Another common workplace issue that provides opportunities to
practice your new skills and get your needs met is the orderliness of
shared areas. It seems that in every workplace, there are the neatniks
and those who are not so neat. When the neatniks have had enough
of dirty coffee mugs left in the sink, screaming signs are posted

demanding that the not-neatniks clean up their dishes. (See
Example 19 on page 101.)

If you see someone doing something you don’t like in the work
area, again, you can communicate to them in observation language,
followed by the need of yours that is not met, and ending with your
request. For example, after watching someone replace the empty

Magna wrote on your quarterly evaluation report,
“You are too resistant to change.” You do a lot of
self-empathy about this statement, then decide to
ask Magna for clarification. In your meeting, you
ask, “Can you give me a specific example of when 
it seemed to you that I resisted change?” Magna
says, “During our meeting about the Ferris project,
when I said we needed to change a few things, you
said they would take too long and seemed very
disgruntled.” You respond by saying, “So I can be
clear about this, would you have liked me to have
demonstrated to you my understanding of the
changes you wanted and why you wanted them
before I told you my concerns about being able to
implement those changes?”

Example 18
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coffee pot on the warmer after refilling their mug, you might say,
“When I see you take the last of the coffee and not make a fresh pot,
I feel frustrated because my needs for respect are not met. I’m
wondering if you’d be willing to commit to making another pot of
coffee when you take the last of it?” Their response may well be
about time or some other reason for not making the coffee. In the
law firm I helped found and manage, some of the lawyers would say
their time was worth too much to be spent making coffee. If this is
the type of response you receive, and you are comfortable with your
skills, you might try to empathize with the person. If you are still
uncomfortable or get triggered, you might instead use self-empathy
and silent empathy.

An alternative scenario here is that there may be an agreement
in your workplace that a designated person is to make the coffee
once it is empty. In that case, this example may instead be about
requesting the person who empties the coffee dispenser to contact
the designated coffee maker, or otherwise follow the agreements in
your workplace.

If the person agrees to your request, then a further challenge
comes when you see them do the same thing again, which leads to
the question of how to handle broken agreements in the workplace.

Choose a recurring issue in your workplace. How might
you approach it differently using your new skills?

Practice Pause
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Mediating Broken Agreements

In the workplace, a whole series of agreements are made that then
generate pain for people when they are not kept: agreements about
completing tasks and projects, starting and ending times for work and
breaks, cleanliness of the office, and so on. The whole series of
conversations around these broken agreements is a challenge of
communication, from the initial conversation that establishes the
agreement to the conversations following the perception that it has
been broken.

Let’s take an example from the manager’s point of view, because,
of course, this type of pain is not limited to the employees of the
workplace. Perhaps, as a manager, you have an agreement with a
person that they will arrive at work at a certain time, and then four
out of five times this week they arrived fifteen minutes after the time
they agreed to. What do you do?

When you notice that you are irritated or perhaps distressed as the
result of having judgments about the other person, the first thing to

You notice that every time Harold has used the copy
room, papers are left lying around and other supplies
are not put away. After self-empathy for your
frustration, you guess Harold is in a hurry when he
leaves because he’s feeling anxious about fulfilling his
work commitments. When you run into him in the
copy room, you say, “Harold, when paper and supplies
are left out, I feel irritated, because I’d like to use the
space without having to clean up first. Would you be
willing to put things away when you are finished?”

Example 19
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do would be the enemy image process. This will help you clarify what
needs of yours are not met by this situation, and as a result, you will
probably be able to think more clearly about what your request of this
person might be.

The first thing you might want to learn from this person is
whether you share the same reality. One approach might be to say
something like this: “My understanding was that you agreed you
would arrive at work at 9:00 a.m., and I have observed this week that
four out of five days you arrived fifteen minutes after that time.
Would you tell me what has been going on for you?” By stating your
observation in this way, you are trying to surface any assumptions and
thus create a shared reality. By asking them to help you understand
what was going on, you give them the opportunity to share with you,
in colloquial language that you can then try to translate, the needs

they were seeking to meet by their conduct. (See Example 20
on facing page.)

Compare this approach with a more typical managerial approach,
which might be to say this: “Look, I just can’t be having you show up
late all the time. Either get here on time, or you’ll be looking for a job.”
Notice that in the approach that seeks to create a shared reality through
understanding each other’s needs, the starting point is one of inquiry,
not finality. When we inquire about the needs someone is seeking to
meet by their conduct, we inquire about something that we can in fact
have some leverage with. If you use the NVC words, but your intention
is not one of caring—if you actually have the agenda of “it’s my way or

Think of a recent time that someone broke an agreement
with you. Use the enemy image process, then practice
what you might say to them.

Practice Pause
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the highway”—the words will not matter; your underlying intention
will likely come across. Thus, it is important to do the enemy image
process or in some way get your needs for empathy met first.

Once you understand what needs the other person was seeking to
meet, you can then express to them what needs of yours are not met
by their arriving later than agreed. If both parties understand the
needs, then the inquiry turns to strategies that meet everyone’s needs.
This, in my own experience and from reports of others, is a much
more satisfying route than the “typical” managerial response.

Though Harold has agreed to put things away in the
copy room, you notice that he leaves them out again
the next few times he uses the room. You ask him,
“Harold, my understanding was that you agreed to
put things away when you were finished with them.
Did you have a different understanding?” He says,
“Well, I figured at the end of the week would be
fine.” You respond with, “Are you wanting to get back
to work without taking the time to clean up?”

“Yeah, I don’t see what the big deal is.”
You decide to try expression again: “When I come

in and see stuff lying out on the tables, I’m frustrated
because it’s difficult to use the table without clearing
it first, and then I’m not as effective in my work. I’d
really like some support and consideration around the
space being left neat. Would you be willing to spend
some time right now looking at how we might create
a system in here that will work for us both?”

Example 20
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Answering Email

Many of us receive more email daily than we enjoy, and here again
is an opportunity to develop fluency and ease with Nonviolent
Communication distinctions. The first place to practice is using self-
empathy when you feel overwhelmed upon opening your in-box to
find more new messages than you want to deal with! Taking a deep
breath and connecting with your feelings and needs before diving
into organizing, reading, and answering the messages may help the
process proceed more smoothly.

I still use email to practice integrating NVC into my life, but
early on it was particularly helpful. There are really two parts to
using email as a practice to gain more fluency—reading the email
and responding to it. When reading the email, I would (and still do)
try to guess the needs behind the words used in the email, and thus
practice silent empathy.

To respond, I often wrote emails in a classic NVC style, using
the training wheels sentence; then I typically edited them to be more
colloquial. Doing this helped me structure my responses and get
clear about what I wanted to say. It was a form of empathy to
express myself initially in the form “When I read this in your email,
I feel . . . , because I need . . . Would you be willing to . . . ?” This
also showed me how easy it was to lose track of the basic NVC
distinctions. When I tried to simply write colloquially, I found I

would embed judgments and confuse needs and strategies.
(See Example 21 on facing page.)

What is your relationship with email? How might NVC
shift that relationship?

Practice Pause
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If I receive an email that I interpret is expressing a lot of pain, I
may decide that I’m not going to be able to effectively empathize
using email; it has not been, for me, a forum that has been conducive
to giving empathy. My strategy is to respond to such emails with some
attempt at connection and then a request that we set up a telephone
call or face-to-face meeting. I might write something like this: “I’d
really like to understand better what you’re getting at in your email;
however, I’m not at all confident that I’ll be able to do that by email.
So, would you be willing to schedule a telephone call? Here are the
times that I’m available . . . ”

You receive an email addressed to both you and
Harold from Karen. It says, “Would one of you give
me some feedback on the attached document?
Thanks!” You first write a response following classic
NVC: “Karen, when I read your email, I feel annoyed
because I need clarity around who you want
feedback from and what feedback you want. Would
you be willing to direct your message to one person
and state specifically what feedback you are looking
for?” Then you rewrite it: “Karen, would you be
willing to clarify your email? I’d like to know who
you actually want feedback from and what kind of
feedback. Would you be more specific? Thanks!”

Example 21
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Transforming the End of Employment

Whether you are leaving a job or asking someone else to leave, the
conversations that are part of ending employment are typically fraught
with stressful emotions. When we face the possibility of losing a job or
leaving one that has been unsatisfying, we often become uncertain how
we will meet our needs for security and contribution. As managers, we
may be reluctant to deal with all that is stimulated in ourselves and
others when we ask someone to leave. To protect ourselves from dealing
with these emotions, we may opt to avoid engaging with the issues. This
section suggests a way of looking at the ending of employment as a
series of conversations and reviews suggestions made in this book that
can help you navigate your way through the process.

Typically, employment problems are solved with what I would call
the use of force. I consider something to be “force” whenever someone
acts unilaterally and does not include the other person’s needs in their
considerations. If as an employee, I quit without any conversations
that attempt to work out the situation and leave without valuing my
own and my manager’s needs equally, or attempting to maintain any
kind of connection, then I have used force. Similarly, as a manager, I
use force if I fire someone without communicating my expectations
and trying to make requests and agreements based on mutual needs. If
I value acting with integrity, maintaining connection with people, and
caring for others’ needs—with the understanding that my own needs
are best met when theirs are met—then the use of force will not be
my preferred solution.

I think of the decision to end employment as a process that
consists of a series of communications occurring both before and after
the actual termination. The first series of conversations lead up to the
one in which the end of employment is communicated. Perhaps the
manager or employee is unhappy with some aspect of the situation, or
perhaps changed circumstances mean the employee cannot continue
in the position in the same manner. Many conversations may take
place in which both parties attempt to work out a suitable agreement,
and NVC is particularly useful for exploring the options available in
these cases. When at least one of the parties is able to repeatedly
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clarify their own needs, guess the other person’s needs, and make
requests that attempt to meet all of those needs, such connection can
lead either to transforming the job or to ending employment in a
more satisfying way to all parties than unilateral action.

After employment has ended, a series of communications often
continue afterward, wrapping up aspects of the work, turning things
over to another employee, or finalizing provisions of the termination
agreement. There are, of course, exceptions in which only limited
conversations may occur—such as in the case of budget cuts leading
to layoffs. However, even in these cases, some communication
inevitably takes place in the process.

The key to moving through this often-stressful process is to
continuously reconnect with yourself. Using NVC for self-care
purposes can help you not only manage the distress the situation may
stimulate, no matter your role, but also find strategies more likely to
create what you want. For example, all of the employment-ending
situations I have been involved in (and I have been on both sides
more than once) have been replete with enemy images on both sides. I
had my share of judgments about the others involved, and I am
confident they also had enemy images of me (see “Recognizing Enemy
Images”). When I was able to do my own enemy image work as part
of my self-care and preparation, I was subsequently able to relate to
the situation in a way I much preferred. Connecting with the needs
behind my judgmental thoughts and then connecting with what I
thought might be going on with the other person effectively shifted
how I perceived my reality and therefore how I acted in the situation.

In addition to using NVC for self-care, you can use the concepts
we have discussed throughout this book to approach the employment-
ending process as a series of difficult conversations. Each conversation
can be approached as a learning opportunity, utilizing what we
discussed in this chapter in the section on “Handling Difficult
Conversations.” You can prepare and practice for a conversation using
the enemy image process (see “The Enemy Image Process” in this
chapter). Afterward, you can take some time to reflect on how it went,
celebrating and mourning the ways that a conversation did or did not
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meet your needs (see “Celebrating and Mourning in NVC” in Chapter
2). This process can then help you consider your next step. Since
giving and receiving feedback, whether in formal evaluations or
informal conversations, is commonly a prelude to ending employment,
you might also review “Giving Feedback and Evaluations” in this
chapter. Other sections in this chapter, such as “Navigating Power
Differentials,” may also prove helpful depending on your situation.

I like to think of the whole process as a mediation of my own
needs and the needs of the others involved. I encourage you to see
each conversation as an opportunity to (1) clarify the needs you want
to be met in the situation, (2) clarify the needs of the other person or
persons involved, and (3) make requests intended to lead to
agreements that meet everyone’s needs. Whether you are leaving a
position or asking someone else to leave, I encourage you to appreciate
and utilize the power you have to change your world through how
you talk about it with others and yourself.

Now, I’m sure we can all think of situations in which the kind of
communication I’m talking about has not helped. Perhaps someone
was so stimulated or in pain about something that they were not able
to have a conversation about what needed to change. Perhaps you
tried to communicate your needs and make requests and agreements,
and these have not resulted in the kind of behavioral change that
meets your needs. In these types of situations, I do find myself willing
to use force—that is, to act unilaterally without taking into account
the other person’s needs. I call this “the protective use of force,” a
phrase borrowed from Marshall Rosenberg.

Here is a simple example of what I mean by protective use of force:
If you see a two-year-old running into the street, and a car is coming,
you don’t call to get the child’s attention or make a guess as to what
needs the child is attempting to meet by running into the street. No!
You act to protect. You scoop up the child to safety. To me the key to
the protective use of force is to take action without anger, without
seeking to punish the child or to induce shame or guilt. In other
words, the idea is to take your unilateral action with a sense of
compassion both for yourself and for the other person.
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To translate this into the workplace, then, let’s say you are in a
situation where you are responsible for someone’s continuing
employment. This person has consistently acted in ways that are not
meeting your needs, and you are confident they understand that their
actions are not meeting your needs. Perhaps they make sexually
explicit comments to co-workers, or they have on enumerated
occasions not been there when they said they would be (yet they are in
a position where you need predictability). You have tried to talk to
this person, clarifying your own needs and guessing theirs. You have
made requests and agreements, and have seen no change in response.
You might feel that you have exhausted all of the options you know
for handling the situation in a way that will meet both your and the
other person’s needs.

Or, let’s say you are an employee in a situation where going to
work has become increasingly painful. Perhaps the work environment
has changed due to others acting in ways that don’t meet your needs.
You have communicated with those involved and have found that it
has not created the kind of connection you would like. You know of
no other way to get your needs met.

These are the types of situations in which I become willing to act
unilaterally, calling on my understanding of the protective use of
force. If I have sought to care about and include the needs of the
other person, attempted to get clear about my needs, communicated
my needs and made requests, and formulated and revisited
agreements, then at some point I become unwilling to continue trying
to engage with the other person in a communication process. The
question becomes, With what attitude do I take action? If I want to
exercise the protective use of force, then to the best of my ability, I
take action without anger, and without any attempt to punish the
other person or induce feelings of shame, guilt, blame, or depression. I
do whatever inner work is necessary for me to act with some sense of
compassion for myself and for the other person. Without compassion,
I have only the typical method of resolving issues in the workplace:
using force over another person.

I use this concept of the protective use of force to personally assess
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my own conduct, to see whether I am acting consistently with my
values. This is not in any way an externally verifiable standard. In
other words, though I may feel certain I have exhausted my options in
a situation, I recognize that someone with more skill or knowledge
might find further options to try. In fact, I find that when I question
myself about a situation some time after the fact, I generally find
myself mourning possibilities I see now that I did not see then. I then
learn from my mourning process so that if I meet a similar situation
again, I will have this knowledge to call upon. As long as I am honest
with myself and accept that I am doing the best I can in a given
situation, the concept of the protective use of force helps me take
responsibility for my actions and focus my mind on how to take those
actions out of compassion. This focus becomes a powerful motivating
force for me; it’s a way of measuring my integrity.

Using NVC skills and concepts does not determine a particular
outcome, of course. These skills are not recipes that guarantee you
will keep a job or relieve you of the difficulty of firing an employee.
Sometimes terminating employment is in the best interests of everyone
involved, and sometimes other solutions are found. However, as you
use the skills and processes offered in this book and gain skill with
them, your ability to stay connected with yourself and others, even
through the difficulties involved in ending employment, will increase.
The outcomes that emerge are more likely to be ones that satisfy your
needs and values.
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Conclusion

We tend to have a certain type of relationship with our co-workers.
We spend a lot of time with them (sometimes even more than

with our family), yet keep a certain distance; these are not usually our
most intimate relationships. The distance we maintain from co-
workers, combined with the particular culture in our organization, can
make introducing a new way of doing things seem daunting.

What I’ve learned (from my own experience, from conducting
workshops, and from coaching and mediating workplace issues) is that
we often fall into self-limiting patterns based on our beliefs about
what we can and cannot do in the workplace. We think others have
expectations about acceptable ways to talk or act, and then we follow
those without necessarily checking to see how accurate our
understanding of these expectations is. In our workplaces, we often
create an illusion of separateness and formality that then reinforces
our beliefs in this regard and thereby results in our acting in more
confining ways. In workshops I have seen over and over again that
when people do their own self- and silent empathy work at a deep
level, they realize that they are not limited by what they can say in the
workplace. I think what they begin to see—even those who come to a
workshop absolutely hopeless about being able to apply Nonviolent
Communication in a work setting—is that people are people, whether
they are at work or elsewhere.

If you have arrived at the point of wanting to integrate NVC
into your life, then the workplace is one of the places to do it. Julie
Greene, an NVC trainer, once told me that at one point she just
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decided to “jump off the cliff ” and use NVC in all of her interactions
with people. She assumed she would make some messes, and would
then use those messes as opportunities for further practice. By
“messes,” I think she meant that people would sometimes react to the
new way she was interacting, and she would then need to find a way
to reconnect with them. I liked this image of jumping off the cliff—at
that point, I myself stopped making any differentiation between how I
communicated at work and in my personal life.

I hope that in this book you have seen that there are many
opportunities to use NVC in the workplace without necessarily doing
something out loud that co-workers will identify as a process. These
silent skills can provide stepping-stones to transition to using more
out loud skills. Whether you decide to use NVC out loud or only
silently, NVC can always be used as a self-care process to support your
own learning, especially in managing the sometimes difficult
situations that arise in the course of your day.

If we are within the NVC model, we have four choices at any one
moment to respond to what is happening within or without. Two of
these choices are silent, two are out loud. The silent choices are self-
empathy and silent empathy, which we discussed in Chapter 1. The
out loud choices are empathy and expression: In empathy, we guess
what might be going on for the other person. In expression, we share
with the other person what is going on for us—our own Observations,
Feelings, Needs, and Requests.

If you look back through this book, you’ll see that you can
deconstruct everything back to these four basic choices. Some of the
topics we cover, such as the enemy image process, are simply names
put to a particular way of structuring these basic choices or a
particular purpose for using them. If you have a quandary about what
to do in a situation in the workplace, you can use these choices to
decide on a way to proceed. I would suggest that you start with self-
empathy or find another way to get your need for empathy met first;
reconnecting with yourself is fundamental, and without that, any
other choice you make is more likely to come from reaction rather
than connection to your needs. When you are connected with your
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own needs, the natural next choice is often silent empathy. Following
that, you might inquire internally whether you then want to use one
of the out loud choices of empathy or expression as a strategy to meet
your needs. I have used this way of thinking about my choices, in any
situation, for years; when I perceive I’m stuck or at a loss for what to
do, using this simple model has helped me find my way out every
time. Practicing each of these four choices will help you remember in
each moment that you have this toolkit to choose from. As you gain
skill in each one, you will learn that there are all kinds of
permutations to how you can use them, and you will begin to learn
when and in what order to use them depending on the situation.

You have probably noticed that I’ve given a basic structure to the
experience of using these four choices, then applied that structure
over and over again to many different workplace situations. What I
hope you come away with, however, is that this structure is really
like pointing a finger at the moon; you want to look at the moon,
not the finger. The structure is simply a way to remind you to stay
focused on the present moment. If you go into a situation with a
mental model of the structure—“I’ll do self-empathy and feel
compassion; then I’ll be curious about the other person and do
silent empathy and feel more compassion; then I’ll be able to have a
conversation in which I’ll stay curious about the other person”—and
expect your experience to follow it, then you’ll be trying to live in
the image, not in the present. The process of giving ourselves or
another person empathy, going through the learning cycle, or
working with enemy images is always just that—a process. Especially
when you are first practicing these skills, there may be many
iterations of guessing Feelings and Needs before identifying those
that hit home, and those iterations may happen over minutes, days,
or even weeks. It may take more than one session of empathy for
yourself before you can even imagine feeling curious about the other
person. Even after you have empathized with yourself and the other
person, compassion may or may not arise. No part of this structure
of experience is a given; what we most want is for you to be aware of
what is going on for you in the present moment, each present
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moment—and to use the structure to work with your experience,
not try to fit your experience into the structure.

Finally, I’d like to leave you with the reminder that NVC is not
about changing the way you talk; it’s about changing the way you
think and the way you view the world. That is no small undertaking.
You may well want a support team—one or more individuals that you
trust to help you in this process. These people can also remind you
that these kinds of fundamental changes do not happen overnight;
most often it’s a long process of practice, making mistakes, and getting
disconnected and reconnected over and over and over again.

Nonetheless, it’s worth it. I trust in the kind of world that my
conduct will be contributing to when I translate my judgments into
Observations, identify my Needs met or not met, and make Requests
in the world based on those. The results are far more satisfying. I
realize now how disconnected I am from myself and others when I
live out of judgments rather than needs, and I notice that when I am
living out of judgments, I tend to create outcomes that are missing
something. Those outcomes tend to have buried consequences that
don’t meet my needs. Besides, I have grown to enjoy learning how
inaccurate my judgments often are.

The reason that I make the effort to write this, to incorporate
NVC into my life, and to make NVC my work is because I want to
be part of creating a world that is characterized by the arising of
compassion. Nonviolent Communication is not the only path to this
goal, but it is the one that I have found the most useful for me. I
share this work with you in the hopes that it resonates; that we all can
work toward creating this world for our children, for all children, and
for all of us.
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1. Identify the observable behavior.

When I  {
see 
hear
remember
imagine

}
2. Express my feelings.

I feel

3. Communicate my need/preference.

Because I would have liked

Because 
I was { needing

hoping
wanting }

4. Make a request in present tense, action language.

And right now, would you be willing to tell me

(a) what you heard me say?

(b) how you feel hearing what I just said?

(c) if you are willing to say or do the following? 

• 115 •

Appendix A: Training Wheels Sentence

EXPRESSING COMPASSIONATELY
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1. Guess the observable behavior.

When you  {
see 
hear
remember
imagine

}
Or

Are you reacting to
Are you talking about
Are you referring to }

2. Guess the other person’s feelings.

Are you feeling
I’m guessing you’re feeling}

3. Guess the other person’s unmet need/preference.

Because you would have liked 
Because you are needing }

4. Guess what the other person’s request might be.

So now, are you wanting 
And now, would you like me to }
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APPENDIX B 117

absorbed

ache

adventurous

affectionate

afraid

aggravated

agitated

agony

airy

alarmed

alert

alienated

alive

aloof

amazed

ambivalent

amused

angry

anguished

animated

animosity

annoyed

anxious

apathetic

appalled

appreciative

apprehensive

ardent

aroused

ashamed

astonished

aversion

awed

baffled

beat

bereaved

bewildered

blissful

bloated

blocked

bored

breathless

brokenhearted

bubbly

burnt out

buzzy

calm

centered

chagrined

chills

clammy

clearheaded

cold

comfortable

compassionate

concerned

confident

confused

congested

constricted

contempt

content

cool

cranky

curious

damp

dazed

dazzled

dejected

delighted

dense

depleted

depressed

despair

desperate

despondent

detached

devastated

disappointed

discombobulated

disconcerted
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disconnected

discouraged

disgruntled

disgusted

disheartened

dislike

dismayed

displeased

dissatisfied

distant

distracted

distraught

distressed

disturbed

dizzy

dread

dull

eager

ecstatic

edgy

elated

electric

embarrassed

empowered

enchanted

encouraged

energetic

energized

engaged

engrossed

enlivened

enraged

enthralled

enthusiastic

entranced

envious

equanimous

exasperated

excited

exhausted

exhilarated

expansive

expectant

exuberant

faint

fascinated

fatigue

fidgety

flaccid

floored

flowing

fluid

flushed

flustered

fluttery

foreboding

forlorn

fragile

frantic

frazzled

friendly

frightened

frozen

frustrated

fulfilled

furious

fuzzy

giddy

glad

gloomy

goose bumpy

grateful

grief

guarded

guilty

happy

hate

heartbroken

heavy

helpless

hesitant

hopeful

hopeless

horrified

hostile

hurt

impatient

incensed

indifferent

indignant

insecure

inspired

intense
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interested

intrigued

invigorated

involved

irate

irked

irritable

irritated

itchy

jagged

jealous

jittery

joyful

jubilant

jumbled

jumpy

leery

lethargic

light

listless

lively

livid

lonely

longing

lost

loving

melancholy

mellow

mild

mischievous

miserable

mistrustful

mixed

moist

mortified

moved

moving

mystified

nauseated

nervous

nostalgic

numb

OK

open

openhearted

optimistic

outraged

overwhelmed

pain

panicked

paralyzed

passionate

peaceful

perplexed

perturbed

petrified

pining

playful

pleased

pounding

pressure

prickly

proud

puffy

pulsing

puzzled

quaky

quiet

quivery

radiant

radiating

rapturous

rattled

refreshed

regretful

rejuvenated

relaxed

relieved

remorseful

removed

renewed

repulsed

resentful

reserved

rested

restless

restored

revived

sad

safe

satisfied

scared

scattered
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secure

self-conscious

sensitive

serene

shaky

sharp

shivery

shocked

shuddery

shy

sleepy

smooth

sorrowful

spacious

spasming

spellbound

spinning

startled

still

stimulated

stress

stringy

strong

suffocated

surprised

suspicious

sweaty

sympathetic

tender

tense

terrified

thankful

thick

thrilled

throbbing

tickled

tight

tightness of skin

tingly

tired

torn

touched

tranquil

tremble

tremulous

troubled

trusting

turbulent

turmoil

twitchy

uncomfortable

uneasy

unhappy

uninterested

unnerved

unsettled

upset

vibrant

vibration

vulnerable

warm

wary

weary

wistful

withdrawn

wobbly

wonder

worn out

worried

wowed

wretched

yearning
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Appendix C: Feelings Versus Evaluations
Masquerading as Feelings

Evaluative Word Feeling(s) Need(s)

abandoned
terrified, hurt,
bewildered, sad,
frightened, lonely

nurturing, connection,
belonging, support, caring

abused
angry, frustrated,
frightened

caring, nurturing, support,
emotional or physical well-
being, consideration, for all
living things to flourish 

(not) accepted upset, scared, lonely
inclusion, connection,
community, belonging,
contribution, peer respect

attacked scared, angry safety

belittled
angry, frustrated,
tense, distressed

respect, autonomy, to be seen,
acknowledgment, appreciation

betrayed
angry, hurt,
disappointed,
enraged

trust, dependability, honesty,
honor, commitment, clarity

blamed

angry, scared,
confused,
antagonistic, hostile,
bewildered, hurt

accountability, causality,
fairness, justice 

bullied
angry, scared,
pressured

autonomy, choice, safety,
consideration

caged/boxed in
angry, thwarted,
scared, anxious

autonomy, choice, freedom

cheated resentful, hurt, angry
honesty, fairness, justice, trust,
reliability

coerced
angry, frustrated,
frightened,
thwarted, scared

choice, autonomy, freedom (to
act freely, to choose freely)
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Evaluative Word Feeling(s) Need(s)

cornered
angry, scared,
anxious, thwarted

autonomy, freedom

criticized

in pain, scared,
anxious, frustrated,
humiliated, angry,
embarrassed

understanding,
acknowledgment, recognition,
accountability, nonjudgmental
communication

discounted/
diminished

hurt, angry,
embarrassed,
frustrated

acknowledgment, inclusion,
recognition, respect, to matter

disliked sad, lonely, hurt
connection, appreciation,
understanding, acknowl-
edgment, friendship, inclusion

distrusted sad, frustrated trust, honesty

dumped on angry, overwhelmed respect, consideration

harassed
angry, frustrated,
pressured, frightened

respect, space, consideration,
peace

hassled
irritated, distressed,
angry, frustrated

serenity, autonomy, to do
things at my own pace and in
my own way, calm, space

ignored
lonely, scared, hurt,
sad, embarrassed

connection, belonging,
inclusion, community,
participation

insulted angry, embarrassed
respect, consideration,
acknowledgment, recognition

interrupted
angry, frustrated,
resentful, hurt

respect, to be heard,
consideration

intimidated scared, anxious safety, equality, empowerment
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Evaluative Word Feeling(s) Need(s)

invalidated angry, hurt, resentful 
appreciation, respect,
acknowledgment, recognition

invisible
sad, angry, lonely,
scared

to be seen and heard, inclusion,
belonging, community

isolated lonely, afraid, scared
community, inclusion,
belonging, contribution

left out sad, lonely, anxious
inclusion, belonging,
community, connection

let down
sad, disappointed,
frightened

consistency, trust,
dependability, consistency 

manipulated
angry, scared,
powerless, thwarted,
frustrated

autonomy, empowerment,
trust, equality, freedom, free
choice, connection,
genuineness

mistrusted sad, angry trust

misunderstood
upset, angry,
frustrated

to be heard, understanding,
clarity

neglected lonely, scared
connection, inclusion,
participation, community, care,
to matter, consideration

overpowered
angry, impotent,
helpless, confused

equality, justice, autonomy,
freedom

overworked
angry, tired,
frustrated

respect, consideration, rest,
caring

patronized
angry, frustrated,
resentful

recognition, equality, respect,
mutuality

pressured
anxious, resentful,
overwhelmed

relaxation, clarity, space,
consideration
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Evaluative Word Feeling(s) Need(s)

provoked
angry, frustrated,
hostile, antagonistic,
resentful

respect, consideration 

put down
angry, sad,
embarrassed

respect, acknowledgment,
understanding

rejected
hurt, scared, angry,
defiant

belonging, inclusion, closeness,
to be seen, acknowledgment,
connection

ripped off/
screwed

anger, resentment,
disappointment

consideration, justice, fairness,
acknowledgment, trust

smothered/
suffocated

frustrated, fear,
desperation 

space, freedom, autonomy,
authenticity, self-expression

taken for
granted

sad, angry, hurt,
disappointment

appreciation, acknowledgment,
recognition, consideration

threatened
scared, frightened,
alarmed, agitated,
defiant

safety, autonomy

trampled
angry, frustrated,
overwhelmed

empowerment, connection,
community, to be seen,
consideration, equality, 
respect, acknowledgment

tricked
embarrassed, angry,
resentful

integrity, trust, honesty

unappreciated
sad, angry, hurt,
frustrated

appreciation, respect,
acknowledgment, consideration

unheard
sad, hostile,
frustrated

understanding, consideration,
empathy

unloved
sad, bewildered,
frustrated

love, appreciation, empathy,
connection, community
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Evaluative Word Feeling(s) Need(s)

unseen
sad, anxious,
frustrated

acknowledgment, appreciation,
to be seen and heard

unsupported sad, hurt, resentful support, understanding

unwanted
sad, anxious,
frustrated

belonging, inclusion, caring

used sad, angry, resentful
autonomy, equality,
consideration, mutuality

victimized frightened, helpless
empowerment, mutuality,
safety, justice

violated
sad, agitated,
anxious

privacy, safety, trust, space,
respect

wronged
angry, hurt,
resentful, irritated

respect, justice, trust, safety,
fairness
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Appendix D: Needs List

Connection
acceptance
affection
appreciation
be understood
belonging
closeness
communication
community
companionship
compassion
consideration
consistency
cooperation
empathy
inclusion
intimacy
love
mutuality
nurturing
respect/self-respect
safety
security
stability
support
to know and be

known
to see and be seen
to understand and

be understood
trust
warmth

Physical 
Well-Being
air
food
movement/exercise
rest/sleep
safety
sexual expression
shelter
touch
water

Honesty
authenticity
integrity
presence

Play
humor
joy

Peace
beauty
communion
ease
equality
harmony
inspiration
order

Meaning
awareness
celebration of life
challenge
clarity
competence
consciousness
contribution
creativity
discovery
effectiveness
efficacy
growth
hope
learning
mourning
participation
purpose
self-expression
stimulation
to matter
understanding

Autonomy
choice
freedom
independence
space
spontaneity
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A
accountability agreements, 43–45
action language requests, 40–41, 52,

55–56, 63–64
action requests, 58
affirmations, as thought avoidance,

67
agreements, 36–45, 56-57, 101–04
appreciation, expressing, 31, 86
assumptions in communication,

63–64, 97, 102
avoidance learning, 8
awareness agreements, 41–43
awareness of blocking connection,

11–13

B
backhanded humor, 76
“because,” as reminder, 16
bias in the workplace, 80–84
billiard-shot communication, 38–39
blame paradigm, 8, 16, 30–31, 94,

97
blocking connection, awareness of,

11–13
body language, effect of silent

practices on, 22, 91
broken agreements, mediating,

101–04
burnout, NVC practice as antidote,

31

C
celebrating progress, 23–32, 85,

107–08
clarifying requests, 40–41, 50–58,

85–86
coffee pot issues, 99–100
colloquial phrasing of NVC,

104–05

complaints, responding to, 89–93
concentric circles of relationships,

35–36
connection

awareness of blocking, 11–13
at the level of needs, 7–10, 24,

82–83, 95–97, 103, 106–07
requests, as test of, 59, 63

consciousness, as basis of NVC, 10,
20, 22, 87, 91

“constructive” criticism, 8–9, 94
Covey, Stephen, 72
criticism and blame paradigm, 8–9,

16, 30–31, 94, 97
cyclical learning process inherent in

NVC, 7–9, 12–13, 23–30,
73, 74–75

D
daily practice of mourning/

celebrating, 28–32
data collection requests, 60–63
defending a position, as blocking

connection, 12, 13
dehumanization, as effect of enemy

images, 66
demands versus requests, 9–10,

41–43, 51–54
demeanor shift, as result of NVC

practice, 20, 22, 87
derogatory joke-telling in the

workplace, 75, 77–80
diagnosing others, as blocking

connection, 12, 65
difficult conversations, NVC process

for handling, 72–75, 89
disconnection, communication

patterns that foster, 12
distinctions of NVC, 9–10, 28–29,

41, 82, 95, 104

• 127 •
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128 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

doable requests, 40–41, 52, 54,
63–64

dream fulfillment versus requests,
40–41, 50

E
email messages, NVC-style, 104–06
empathic response, as

communication option, 26,
38, 53, 112–13, 116. See
also self-empathy; silent
empathy

“empathy before education,” 72
empathy, strategies for gaining,

70–71, 112–13. See also
role-play for NVC practice;
self-empathy

employment-ending process, 95–97,
106–10

enemy images of self and others
process for, 68–72, 73, 107
recognizing, 65–68, 80–82,

101–03
energy shift, as result of NVC

practice, 20, 22, 25, 87, 91
entry points for self-empathy,

14–16
evaluations and feedback in the

workplace, 93–99, 108
evaluations masquerading as feelings,

versus feelings, 9–10
examples from the workplace,

throughout book, 6
explaining, as blocking connection,

12, 13
expressing honestly, as

communication option, 26,
38, 53, 112–13. See also out
loud skills

F
feedback and evaluations in the

workplace, 93–99, 108

feelings
versus evaluations masquerading

as feelings, 9–10, 121–25
list of, 117–20
in NVC processes, 14, 19, 22,

24–28
felt sense, as guide for identifying

needs, 17–18, 69
force, use of, 88–89, 103, 108–10

G
gender bias, 82–84
goalie-magnet phenomenon, 67–68
gossip in the workplace, 89–93
gratitude, experience of, 24, 29
Greene, Julie, 111
guessing the needs of others, 17,

19–20, 69, 92, 113, 116
guilt, as blocking connection, 12

H
habitual reaction patterns, 7–9,

14–18
health benefits of appreciation, 31
hostile workplace lawsuits, humor

and, 75
humanizing the person, 78
humor in the workplace, addressing,

75–80

I
information requests, 60–63
innermost circle of relationships,

35–38
intention, in using NVC, 7–10, 52
intention setting, 74, 76–77, 97
internal state, effect of language on,

17, 20, 22, 25, 87, 91
interpretations versus observations,

16
interrupting a speaker, 84–85, 87
irony, as humor, 76

WWB.1e.1p.int.100310.qxp:booklet  3/11/10  9:59 AM  Page 128

© 2010 PuddleDancer Press www.NonviolentCommunication.com



INDEX 129

J
joke-telling, as triggering

discomfort, 14, 28, 75,
77–80

judgments
as blocking connection, 12
and enemy images, 65–68, 70–72
versus observations, 8–10,

14–15, 30, 41, 93–94, 97

L
language of victimization, 16
leakage of unexpressed thoughts,

effect of, 67–68, 72, 86, 87
Learning as Leadership process, 66
learning cycle inherent in NVC,

7–9, 12–13, 23–30, 73,
74–75

M
“made me,” as victimization

language, 16
mediating broken agreements,

101–04
meditation practices, as thought

avoidance, 67
meetings, strategies for effective,

21–22, 84–87
memories, effect of remembering

on, 68
mental strategizing for fulfilling

needs, 17, 51, 66–68
middle circle of relationships,

35–36
mourning mistakes, 23–31, 74,

77–78, 107–08
multiple entry points with self-

empathy, 15–16

N
“needing” to be right, as blocking

connection, 12
needs, connecting at the level of. See

also unmet needs

and cyclical learning process, 7–10
and making requests, 50–51
in NVC processes, 14–22, 24–28,

82–83, 106–08
Needs List, 126
needs versus strategies, 7–10, 41
negative feedback, 93–94. See also

feedback and evaluations in
the workplace

neurotransmitters, based on
thought, 67

non-doable requests, 54
Nonviolent Communication (NVC)

distinctions, 9–10, 28–29,
41, 82, 95, 104

Nonviolent Communication (NVC)
model, 104–05, 112

Nonviolent Communication (NVC)
syntax, 7–10

Nuer, Claire, 66

O
observations

versus judgments, 9–10, 30, 41,
93–94, 97

in NVC practices, 14–16, 19,
22, 24–28, 61–62

orderliness of shared work areas,
99–101

outermost circle of relationships,
35–36

out loud skills, 34–35, 53, 112–13

P
partner practice with NVC, 17–18,

29
perspective, observations and, 16
phrasing of NVC model, 100–01,

104–05, 112
“please” and “thank you” remarks,

85–86
positive action language requests,

40–41, 52, 55–56, 63–64
positive feedback, 93–94

WWB.1e.1p.int.100310.qxp:booklet  3/11/10  9:59 AM  Page 129

© 2010 PuddleDancer Press www.NonviolentCommunication.com



130 WORDS THAT WORK IN BUSINESS

power differentials, navigating,
88–89, 103–04. See also
force, use of

power over another, 43–44
Practice Pauses, throughout book, 6
practicing NVC skills

agreements for, 36–46, 114
effect on neural network, 75
mourning/celebrating, as daily

practice, 26, 28–32
out loud skills, 34–36
reminder triggers for, 7, 33–34
silent practices, 17–18, 20–22,

26–27, 33–34
prayer, as thought avoidance, 67
prejudice in the workplace, 80–84
present moment awareness, 113–14
present tense requests, 40–41, 52,

56–58, 63–64
process requests, 59–60, 63, 86–87,

97–99
protective use of force, 108–10
punishment paradigm, 9, 12, 30–31

R
racial bias, 80–82
reaction patterns, ingrained, 7–9
reality, impact of language on, 1–2
receiving empathically, worksheet

for, 116
reconnecting with self. See self-

empathy
recurring workplace issues, 99–100
reflecting back what is heard,

59–60, 63–64
remembering, effect on memories, 68
reminders to practice NVC, 7, 34,

46–47
requests

categories of, 58–63, 97
versus demands, 9–10, 41–43,

51–54
formulating, 40–41, 49–52,

54–58, 63–64, 85–86

to practice NVC, 36–37
right/wrong paradigm, 12–13, 94
role-play for NVC practice, 24,

70–71, 74, 97
Rosenberg, Marshall, 72, 108

S
sarcasm, as humor, 76
scripting NVC conversations, 74,

92
self-editing, 49–50
self-empathy

in dealing with workplace
challenges, 26, 74, 79, 84,
86–87, 97–99, 104, 112–13

in enemy image process, 69–71,
73, 74

and trigger awareness, 14–18
self-fulfilling prophecy. See self-

reinforcing mechanisms
self-reinforcing mechanisms, 66–68,

73, 111
The Seven Habits of Highly Effective

People (Covey), 72
shame, 8, 12
shared understanding in agreements,

42
silent empathy. See also silent NVC

practices
dealing with workplace

challenges, 104, 113
in enemy image process, 69–71,

74
process of, 18–22, 116
time-out for, 46–47

silent NVC practices. See also
awareness of blocking
connection; self-empathy;
silent empathy

benefits, 11–12, 20, 22, 87, 112
in challenging workplace

situations, 53–54, 98
as daily practice, 33–34

socialization of children, 8
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somatic response to identifying
needs, 17–18

Stiles, Julie, 2
strategy(ies)

for dealing with humor issues,
76–80

for gaining empathy, 70–71
for identifying/meeting needs,

17, 24, 87
versus needs, 9–10, 41, 78
NVC syntax as, 2, 7–8
unconscious, 17, 51, 66–68

subconscious strategizing, 17, 51,
66–68

subjectivity of observations, 16
support team for NVC practice,

16–17, 114
switching between silent empathy

and self-empathy, 21–22
syntax of NVC, as strategy for

connection, 7–10, 104–05

T
termination of employment, 95–97,

106–10
“thank you” and “please” remarks,

85–86
thought avoidance, ineffectiveness

of, 67–68
thought, unexpressed, physical

consequences of, 17, 51,
66–68

time-out, articulating, 46–47
training wheels sentence, 9, 104–05,

116
triggers

accountability agreements and,
43–44

to initiate NVC practice, 7,
33–34, 46–47

self-empathy for identifying,
14–18

U
unconscious strategizing, 66–68
universal human needs, 7–8, 126.

See also needs, connecting at
the level of

unmet needs, 24, 69. See also
mourning mistakes

V
victimization language, 16
vocabulary of feelings and needs,

30, 117–26

W
work areas, sharing common, 99–101
workplace evaluations, 93–99
workplace meetings, 21–22, 84–87
wrong/right paradigm, 12–13, 94
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The Four-Part Nonviolent Communication Process

© Marshall B. Rosenberg. For more information about Marshall B. Rosenberg 
or the Center for Nonviolent Communication, please visit www.CNVC.org.

OBSERVATIONS

Clearly expressing 
how I am

without blaming 
or criticizing

1. 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) . . . ”

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

“I feel . . . ”

3. What I need or value (rather
than a preference, or a specific
action) that causes my feelings: 

“ . . . because I need/value . . . ”

Clearly requesting that 
which would enrich my
life without demanding

4. The concrete actions I would
like taken:

“Would you be willing to . . . ?”

Empathically receiving 
how you are

without hearing 
blame or criticism

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

“You feel . . .” 

3. What you need or value (rather
than a preference, or a specific
action) that causes your feelings: 

“ . . . because you need/value . . .” 

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

4. The concrete actions you
would like taken:

“Would you like . . . ?” 
(Sometimes unspoken when offering empathy)

FEELINGS

NEEDS

REQUESTS
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Some Basic Needs We All Have

Some Basic Feelings We All Have

Autonomy 
• Choosing dreams/goals/values 
• Choosing plans for fulfilling

one’s dreams, goals, values 

Celebration 
• Celebrating the creation of life 

and dreams fulfilled 
• Celebrating losses: loved ones,

dreams, etc. (mourning) 

Integrity 
• Authenticity  • Creativity 
• Meaning  • Self-worth 

Interdependence 
• Acceptance  • Appreciation 
• Closeness   • Community  
• Consideration 
• Contribution to the enrichment 

of life  
• Emotional Safety • Empathy 

Physical Nurturance 
• Air  • Food 
• Movement, exercise 
• Protection from life-threatening

forms of life: viruses, bacteria,
insects, predatory animals 

• Rest  • Sexual Expression 
• Shelter  • Touch  • Water 

Play
• Fun  • Laughter

Spiritual Communion
• Beauty  • Harmony 
• Inspiration  • Order  • Peace

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

• Love  • Reassurance 
• Respect  • Support 
• Trust  • Understanding

Feelings when needs are fulfilled

Feelings when needs are not fulfilled

©CNVC. Please visit www.cnvc.org to learn more.

• Amazed
• Comfortable
• Confident
• Eager
• Energetic

• Fulfilled
• Glad
• Hopeful
• Inspired
• Intrigued

• Joyous 
• Moved 
• Optimistic
• Proud
• Relieved

• Stimulated
• Surprised
• Thankful
• Touched
• Trustful

• Angry
• Annoyed
• Concerned
• Confused
• Disappointed

• Discouraged
• Distressed
• Embarrassed
• Frustrated
• Helpless

• Hopeless
• Impatient
• Irritated
• Lonely
• Nervous

• Overwhelmed 
• Puzzled
• Reluctant
• Sad
• Uncomfortable

WWB.1e.1p.int.100310.qxp:booklet  3/11/10  9:59 AM  Page 133

© 2010 PuddleDancer Press www.NonviolentCommunication.com



From the bedroom to the boardroom, from the classroom to the war zone,
Nonviolent Communication (NVC) is changing lives every day. NVC
provides an easy-to-grasp, effective method to get to the root of violence
and pain peacefully. By examining the unmet needs behind what we do and
say, NVC helps reduce hostility, heal pain, and strengthen professional
and personal relationships. NVC is now being taught in corporations,
classrooms, prisons, and mediation centers worldwide. And it is affecting
cultural shifts as institutions, corporations, and governments integrate NVC
consciousness into their organizational structures and their approach to
leadership.

Most of us are hungry for skills that can improve the quality of our
relationships, to deepen our sense of personal empowerment or simply help
us communicate more effectively. Unfortunately, most of us have been
educated from birth to compete, judge, demand, and diagnose; to think and
communicate in terms of what is “right” and “wrong” with people. At best,
the habitual ways we think and speak hinder communication and create
misunderstanding or frustration. And still worse, they can cause anger and
pain, and may lead to violence. Without wanting to, even people with the
best of intentions generate needless conflict.

NVC helps us reach beneath the surface and discover what is alive and
vital within us, and how all of our actions are based on human needs that
we are seeking to meet. We learn to develop a vocabulary of feelings and
needs that helps us more clearly express what is going on in us at any
given moment. When we understand and acknowledge our needs, we
develop a shared foundation for much more satisfying relationships. Join
the thousands of people worldwide who have improved their relationships
and their lives with this simple yet revolutionary process.

About Nonviolent Communication

• 134 •
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About PuddleDancer Press

PuddleDancer Press (PDP) is the premier publisher of Nonviolent
CommunicationTM related works. Its mission is to provide high-quality materials
to help people create a world in which all needs are met compassionately.
Publishing revenues are used to develop new books, and implement promotion
campaigns for NVC and Marshall Rosenberg. By working in partnership with
the Center for Nonviolent Communication and NVC trainers, teams, and local
supporters, PDP has created a comprehensive promotion effort that has helped
bring NVC to thousands of new people each year.

Since 2003 PDP has donated more than 60,000 NVC books to
organizations, decision-makers, and individuals in need around the world.
This program is supported in part by donations made to CNVC and by
partnerships with like-minded organizations around the world. PDP is a core
partner of the Help Share NVC Project, giving access to hundreds of valuable
tools, resources, and ideas to help NVC trainers and supporters make NVC a
household name by creating financially sustainable training practices. Learn
more at www.helpsharenvc.com.

Visit the PDP website at www.NonviolentCommunication.com to find
the following resources:

• Shop NVC—Continue your learning. Purchase our NVC titles online safely,
affordably, and conveniently. Find everyday discounts on individual titles,
multiple-copies, and book packages. Learn more about our authors and read
endorsements of NVC from world-renowned communication experts and
peacemakers. 

• NVC Quick Connect e-Newsletter—Sign up today to receive our monthly 
e-Newsletter, filled with expert articles, upcoming training opportunities
with our authors, and exclusive specials on NVC learning materials. Archived
e-Newsletters are also available

• About NVC—Learn more about these life-changing communication and
conflict resolution skills including an overview of the NVC process, key facts
about NVC, and more.

• About Marshall Rosenberg—Access press materials, biography, and more
about this world-renowned peacemaker, educator, bestselling author, and
founder of the Center for Nonviolent Communication.

• Free Resources for Learning NVC—Find free weekly tips series, NVC article
archive, and other great resources to make learning these vital communication
skills just a little easier.

For more information, please contact PuddleDancer Press at:
P.O. Box 231129 • Encinitas CA 92024

Phone: 858-759-6963 • Fax: 858-759-6967
Email: email@puddledancer.com • www.NonviolentCommunication.com
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The Center for Nonviolent Communication (CNVC) is an international
nonprofit peacemaking organization whose vision is a world where everyone’s
needs are met peacefully. CNVC is devoted to supporting the spread of
Nonviolent Communication (NVC) around the world.

Founded in 1984 by Dr. Marshall B. Rosenberg, CNVC has been
contributing to a vast social transformation in thinking, speaking and acting—
showing people how to connect in ways that inspire compassionate results.
NVC is now being taught around the globe in communities, schools, prisons,
mediation centers, churches, businesses, professional conferences, and
more. More than 200 certified trainers and hundreds more teach NVC to
approximately 250,000 people each year in 35 countries.

CNVC believes that NVC training is a crucial step to continue building
a compassionate, peaceful society. Your tax-deductible donation will help
CNVC continue to provide training in some of the most impoverished,
violent corners of the world. It will also support the development and
continuation of organized projects aimed at bringing NVC training to
high-need geographic regions and populations. 

To make a tax-deductible donation or to learn more about the valuable
resources described below, visit the CNVC website at www.CNVC.org:

• Training and Certification—Find local, national, and international training
opportunities, access trainer certification information, connect to local NVC
communities, trainers, and more. 

• CNVC Bookstore—Find mail or phone order information for a complete
selection of NVC books, booklets, audio, and video materials at the CNVC
website.

• CNVC Projects—Seven regional and theme-based projects provide focus and
leadership for teaching NVC in a particular application or geographic region. 

• E-Groups and List Servs—Join one of several moderated, topic-based NVC
e-groups and list servs developed to support individual learning and the
continued growth of NVC worldwide.  

For more information, please contact CNVC at:

5600 San Francisco Rd. NE Suite A, Albuquerque, NM 87109
Ph: 505-244-4041 • Fax: 505-247-0414
Email: cnvc@CNVC.org • Website: www.CNVC.org

About the Center for Nonviolent Communication
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Nonviolent Communication:
A Language of Life, Second Edition
Create Your Life, Your Relationships, and Your World 
in Harmony with Your Values
Marshall B. Rosenberg, Ph.D.
$19.95 — Trade Paper 6x9, 240pp
ISBN: 978-1-892005-03-8

In this internationally acclaimed text, Marshall Rosenberg
offers insightful stories, anecdotes, practical exercises and
role-plays that will literally change your approach to
communication for the better. Nonviolent Communication
partners practical skills with a powerful consciousness to

help us get what we want peacefully. 

Discover how the language you use can strengthen your relationships, build trust,
prevent or resolve conflicts peacefully, and heal pain. More than 400,000 copies
of this landmark text have been sold in twenty languages around the globe.

“Nonviolent Communication is a simple yet powerful methodology for communicating
in a way that meets both parties’ needs. This is one of the most useful books you will
ever read.”

—William Ury, coauthor of Getting to Yes and author of The Third Side

“I believe the principles and techniques in this book can literally change the world,
but more importantly, they can change the quality of your life with your spouse,
your children, your neighbors, your co-workers, and everyone else you interact with.”

—Jack Canfield, author, Chicken Soup for the Soul

Nonviolent Communication 
Companion Workbook
A Practical Guide for Individual, 
Group, or Classroom Study

by Lucy Leu
$21.95 — Trade Paper 7x10, 224pp
ISBN: 978-1-892005-04-5

Learning Nonviolent Communication has often been
equated with learning a whole new language. The NVC
Companion Workbook helps you put these powerful,
effective skills into practice with chapter-by-chapter

study of Marshall Rosenberg’s cornerstone text, NVC: A Language of Life. Create
a safe, supportive group learning or practice environment that nurtures the
needs of each participant. Find a wealth of activities, exercises, and facilitator
suggestions to refine and practice this powerful communication process.

Available from PDP, CNVC, all major bookstores, and Amazon.com
Distributed by IPG: 800-888-4741
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About the Author

Ike Lasater, J.D., MCP, is author of Words
That Work In Business, a former attorney and
cofounder of Words That Work, a consulting
and training firm helping organizations achieve
results through better communication and
collaboration. 

Ike has acquired more than 800 hours of
training in Nonviolent Communication (NVC),
primarily from its founder, Marshall Rosenberg,

Ph.D. He has worked with individuals and organizations in the
United States, Australia, Hungary, New Zealand, Pakistan, Poland,
and Sri Lanka. 

Ike brings more than thirty years of business development
experience to his work. In 1975 he co-founded the Yoga Journal
magazine, which now has a readership of over one million, and has
expanded to include a print journal, website, and annual conference.
After seven years of practice, in 1986 Ike co-founded Banchero &
Lasater, a twenty-person law firm specializing in complex, multiparty,
commercial, and environmental cases. He has served on seven boards
of directors, including the Center for Nonviolent Communication and
the Association for Dispute Resolution of Northern California.

Ike’s experience in conflict resolution includes nearly four decades
of marriage and parenting of three now adult children, long-term
practice of Aikido, Zen meditation, yoga, and integrating Nonviolent
Communication into his daily life since 1996. Ike lives in San
Francisco, California with his wife, Judith. You can learn more about
Ike and his work on his website at www.wordsthatwork.us.
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Do You Want Work to Be Happier, 
More Effective, and Less Stressful? 

Do you wish for more respectful work relationships? To move
beyond gossip and power struggles to improved trust and

productivity? If you’ve ever wished you could positively affect work
relationships and company culture regardless of your position,
Words That Work In Business offers a resounding “yes.” The key is a
simple yet profound shift in how you think and talk.

Former attorney-turned-mediator, Ike Lasater, offers practical
tools matched with recognizable work scenarios to help anyone
address the most common workplace relationship issues. Learn
proven communication skills to:

• Enjoy your workday more
• Effectively handle difficult conversations
• Reduce workplace conflict and stress 
• Improve individual and team productivity
• Be more effective in meetings
• Give and receive meaningful feedback

“If you want to increase your enjoyment of the workplace
and enliven meetings by connecting with yourself and

others, I would highly recommend this book.”

— SYLVIA HASKVITZ, M.A., R.D., Dean, Integrated Clarity ™ Educational
Services, Elucity Network, Inc. and author, Eat by Choice, Not by Habit

Ike Lasater, J.D., MCP, is a former attorney and co-founder of Words That
Work (www.wordsthatwork.us), a consulting and training firm helping
organizations achieve results through better communication and
collaboration. He has worked with individuals and organizations in the
United States, Australia, Hungary, New Zealand, Pakistan, Poland, and Sri
Lanka. He is a former board member for the Center for Nonviolent
Communication and the Association for Dispute Resolution of Northern
California, as well as the co-founder of the Yoga Journal magazine. 

Based on the world-renowned Nonviolent Communication process.

www.NonviolentCommunication.com

$12.95 USA
$13.95 CAN
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“Much more than a book for people in business. This is the 
perfect guide for anyone wanting to deepen the quality of their

conversation in any situation.”    —IAN PEATEY, Partner at Telos Partners
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