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Consider how vital relationships 

are to your life. Then consider 

how vital good communication 

is to keeping those relation-

ships healthy and strong; and 

how easily bad communication 

can disrupt or even destroy the 

strength of those relationships. 

Now imagine if there was a 

simple set of tools that anyone 

could apply to their own com-

munication style that could 

prevent communication from 

going wrong, and promote har-

mony in the most strained and 

difficult relationships. Can you 

imagine the impact such a set 

of tools might have not only on 

your own life, but the lives of 

those around you? 

If that sounds worth learning 

about, then you’re ready to 

start reading Dr. Marshall Ros-

enberg’s world-changing clas-

sic, Nonviolent Communication. 

(For my full review, see page 9.) 

- Tony Hallett. reviewer 
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EXECUTIVE  BOOK  SUMMARY  

E N D O R S E M E N T S  F O R  T H E  B O O K :  
“Nonviolent Communication can change the world. More importantly, it can change your life. I can-

not recommend it highly enough.”                             Jack Canfield, Chicken Soup for the Soul series 

 

“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. 



In Nonviolent Communication 

(abbreviated “NVC”), the term 

“nonviolent” is used in the 

sense described by Mahatma 

Gandhi: a reference to our 

natural state of compassion 

when violence has subsided 

from the heart (p. 2). In fact, 

the essence of NVC is to prac-

tice language and communi-

cation skills that foster rather 

than disrupt empathic con-

nection between people, es-

pecially when conflict or diffi-

cult emotions may be present. 

By enhancing empathy rather 

than destroying it with judg-

ments, criticisms, or unwant-

ed demands, we can build 

compassionate lives; 

develop healthier person-

al and professional rela-

tionships; improve 

schools, communities and 

other organizations; and 

even help resolve global-

level conflicts. NVC ena-

bles us to remain vulnera-

ble without jeopardizing 

our emotional safety and 

assertive without provok-

ing defensiveness in oth-

ers. It is, at its core, a way 

of focusing our attention in-

tensely on the usually un-

heard message behind peo-

ple’s words and behaviours 

so that we can offer them 

understanding and open the 

door towards both parties 

feeling their lives enriched by 

the encounter. 

awarded diplomat status in 

clinical psychology from the 

American Board of Examiners 

in Professional Psychology. 

Nonviolent Communication 

training evolved from Dr. 

Rosenberg’s quest to find a 

way of rapidly disseminating 

much needed peacemaking 

skills. The Center for Nonvio-

lent Communication emerged 

out of work he was doing with 

civil rights activists in the 

Growing up in an inner–city 

Detroit neighborhood Dr. 

Marshall Rosenberg was 

confronted daily with vari-

ous forms of violence. 

Wanting to explore the 

causes of violence and 

what could be done to re-

duce violence, he chose to 

study clinical psychology 

and received his Ph.D. in 

Clinical Psychology from the 

University of Wisconsin in 

1961. In 1966 he was 

early 1960's. During this peri-

od he also mediated between 

rioting students and college 

administrators and worked to 

peacefully desegregate public 

schools in long-segregated 

regions. 

Dr. Rosenberg passed peace-

fully at home, with his wife 

Valentina and all his children 

by his side on February 7th, 

2015. 
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T H E  4  C O M P O N E N T S  OF N VC 

CH A PT E R  1 :  
G I VI N G  F RO M  T H E  HE A RT  

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R  
(source: https://www.cnvc.org/about/marshall-rosenberg.html) 

The NVC process has four components: 

1. Observation of actions that affect one’s well being 

2. Expressing the feelings related to what was observed 

3. Identifying the need(s) or value(s) giving rise to those feelings 

4. Asking for specific actions from others that would meet those needs. 

These components can either be received by listening empathically to another human being, or can be 

given to another through self-expression. The beauty of NVC then, is that it can be used whether the 

other party uses it or not, or events aware of it. 

“NVC helps us connect 

with each other and 

ourselves in a way that 

allows our natural 

compassion to 

flourish” (p. 12). 

Communication becomes an act of giving. 
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Executive  Book Summary  

NVC facilitates communica-

tion with others (and our self) 

that allows the natural giving 

and receiving of compassion 

to take place, contrary to 

what much of our social con-

ditioning encourages. Blames, 

insults, put-downs, labels, 

criticism, comparisons, and 

diagnoses are all forms of 

judgment. When we communi-

cate these either verbally or 

non-verbally to others, we 

engage in what Rosenberg 

calls “life-alienating” commu-

nication (p. 15), and we foster 

a climate tending towards 

violence rather than compas-

sion. 

 

Additionally, even the com-

mon practices of analyzing 

others or comparing peo-

ple to yourself or each 

other lends to this imper-

sonal mode of interaction 

that keeps us from discov-

ering what is truly going on 

in others and in ourselves. 

NVC teaches us to avoid 

these ways of evaluating 

the actions or values of 

others. To be true to NVC, 

we avoid moralistic judg-

ments of all kinds, and 

must also fully take responsi-

bility for our own thoughts, 

feelings, and behaviours so 

as to avoid blaming others. 

For example, saying “He 

makes me so angry!” cannot 

be true, because it blames 

another for one’s own re-

sponse to an external stimu-

lus (even though the stimulus 

may in fact be unpleasant). 
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CH A PTE R  3 :  
OB S E RV I N G  W I TH O U T  EVA LUAT I NG  

CH AP TER  2 :  
CO MMU N I CATI ON  THAT  BL O CK S  
CO MPA SSION  

“We can replace 

language that implies 

lack of  choice with 

language that 

acknowledges 

choice” (p. 21). 

Arguments are usually examples of “life-
alienating” communication. 

The first component of NVC, 

as previously introduced, is 

the observation of concrete 

actions. This seems simple 

enough, but it is surprising 

how naturally we add evalua-

tions to our observations: 

“That’s a lousy paint job!” 

The Indian philosopher J. 

Krishnamurti once remarked 

that observing without evalu-

ating is the highest form of 

human intelligence (p. 28). 

NVC focusses our powers of 

observation on things we are 

seeing, hearing, or touching 

that are affecting our sense of 

well-being. It requires that we 

keep any evaluations sepa-

rate from this act of observ-

ing. Because it seems to be 

second nature to mix evalua-

tion in with our observations, 

the author provides a handy 

table of examples (p. 30) 

contrasting observa-

tions that are sepa-

rate from evaluations 

vs. observations that 

have evaluations 

mixed in. “You are too 

generous,” is an ex-

ample of an observa-

tion with evaluation 

mixed in; “When I see 

you giving all you 

lunch money to oth-

ers, I think you are 

being too generous,” 

is an example of an observa-

tion separate from an evalua-

tion.  

Observations that are less 

likely to provoke defensive-

ness are those that are spe-

cific to time and context, such 

as, “The last 3 times I initiat-

ed an activity, you said you 

didn’t want to do it.” Contrast 

this with, “You never do what I 

want.” 

An exercise provided at the 

end of the chapter gives the 

reader a chance to test and 

solidify his or her understand-

ing of the material, as the 

author provides clear reasons 

for the answers to each ques-

tion. Interestingly, rather than 

identifying right or wrong an-

swers, Rosenberg simply ex-

plains why he agrees or disa-

grees with the different op-

tions. 
Judging and evaluating effectively block com-
passion. 



We all have difficulty at times 

putting our true feelings into 

words accurately, especially 

men or those whose upbring-

ing or professional training 

discouraged the expression of 

emotion. But learning to do so 

is essential for mastering 

NVC, whose second main 

component is “to express how 

we are feeling” and, corre-

spondingly, to help others 

discover what they might be 

feeling.  

 

It is common to confuse feel-

ings with thoughts or opin-

ions: “I feel like your music is 

too loud,” or, “I feel inade-

quate” reflect thought pro-

cesses and judgments, not 

actual emotions. Similarly, 

many feeling-type words actu-

ally reveal our thoughts about 

others: “I feel judged,” for 

example. True feelings sel-

dom require the use of the 

word “feel” at all. Finally, Ros-

enberg discourages the use of 

vague expressions of feeling, 

such as, “I’m feeling good 

about this,” preferring that an 

actual emotion be identified 

(e.g. “I’m relieved by this sud-

den change of events”). 

 

Two long lists are provided 

with examples of words for 

how we feel when our needs 

are being met, and for when 

our needs are not being met. 

For example,  “amazed”, 

“confident”, “free”, “hopeful”, 

and “thankful”, vs. “afraid”, 

“chagrined”, “edgy”, “jittery”, 

and, “reluctant”. An exercise 

at the end of the chapter 

tests whether the reader can 

successfully distinguish be-

tween genuine expressions of 

feeling versus expressions of 

thought, opinion, or vague 

generalizations. 

limited human being, I may 

feel compassionate. 

 

Rather than airing feelings 

out with judgment-laden or 

demanding statements 

(that often point out the 

wrongs of other peo-

ple),Rosenberg has found 

that when people begin to 

discuss the needs behind 

their feelings, the chances 

of everyone getting their 

needs met goes up dramat-

ically. As an aid to those of 

us not used to identifying 

our own needs (or the legiti-

mate needs of others), he 

lists a number of genuine 

human needs under 7 main 

categories: autonomy, cele-

bration, integrity, interde-

pendence, play, spiritual 

The third component of NVC 

is acknowledging the inner 

need that, when frustrated 

or satisfied, gives rise to our 

feelings. Too often we blame 

circumstances or others for 

our feelings, or conversely, 

accept responsibility for 

other people’s feelings. 

NVC, on the contrary, re-

minds us that circumstanc-

es or other people may be 

the stimulus for our feelings, 

but not the cause—the 

cause being our response to 

the stimulus (i.e. our inter-

pretation of it). For example, 

by interpreting criticism as 

an attack against my worth 

as a human being, I may 

feel hurt and angry. On the 

other hand, by interpreting 

that same criticism as a cry 

for help from a frustrated, 

communion, and physical 

nurturance. 

 

Some people need to go 

through a progression to ar-

rive at a place called 

“Emotional Liberty,” in which 

we take full responsibility for 

our own actions and feelings, 

not those of others), so we are 

able to respond compassion-

ately to others rather than 

respond out of fear, guilt, or 

shame. Sometimes, after be-

coming aware of our own emo-

tional needs, people pass 

through an “obnoxious” phase 

when they no loner want to be 

responsible for the feelings of 

others, and may react angrily 

when tempted to do so. 
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C H A P T E R  4 :  
I D E N T I F Y I N G  A N D  E X P R E S S I N G  F E E L I N G S  

C H A P T E R  5 :  
T A K I N G  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y  F O R  O U R  
F E E L I N G S  

“Judgments of  others 

are alienated expressions 

of  our own unmet 

needs” (p. 52). 
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Executive  Book Summary  

Whenever we say something 

to another person, we are 

invariably seeking something: 

either an empathic (possibly 

nonverbal) connection; an 

honest reaction to what we’ve 

said; or a request that they 

would do something to help 

meet our needs. 

 

Because NVC is at root non-

coercive, it must include a 

component that allows com-

munication of needs to others 

in a way that is not manipula-

tive or demanding, but invites 

cooperation. This is the fourth 

component of NVC: stating 

what we desire in clear, un-

ambiguous terms that de-

scribe some specific, positive 

action that is being requested 

so that others can choose 

freely to respond. In so doing, 

we must remain clear that our 

primary objective in making 

such a request is to  build 

relationship based on honesty 

and empathy—not to make 

the other person do what we 

want. 

 

Sometimes this needs to in-

clude taking responsibility to 

determine whether others 

have actually understood 

what was intended. We can 

ask listeners to reflect back to 

us what they heard us say. If 

misunderstanding has taken 

place, we can use NVC and 

say, “I feel grateful that you 

told me what you heard me 

say. Would you be willing to 

let me try to explain myself 

more clearly?” 

 

There may be times when, no 

matter how carefully we word 

our requests, that listeners 

may interpret it as demand-

ing. Rosenberg advises that in 

those cases it is best to em-

pathize with the hearer’s re-

fusal—after all, if it truly was a 

request and not a demand, 

then there will be no need to 

feel upset when the request is 

denied. 

 

Communicating inner needs 

in vague, indirect, or demand-

ing ways is a common cause 

of frustration in relationships. 

Similarly, depression can 

result from a failure to ex-

press needs to others.  

Page 5  

CH A PTE R  7 :  
RE C E I V I N G  EM PATH I C A LLY  

C H A P T E R  6 :  
R E Q U E S T I N G  T H A T  W H I C H  W O U L D  E N R I C H  L I F E  

“As we’ve seen, all 

criticism, attack, insults, 

and judgments vanish 

when we focus attention 

on hearing the feelings 

and needs behind a 

message. The more we 

practice in this way, the 

more we realize a simple 

truth: behind al those 

messes we’ve allowed 

ourselves to be 

intimidated by are just 

individuals with unmet 

needs appealing to us to 

contribute to their well-

being” (p. 99). 

to respond empathically to 

others. In those cases we can 

use empathy on our own in-

ternal dialogue, give our-

selves some time, or even 

“scream nonviolently.” 

Screaming nonviolently is 

NVC’s way of yelling without 

frightening or attempting to 

control others, so can only be 

used in a setting where others 

will not respond negatively. 

rather than reacting to their 

thoughts. It may be helpful to 

reflect back a sense of any or 

all of the four components of 

NVC by paraphrasing and 

asking for clarification. For 

example the question, “Are 

you feeling hurt because you 

would like more appreciation 

of your efforts than you re-

ceived tonight?” could be an 

empathic way of responding 

to a co-worker’s rudeness. 

Often times when we can 

connect empathically with 

others, we find that their 

initial statement is just the 

tip of an emotional iceberg, 

so it is important to stick 

with empathy until they are 

noticeably relieved. At that 

point, working towards solu-

tions can begin. At other 

times, our own emotional 

pain may hinder our ability 
An empathic conversation is joyful and 
liberating. 

The previous four chapters 

outlined the four components 

of NVC: what we are observ-

ing, feeling, and needing, and 

what we would like from oth-

ers. In those chapters the 

focus was on initiating ex-

changes with others (i.e. us-

ing NVC to communicate my 

observations, feelings, and 

needs to others). This chapter 

focuses on using NVC to re-

spond to others. That is, how 

to listen for and respond to 

the observations, feelings, 

and needs of others. 

When people are in pain or 

distress, it is tempting to try to 

deflect their anger, try to “fix” 

the problem for them; howev-

er, this prevents us from be-

ing “present” and connecting 

with them empathetically. 

This way we can listen for 

what people are needing, 



Several pointed examples of 

the simple use of empathic 

listening to bring about 

change, trust, and healing. 

This chapter is largely a col-

lection of examples illustrat-

ing how the skilled use of NVC 

has led to dramatic changes 

in real-life situations, in 

schools, among street gangs, 

in highly dangerous and vola-

tile situations, in personally 

embarrassing situations, and 

cases of severe mental trau-

ma. In each example there 

was marked change and pro-

gress toward goals that had 

previously seemed impossi-

ble. 

If you don’t have time to read 

the whole book, just read this 

chapter. After reading it, my 

guess is you’ll want to re-

evaluate whether reading the 

whole book would be worth 

your time! 

My favorite quote from this 

chapter is: 

“Time and time again, people 

transcend the paralyzing ef-

fects of psychological pain 

when they have sufficient 

contact with someone who 

can hear them empathical-

ly” (p. 127). 

makes clear that we 

"should" value the needs of 

others). Granted, it is prefer-

able that we engage one 

another with mutually satis-

fying gifts of care and com-

passion, but this cannot be 

our only resort in human 

interaction. As a leader and 

manager, I am all too famil-

iar with the need to make 

expectations (the should’s 

and have-to’s) clear to my 

employees, and let them 

know that, as much as their 

willingness to freely serve is 

to be fostered and appreci-

ated, that does not negate 

the need for them to meet 

the employer’s have-to’s if 

they want to stay employed. 

If Rosenberg has a working 

alternative to this, it doesn’t 

appear in this volume. 

As a telling example, Rosen-

berg says that one of the 

faulty reasons people do 

things is “to satisfy a sense 

of duty,” stating, “I consider 

this to be the most socially 

dangerous and personally 

unfortunate of all the ways 

we act when we our cut of 

from our needs” (p. 140). 

Granted, his horror over the 

wanton disregard for Jewish 

In this chapter Rosenberg ad-

dresses the universal human 

problem of guilt and shame. He 

shows how NVC can be applied 

to one's own inner processes 

to gain relief from the burden 

that all psychoanalytic and 

humanistic schools of thought 

(under which Rosenberg was 

trained) have wrestled with. 

While some of the advice is no 

doubt useful and even needed, 

his underlying reasoning ap-

pears to rest on a faulty prem-

ise. 

Departing from conventional 

wisdom (and perhaps sound 

psychology), Rosenberg here 

claims that “We were not 

meant to succumb to the 

needs and dictates of should 

and have to, whether they 

come from outside or inside of 

ourselves (p. 131). He identi-

fies should as a “violent” word 

(p. 131). Rosenberg claims 

that regret occurs when “our 

behaviours run counter to our 

own needs and values” (p. 

133) as if the needs and val-

ues of others (and of society at 

large) have no bearing (this is 

itself, of course, a value of 

Rosenberg’s that he is placing  

on his readers—one of strict 

individualism—yet his book 

lives in Nazi Germany under 

the influence of Amtssprache 

(p. 19) is warranted. However, 

he seems to be overlooking 

the fact that those same Ger-

mans were defeated and the 

death camps liberated by Al-

lied soldiers who were also 

serving, many of them, out of 

a “sense of duty” toward their 

country and their fellow man 

(and not very likely consider-

ing their own needs as they 

faced German tanks and ma-

chine guns). Many less west-

ernized cultures that are more 

collectivist than individualist 

regard the sense of duty as 

the highest of all human vir-

tues and a necessary antidote 

to our inherent self-

centredness. It is a notable 

weakness of the book that 

Rosenberg never addresses 

this potential criticism. Of the 

many examples he cites re-

solving conflict the NVC way, 

the possibility of someone 

continuing to respond with no 

regard for the others’ con-

cerns never seems to arise, 

and I couldn’t help but wonder 

if this was because the author 

had no such examples, or 

whether in fact he chose to 

omit them from the text to 

support his view. 
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C H A P T E R  8 :  
T H E  P OW E R  O F  E M PAT H Y  

C H A P T E R  9 :  
C O N N E C T I N G  C O M PA S S I O N AT E LY  W I T H  
O U R S E LV E S  

“When we are 

internally violent 

towards ourselves, it is 

difficult to be genuinely 

compassionate toward 

others” (p. 129). 
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Executive  Book Summary  

Contrary to common ap-

proaches to conflict resolu-

tion, NVC does not discourage 

the “full and wholehearted” 

expression of anger (p. 141). 

According to NVC, anger is 

generated when we respond 

to unmet needs by judging 

others as at fault and wanting 

them punished for it. This 

feeds violence. Rather, if we 

focus attention on the needs 

that are not being met at the 

time we can proceed produc-

tively. The four steps to do 

this are: (1) Stop and breathe; 

(2) Let go of judgmental 

thoughts; (3) Identify unmet 

needs; (4) Express our feel-

ings, needs, and requests. 

Sometimes this will go a lot 

smoother if we are also able 

to focus on the other person’s 

unmet needs and feelings 

before we ourselves move 

to step (4). For example, 

if someone makes a rac-

ist remark that angers us, 

by first using NVC to help 

them identify their pain 

and unmet needs, we are 

more likely to be able to 

successfully communi-

cate our feelings and 

unmet needs. 

Learning NVC takes time, 

and nowhere is this more 

obvious than when deal-

ing with angry people or 

our own anger. It is important 

to carefully and methodically 

review and rehearse the four 

components of NVC . 
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CH A PTE R  11 :  
TH E  PRO T E C TI V E  US E  O F  FO RC E  

CH A PTE R  10 :  
EX P RE S S I NG  AN G E R  FU LLY  

“When my consciousness 

is focused on another 

human being’s feelings 

and needs, I see the 

universality of  our 

experience... When we 

settle our attention on 

other people’s feelings 

and needs, we experience 

our common 

humanity” (p. 151). 

NVC allows for the full expression of 
anger, but not at the expense of others. 

This chapter corrects an im-

portant possible misinterpre-

tation of NVC; namely, that by 

avoiding the use of punitive 

responses, it lacks any asser-

tive response to misbehav-

iour. Rosenberg reiterates his 

belief that we are socially 

conditioned to believe that 

punitive measures are appro-

priate and effective. He then 

argues the contrary, but nfor-

tuatnely doesn’t ground his 

argument in any relevant so-

cial research, other than ac-

knowledging that there is 

some debate among parents 

over the merit of spanking. 

However, he helpfully clarifies 

the issue by requiring that we 

ask ourselves two questions 

(p. 165). The first, “What do I 

want this person to do that is 

different than what he or she 

is currently doing?” is likely 

automatic for most of us 

when addressing misbehav-

iour. It is the second that 

brings the light of NVC to bear 

on the situation: “What do I 

want this person’s reasons to 

be for ding what I’m asking?” 

This highlights one of the 

chief underpinnings of NVC: 

that motives are more im-

portant than outcomes, be-

cause motives are always tied 

to our needs, whereas out-

comes may not be (????? is 

this accurate????) 

It is a brief chapter, and he 

mostly supports his view with 

a brilliant, lengthy anecdote. 

In an alternative school built 

on using the principles of 

NVC, things quickly unraveled 

as students learned that 

teachers would neither punish 

nor otherwise challenge dis-

ruptive behaviour. Rosenberg 

held an emergency meeting 

with the worst offenders 

among the students. Using 

NVC, he engaged the stu-

dents who, not surprisingly, 

themselves initially recom-

mended things like corporal 

punishment or expulsion—the 

same punitive measures Ros-

enberg was trying to do away 

with. Continuing to engage 

with them, revealing how he 

felt about using those meth-

ods, the students came up 

with other recommendations, 

ones that helped address the 

causes of the misbehaviours 

in a non-punitive way. Prob-

lem solved! 

An interesting observation 

gleaned from the above ex-

ample is that the staff of the 

school, who were trained by 

Rosenberg for four days prior 

to the doors opening, were  

unable to successfully imple-

ment NVC without the inter-

vention noted above. This 

does suggest that NVC is not 

easy to adopt quickly, even 

for seasoned and educated 

professionals. 



We all have difficulty at times 

putting our true feelings into 

words accurately, especially 

men or those whose upbring-

ing or professional training 

discouraged the expression of 

emotion. But learning to do so 

is essential for mastering 

NVC, whose second main 

component is “to express how 

we are feeling” and, corre-

spondingly, to help others 

discover what they might be 

feeling.  

It is common to confuse feel-

ings with thoughts or opin-

ions: “I feel like your music is 

too loud,” or, “I feel inade-

quate” reflect thought pro-

cesses and judgments, not 

actual emotions. Similarly, 

many feeling-type words actu-

ally reveal our thoughts about 

others: “I feel judged,” for 

example. True feelings sel-

dom require the use of the 

word “feel” at all. Finally, Ros-

enberg discourages the use of 

vague expressions of feeling, 

such as, “I’m feeling good 

about this,” preferring that an 

actual emotion be identified 

(e.g. “I’m relieved by this sud-

den change of events”). 

Two long lists are provided 

with examples of words for 

how we fell when our needs 

are being met, and for when 

our needs are not being met. 

For example,  “amazed”, 

“confident”, “free”, “hopeful”, 

and “thankful”, vs. “afraid”, 

“chagrined”, “edgy”, “jittery”, 

and, “reluctant”. An exercise 

at the end of the chapter 

tests whether the reader can 

successfully distinguish be-

tween genuine expressions of 

feeling and expressions of 

thought, opinion, or demands. 

limited human being, I may 

feel compassionate. 

 

Rather than airing feelings 

out with judgment-laden or 

demanding statements 

(that often point out the 

wrongs of other peo-

ple),Rosenberg has found 

that when people begin to 

discuss the needs behind 

their feelings, the chances 

of everyone getting their 

needs met goes up dramat-

ically. As an aid to those of 

us not used to identifying 

our own needs (or the legiti-

mate needs of others), he 

lists a number of genuine 

human needs under 7 main 

categories: autonomy, cele-

bration, integrity, interde-

pendence, play, spiritual 

The third component of NVC 

is acknowledging the inner 

need that, when frustrated or 

satisfied, gives rise to our 

feelings. Too often we blame 

circumstances or others for 

our feelings, or conversely, 

accept responsibility for other 

people’s feelings. NVC, on the 

contrary, reminds us that 

circumstances or other peo-

ple may be the stimulus for 

our feelings, but not the 

cause—the cause being our 

response to the stimulus (i.e. 

our interpretation of it). Fro 

example, by interpreting criti-

cism as an attack against my 

worth as a human being, I 

may feel hurt and angry. On 

the other hand, by interpret-

ing that same criticism as a 

cry for help from a frustrated, 

communion, and physical 

nurturance. 

 

Some people need to go 

through a progression to ar-

rive at a place called 

“Emotional Liberty,” in which 

we take full responsibility for 

our own actions and feelings, 

not those of others), so we are 

able to respond compassion-

ately to others rather than 

respond out of fear, guilt, or 

shame. Sometimes, after be-

coming aware of our own emo-

tional needs, people pass 

through an “obnoxious” phase 

when they no loner want to be 

responsible for the feelings of 

others, and may react angrily 

when tempted to do so. 

Page 8  

C H A P T E R  12 :  
L I B E R AT I N G  O U R S E LV E S  A N D  
C O U N S E L I N G  O T H E R S  

C H A P T E R  13 :  
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“The ability to hear our 

own feelings and needs 

and empathize with 

them can free us from 

depression” (p. 173) 

Learning and practicing NVC 
can change your life! 
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of elation when I find a book or 
a resource like this. It’s as if 
I’m on the verge of getting 
closer to becoming the power-
ful, effective, more respected 
leader I’ve always wanted to 
be. Over time, however, it 
eventually dawns on me that 
the power in what I’m learning 
will take me lower, not higher! 
I will be more available to the 
vulnerable, to the needy—more 
in touch with hurting people 
and their pain. It’s a sobering 
realization. After I get over the 
disappointment, I eventually 
remember that’s what I always 
wanted anyway. That’s what 
I’m here for. (I think it’s what 
we’re all here for, when we 
remember who we really are.) 

As I have tried to make myself 
a student of the ways of the 
great teachers of compassion 
over the years (the Hebrew 
prophets, Jesus, St. John, St. 
Paul, Augustine, Gandhi, Mar-
tin Luther King, Carl Rogers, 
Viktor Frankl, etc.) I’ve no-
ticed how deeply embedded are 
the tendencies to dominate and 
control in our culture. I have 
only personally experienced 
moderate and halting success in 
even identifying, let alone 
avoiding, the myriad ways we 
do this (or fall prey to it) in 
everyday life. This is the best 
volume I’ve come across so far 
that addresses such a broad 
range of human interaction 
with such a simple set of tools. 

I tend to think more in terms of 
“non-coercion” than nonvio-
lent, although I understand the 
author’s use of the word as a 
reference to Gandhi’s work. I 
continue to struggle with how 
to fulfill my role as a manag-
er—a role that requires me to 
be coercive at times—while 
staying true to the principles of 
NVC, but I’m planning some 
concrete steps in the right di-
rection. What helps me is to 
remember that the principles 
taught in this book are based on 

I was intrigued by the bold 
promise on the jacket’s back 
cover: “You’ll start to resolve 
conflicts with ease, more easily 
get what you want without using 
demands, begin to hear the 
needs of others with less strug-
gle, strengthen your personal 
and professional relationships, 
and start living your fullest po-
tential.” Wit the possible excep-
tion of the publisher’s hyperbole 
in the latter of those claims, I 
believe this book has the poten-
tial to accomplish not only what 
it promises, but more. 

Every once in a while I come 
across a book or an idea that 
seems open up a whole new 
vista on life—an opportunity to 
step into a new worldview, for 
example; a new understanding 
or a new way of seeing or living. 
Bruce Alexander’s “The Global-
ization of Addiction” was such a 
book when I wasworking as an 
addictions counsellor. I think 
Rosenberg’s Nonviolent Com-
munication will be such a book 
for me now in my work as man-
ager of a group home for adoles-
cents. 

Although I had learned and even 
taught some of the principles of 
NVC before, I have to admit that 
until actually reading the book, I 
didn’t understand their true es-
sence or fully grasp the critical 
underlying philosophy. I could 
express myself more reasonably 
and became much better at lis-
tening to others’ points of view 
and their needs, but I never fully 
appreciated the philosophy of 
nonviolence, nor had I fully 
considered its implications in 
human relationships. For exam-
ple as a parent, I still rely on my 
ability to “nicely” get my kids to 
do stuff. I have often given my 
older child the talk that there are 
some things in life you just 
“have” to do, all the while 
watching helplessly as she strug-
gles with depressive thoughts 
and feelings. 

Predictably, I often feel a sense 

an ethic of giving as opposed to 
taking a demanding posture. It 
is about giving myself to anoth-
er wholly (yet not losing my-
self in the process, as Rosen-
berg is careful to point out) in 
the interest of building relation-
ships based on honesty and 
empathy. (Often our culture 
facilitates the building of rela-
tionships on utility and conven-
ience, both of which tend to 
alienate people over time.) I 
believe this is why people find 
it so freeing to be on the receiv-
ing side of NVC. All of us are 
needy, almost all the time, in 
one way or another, and we 
subtly and often subconscious-
ly announce those needs indi-
rectly. We also all are very 
adept at deflecting demands 
that are directed at us, especial-
ly the indirect ones. The result 
is a society of people increas-
ingly disconnected and alienat-
ed from each other. Mean-
while, NVC stubbornly stands 
against the current and refuses 
to let us off the hook so easily. 

From the perspective of the 
book as a learning resource, it 
serves its intended purpose 
well. Insight and information in 
each chapter is bolstered with a 
number of relevant examples 
from real life situations. It is 
obvious that the author has 
extensive experience using 
NVC and teaching others to use 
it as well, as the examples illus-
trate. Rosenberg also concludes 
chapters 3 to 7 with self-test 
quizzes and his own answers to 
each question, so that readers 
can assess whether they have 
accurately grasped the content 
of the chapter.  Because the 
methods of communicating the 
NVC way are so contrary to 
our usual ways of speaking and 
responding, I personally found 
the many examples and provid-
ed exercises to be very helpful. 

I give it two thumbs way up! 

Tony Hallett 
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