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NVC in a nutshell How to use this canvas? 
The goal in NVC is to build an empathic connection to the other person in order to ensure that everyone’s needs are taken into 
account and fulfilled as well as possible. NVC is a technology to achieve this goal by slowing down a bit:  

 
The ordinary way to think and communicate is based on a fast loop: The synthesis of observations and needs composes a 

feeling or feelings and the feelings trigger immediate reaction. A feeling emerges from a situation, but we do not know exactly how 
and why. Therefore our ability to emotional control is not only impaired but also arbitrary and random. 

According to NVC, it’s by default unclear “what my feelings are”, “what my needs are”, and “what is the actual situation I’m a 
part of”. They all are inseparable and uncontrollable part of the impression of a situation. Sometimes we instinctively reflect the 
situation, see things clearly and control ourselves; sometime we just lose our temper. The chain of thoughts behind this is usually not 
seen clearly.  

NVC makes a small change to the ordinary thinking model: Just like in the ordinary model, the observed situation produces to 
feeling(s) as a part of an impression and the impression relates subconsciously to my needs. After this I should stop and reflect how 
my needs, feelings and observations are related: What I actually feel apart from the impression? Why I feel the way I feel and how the 
feelings are produced from my needs? How the observed situation activates the needs behind the feelings? This kind of reflection will 
extend and change the impression by making the related observations, needs and feelings more clear, honest and separate. 

 
The key question in NVC is “do I control the impact the other’s messages and reactions causes in me?” Unlike in rationalism, 

the control here does not mean devaluation of emotions and suspension from them. Rather the control means emotional honesty (i.e. 
what I truly feel and need?) and emotional clarity (i.e. what really happened and what parts of my impression are colored by the 
lenses of my needs and personality?) NVC does not propose emotional control in that sense that the rational mind should control the 
emotions! In NVC, the point is that the emotional mind should not bang its head to concrete wall but rather use doors and evade 
obstacles – not because it’s rational but because banging your head to concrete wall is prima facie stupid. Actually, the rational mind 
is needed to make such a headache desirable. 

Canvas has 3 purposes and intended uses:  
(1) It is a learning/teaching tool. You can use it to teach NVC. 
(2) It’s a tool for reflection. Use it before you discuss a difficult topic, or use it to reflect a situation what happened in situation X 

and ponder what you and learn from it. 
(3) It can be coaching tool. However: Don’t use it in coaching situation if it makes it harder for you to listen and be present. 

 
Fill canvas form down-to-up. I.e. start by listing the other point of view and sometimes also your own feeling and needs. Then clarify 
and at last, proceed to options, actions and requests. Before using canvas think what is your position: Are you a part of the situation, or 
are you just a reflection point? 

 
 Person/Perspective A/B: The name of the person  
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Request D C S  

Fill here ideas what person A could request.  
 
For each potential requests, check that it is doable (D-column on the right side of this box), clear (C-
column) and specific (S-column). At last ensure that it is not demand or a disguised blame/guilt trap 
(-column). Page 6 contains a check list that helps you in this. 
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Fill here needs that causes feelings or 
relates to how person A/B would like 
thing to be. 

Fill here person 1 feeling that relate 
to a need and observation. 

Fill here relevant observations. Ensure 
that they do not hide an evaluation 
inside them. 
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Clues and impressions O F N R  
Write here clues and impressions on the situation. What do you hear other person saying to you? 
And what you think yourself? You don’t need to be analytical here. Just focus on listening to the 
other person and reflecting your own feelings. If the concepts of NVC help you in listening and 
understanding the other, then use them. If not, don’t make it a problem for you. 
 
The column on right side of the box are for further elaboration. First identify, if a clue/impression 
seems to express observation (O-column), feeling (F-column), need (N-column), or request (R-
column). Just mark X if they do. You have multiple X on same row, ensure that it is clear what is 
what. That is separate observations, feelings and needs from each other, so that you understand 
their relations. 
 
After you have identified clues/impression that could be observation, feeling, need, request reflect, 
if they are “clear” and “honest”. Page 5 contains a checklists that helps in this. If you have gut 
feeling that maybe this note is not clear and honest mark X to -column so that you remember ask 
for clarification. 

     

Good references 
Book: 
Marshall B. Rosenberg (2003). 
Nonviolent Communication A 
language of Life 

Video: 
Marshall B. Rosenberg (2000) 
Nonviolent Communication 
Workshop. 
3:04:58 long recording of a 
Rosenberg’s workshop 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UEqmZ2E1o64 
 
 

NVC Canvas and this handout © Ari-Pekka Lappi (Twitter: @ilmirajat) 
License: Creative Commons 3.0 BY SA (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0) 
Most of the ideas are adapted from Marshall B. Rosenberg. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UEqmZ2E1o64
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0
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1. Listen 
Try to understand how different persons see the situations. While listening try to clarify (1) what actually happened without evaluating, (2) how people feel without confusing feelings to needs, demands or reflection own feelings to other person and 

(3) what people actually need.  

The most important thing is to listen and receive fully what the other person is saying. If you are part of the conflict try to express your own feelings and needs to the other person as clearly and honestly as possible. Remember: Too analytical attitude 

may prevent you from building compassion and trust. 

Avoid following things 
They almost always harms your relation to the other 

Be careful with these things 
Good intents may turn against you and block empathy 

Consider following things 
They are often helps you to create trust and compassion 

1. Moralistic Judgment 
1.1 Evaluations (”She’s lazy.” “He’s monster/evil”) 
1.2 Right and wrong (”Writing long methods is wrong.”) 
1.3 Deserving (“He deserved punishment because of what he did.”) 
1.4 Accusations (“You lie!”, “You are stupid!”) 
1.5 Obligations (“You must do your homework!”) 
1.6 Guilt (“I have done so must for you, therefore…”) 
1.7 Blame (“If you don’t come, you are a bad friend”) 
1.8 Defensive offences (Saying “yes, but...” to an angry person.) 

2. Making Comparisons 
2.1 Evaluation (“She’s better than you.”) 
2.2 You should be alike N.N (“But N.N. do…, why don’t you”) 
2.3 One-upping (“That’s nothing; wait I’ll tell you what happened to 

me.”) 

3. Denial of Responsibility 
3.1 Vague, impersonal forces (”I cleaned my room because I had to.”) 
3.2 Our condition, diagnosis, personal or psychological history (”I 

drink because I’m an alcoholic.”) 
3.3 The actions of others (”I hit my child because he ran to the 

street.”) 
3.4 The dictates of authority (”I lied a client because the boss told me 

to.”) 
3.5 Group pressure (”I started smoking because all my friends did.”) 
3.6 Institutional policies, rules, and regulations (”I have to suspend 

you for this infraction because it’s the school policy.”) 
3.7 Gender roles, social roles, or age roles (”I hate going work, but I 

do it because I’m husband and a father.”) 

3.8 Uncontrollable impulses (”I was overcome by my urge to eat the 
candy bar.”) 

1. Pushing your ideas without permission 
1.1 Advising: “I think you should” 
1.2 Educating: “This could turn into very positive experience for you if 

you just…” 

2. Unintentional devaluation of others feelings 
2.1 Story-telling: “That reminds me of the time…” 
2.2 Shutting down: “Cheer up. Don’t feel so bad.” 
2.3 Empathizing: “Oh, you poor thing…” 

3. Unintentional aggressions and offense 
3.1 Incidental interrogation: “When did this begin?” 
3.2 Putting words to other’s mouth (i.e. telling what other person 

feel or need for him/her) 
3.3 Correcting (“That’s not how it happened.”) 

4. Intellectual understanding 
4.1 Focusing on what people think rather than what they need 
4.2 Analysis paralysis (“You feel in that way because…”, see also 3.2) 
4.3 Not being present (“You sound like a book!”-presence) 

5. Forgetting your own needs and feelings 
5.1 ‘No’ is okay. Allow other person to disagree with you and reject  
5.2 ‘No’ is okay to you too. Don’t say ‘yes’ if you mean ‘no’ 
5.3 Don’t pretend to listen! Interrupt if you are unable to listen. 

6. Accepting empty, lifeless talk that does not lead anything 
6.1 Interrupt with empathy (E.g. an aunt repeating the story how 20 

years ago her husband deserted her. You may interrupt e.g. by 
saying: “It sound like you are still feeling hurt, wishing you’d been 
treated more fairly.”) 

6.2 Sympathy ≠ empathy (You don’t need to feel like the other. You 
need to receive the other’s feelings and  

1. Paraphrasing 
1.1 Reflect back emotionally charged messages 
1.2 But consider: Paraphrase only to contribute greater compassing 

and understanding. Be present and genuine in the situation. 
1.3 Ask other to paraphrase you if you have impression that he/she 

did not receive you empathically 

2. Expressing honestly your feelings and needs 

3. Ask questions to understand others point of view 
3.1 Help the other person to tell what he/she really feel, need or 

want (to request). 
3.2 But consider: When asking for information, express first your own 

feelings and needs. You don’t want interrogate the other. 
3.3 But consider: Ask only if you need information. “Often, what 

bores the listener, bores the speaker too.”  
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2. Clarify 
The purpose and goal of the clarify phase is to (1) clearly express how I am without blaming or criticizing and (2) Empathically receive how you are without hearing blame or criticism.  
 

NVC proposes three step approach: Phrase Pay attention 

1. Observation. Describe what you or the other 
actually observed without any kind of 
evaluation.  

When I/you (see, hear) <observation without 
evaluation>” 

Often “observation” comes with evaluation, diagnosis, intention, blame or demand. 
You should separate all these things form the observation. 

2. Feelings. Clearly express how you and the other 
feel relating to the observation.  

I/you feel <clearly expressed feeling>… Often we confuse feeling with through or belief and sometimes we avoid taking 
responsibility of our own feelings. Your task is to keep feelings clear and honest.  

3. Needs and values. Express what you need or 
value (rather than a preference, or a specific 
action) that causes my feelings.  

 

…<Clearly expressed feeling> because I/you 
need/value <need or value>. 

Often we confuse feeling with demand form others or take moralistic judgment as 
need. You should make clear which of our needs make us feel as we do in a situation. 

Common feelings and misidentified feelings Common needs (3 different models) 

Common feeling when needs are fulfilled: 
Amazed 
Comfortable 
Confident 
Eagar 
Energetic 
Fulfilled 
Glad 

Hopeful 
Inspired 
Integrated 
Joyous 
Moved 
Optimistic 
Proud 

Relieved 
Stimulated 
Surprised 
Thankful 
Touched 
Trustful 
 

Common feelings when needs are not fulfilled 
Angry 
Annoyed 
Concerned 
Confused 
Disappointed 
Discouraged 
Distressed 

Embarrassed 
Frustrated 
Helpless 
Hopeless 
Impatient 
Irritated 
Lonely 

Nervous 
Overwhelmed 
Puzzled 
Reluctant 
Sad 
Uncomfortable 

Common thoughts and hideous evaluations that are confused to be feelings: 
Abandoned 
Abused 
Attacked 
Betrayed 
Boxed-in 
Bullied 
Cheated 
Coerced 
Co-opted 
Cornered 
Dismissed 

Distrusted 
Interrupted 
Intimidated 
Let down 
Manipulated 
Misunderstood 
Neglected 
Overworked 
Patronized 
Pressured 
Provoked 

Put down 
Rejected 
Taken for granted 
Threatened 
Unappreciated 
Unheard 
Unseen 
Unsupported 
Unwanted 
Used 

 

Rosenberg’s listing 

 Autonomy 
o Choosing dreams/goals/value 
o Choosing plan to for fulfilling one’s 

dream, goal or value 

 Celebration 
o Celebrate fulfilled dream, goals 

and values etc. 
o Mourning (Celebrating loses) 

 Integrity 
o Authenticy 
o Creativity 
o Meaning 
o Self-worth 

 Interdependence 
o Acceptance 
o Appreciation 
o Closeness 
o Community 
o Consideration 
o Contribution 
o Emotional safety 
o Empathy 
o Love 
o Reassurance 
o Respect 
o Support 
o Trust 
o Understanding 
o Warmth  

 Play 
o Fun 
o Laughter 

 

 Spiritual communion 
o Beauty 
o Harmony 
o Inspiration 
o Order 
o Peace 

 Physical Nurturance 
o Air 
o Food & water 
o Movement, exercise 
o Protection & shelter 
o Rest 
o Sexual Expression 
o Touch 

SCARF model 
 Status 

 Certainty 

 Autonomy 

 Relatedness 

 Fairness 
 

Maslow’s need hierarchy 
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2.1. Clarify – Translating violent, jackal’s language into non-violent expressions 
“If we express our needs clearly, we have a better chance of getting them met.” 

When describing observations… When expressing feelings… When expressing need/value… 

Separate clearly evaluation (and who evaluate) from observation 
Generic, vague claim: “You are too generous”  “When I see you give all 
your lunch money to other, I think you are being too generous” 
Unclear point of reference: “Immigrants don’t take care of their 
property” ”I have not seen the immigrant family living at 1679 Ross 
shovel the snow their sidewalk.” 

Translate words with strong connotation or pejorative meaning 
to more neutral and objective. 
Evaluation in connotation: “Doug procrastinate”  ”Doug only studies 
for exams night before.” 

Separate another person’s thought, feeling, intention and 
desires from the observation and explicate who is thinking, 
feeling etc. 
Who thinks so? “She won’t get here work in.”  “I don’t think she’ll get 
her work in.” or “She said, ‘I won’t get my work in.’” 
Aesthetic evaluation: “Jim is ugly.” “Jim’s look does not appeal me.” 

Correct possible confusion of prediction with certainty 
Is this really certain? “If you don’t eat balances meals, your health will be 
impaired”  ”If you don’t eat balanced meals, I fear your health will be 
impaired.” 

Translate expressions with words always, ever, never, whenever 
etc. to more accurate observations 
What you actually mean by ‘seldom’: “You seldom do what I want”  
“The last three times I initiated an activity, you said you didn’t want to 
do it.” 
How frequently? “He frequently comes over”  “He comes over at least 
three times a week” 

Translate speculations and diagnoses to neutral observations. 
Ensure at least whose evaluation and thinking you are talking of. 
Speculations: “He is unsure of his skills”  “I think that he is unsure of 
his skills.” 
 
NOTICE: Don’t follow the guidelines blindly and don’t take the examples as 
general truth. The intent in examples is to illustrate guidelines and the context 
is omitted for sake of brevity. In some situations, the red expression are good 
and works in practice and green ones are bad and overly complex. Keep in mind 
that the goal is to really understand the others and clearly express yourself.  
Usually the guidelines help, but not always. 

Separate thoughts from feelings. Beware words as, that, like as-
if. 
Disguised blame: “I feel that you should know better” ”I’m annoyed 
because of what happened.” 
Hidden prediction of what other think of you: “I feel like a failure”  
Maybe: ”I’m sad, because I think other’s see me as a failure.” or “I’m 
frustrated because I expected something more from myself.” 

Pay attention to personal pronoun and nouns referring person. 
Evaluation, not feeling: “I feel it is useless”  “I think it is useless.” 
A blame: “I feel my boss is being manipulative”Maybe: “I feel annoyed 
because my boss corrected my sayings in the last discussions. I think that 
it was manipulative.” 

Separate what we think we are from what we feel right now 
I am I feel because I believe: “I feel I’m inadequate as a guitar 
player.” “I feel disappointed in myself because I think I’m not as good 
guitar player as I would like to be.” 

Impressions on what others think, react or behave toward us 
I am I feel X because I see: “I feel unimportant to the people with 
whom I work” Maybe: “I feel sad, because my superior have praised 
other but not me and therefore I have ended up thinking that he does 
not appreciate me.” 

Translate blaming other because of your own feeling into an 
observation connected to a feeling 
Creating guilt: “You made me feel sad.”  ”I feel sad, because I was 
dreaming a nice evening together. However you told me that you are 
tired…” 
Blaming other because of own feelings: “Their canceling the contract 
really irritated me!” “When they canceled the contract, I felt really 
irritated because I was thinking myself that it was an awful thing to do.” 

Clarify possible confusion between feelings and needs 
Probably a need, not a feeling: “Do you love me?”  ”I need love, so for 
me it’s important to hear you telling me that you love me.” 

Feeling is not a need! Be explicit why you feel as you do. 
Missing need: “You irritated me when you leave company documents on 
the conference room floor.” ”I’m irritated when you leave company 
documents on the conference room floor, because I want our 
documents to be safely stored.” 

Translate attempt to blame other of own feeling into a value 
proposition/need 
You are responsible of your own feelings: “I’m angry because your words 
insulted me.”  “I’m angry, because I am wanting respect and I hear 
your words as an insult.” 

Translate emotional slavery (I’m responsible of other feelings) 
into a need or a value proposition 
Obligation because of others feelings: “I have to go home since 
otherwise my spouse will be angry.”  Maybe: “I have to go home, 
because I promised so and I think that it’s important to keep that 
promise.” Or “I have to go home, because I want be nice to my spouse. 
She is very important person to me.” (While you are not responsible of 
other feelings you are responsible of your own indentations, action and 
their consequences.) 

Translated obligations or demands into a need/value connected 
to a feeling. 
Intellectual honesty: “I lied client because the boss told me to” “I lied 
client because I wanted to please my boss and he proposed that I should 
lie” or “I lied client because I fear troubles if I don’t rebel against my 
boss.” 

Translate accusations and blames into a need/value connected 
to an observation. 
Other person as an alibi: “I hit my child because he ran into the street.” 
 ”I hit my child because I his safety is important to me and I think that 
this was the only way to teach him not to run into the street.” (Notice: 
NVC about compassion and empathy, not about moral right and wrong!) 

Translate “I must” into “I chose to … because I …” (notice that this 

guideline relates also to the requests) 
You decide submit (or rebel): “I lied client because the boss told me 
to” Maybe: “I lied client because I fear a fight with my boss and thus I 
chose to submit as he proposed lying client. My economical safety and 
tolerable working environment are more important to me than honesty 
to the client…” (Demands are something you should avoid in NVC. If you 
cannot, you still are responsible of your own actions and intentions 
emotionally and intellectually (if not morally and legally).) 
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3. Options and actions – Translate demands, blame and guilty into proper actionable requests 
There is no such things are criticism, blame, insults and harshly remarks. “All things that used to look like criticism, harshly remarks, insult and blame are just suicidal attempts to say please.  
 

Request is Why? Pay attention 

1. ...doable. The state and action that the other person 
can choose to do or not do. 

If nothing is done, it’s unlikely than anything will change. Talking and 
wishing aren’t usually quite enough. 
“All I know I feel won’t when I’m told to do a don’t” 

Doable is opposite for “restricted”: “Don’t do something” is not a doable 
action. 

2. …clear and specific.  If you cannot specify what would fulfill your need, it’s even harder to the 
other person to guess what he should do for you. 

We often time don’t know what we really want until we get it. The 
minimum is to be aware of that and ask something we do know we want 
rather than dreaming of miracles. 

3. …not a demand. If you have to decide to submit or 
rebel, you have a demand, not a request.  

People are not motivated to obey you. That does not mean they don’t care 
you. Quite the opposite, they do things because they “naturally” care your 
needs. Also they have needs, and you may either help them to fulfill them 
or prevent them. People are need-driven not obedience-driven.  

It more important to focus on what the other person need than what he 
think.  

   

Ensure that request is doable… Ensure that request is clear and specific Ensure that the request is not a hidden demand, blame or lay guilt 
trip 

Translate DONTs into DOs. 
Stopchange: “I want you to stop drinking”  “I want you to tell me 
what needs of you are met by drinking and discuss other ways to 
meet those needs.” 
Don’tchange: “Don’t interrupt me all the time.”  “Could you 
comment my sayings after I have ended? Currently I’m frustrated, 
because I cannot complete my ideas.” 

Ought implies can 
How I do that? “I’d like you to feel more confidence in yourself”  
“I’d like you to take a course in assertive training, with I believe would 
increase your self-confidence.” 

Translate “we should have, but we can’t or don’t” into 
language of needs, feelings and observations 
An excuse for ‘no’: “As we don’t have unit test written, using time for build 
automation is waste of time. I really don’t believe that people here have 
time and energy to learn to write unit tests…”  “I don’t have energy to 
work for build automation since I don’t understand what benefits it can 
produce us before we have unit tests. I fear that it will take quite a while 
until people learn to write them and I’m not the person to teach them. I 
want to keep my work load on level what it is. I fear that if we implement 
build automation, it will cause some extra work for me. Thus, please, show 
me more clearly the benefits of build automation or promise me, that 
building it won’t require more work from me.” 

Beware vague expression like: “Let me” or “to be”. 
Vague request  doable action: “I want you to let me be me” 
“I want you to smile and say that anything I do is okay.” or maybe 
“I want you to tell me you won’t leave our relationship-even if I 
do some things that you don’t like.” 

Translate abstract things into a specific action 
Vague ideal”change hook”: “I want you feel free to express 
yourself around me.”  “I like you to tell me what I might do to 
make it easier for you to feel free to express yourself.” 
Ideal statevalidation: “I want you to understand me” “I want 
you to tell me what I said” 
Maybe you are expecting impossible things: “I just want someone 
to love me.”  Maybe: “I want you to guess what I want before 
I’m even aware of it. And then I want you to always do so.” 

Make request consciously. Expression of need or feeling 
does not imply a request 
A woman to her husband: “I’m annoyed that you forgot bring 
milk and union I asked you to pick up for dinner” (While she 
probably asked the husband to go back to shop, husband may 
think that her words were uttered to make him feel guilty) 
Maybe: “I’m currently annoyed, because I’m cannot finalize the 
dinner without milk and union. Would you like to go back to shop 
to get them, please?” 

Beware laying guilt trip. If the other can only obey or rebel, you have a 
demand not a request. 
“I’m lonely. Would like to spend evening with me.” 
“Sorry, I’m really tired. Not this time.” 
Now it’s critical how the first person responds. For example silence and sad face 
may make the other feel guilty and reveals that the request was actually a demand. 

Translate “I have to…” into “I choose to... because I need/value…” (Notice 

that this guideline relates also to the needs) 
Self-mourning: “I failed the exam because I was lazy!” Better: “I chose to rather have fun 
with my friends than to read to the exam. For me friends were more important than 
passing the exam.” Or “I choose to rather have fun with my friends than read to the exam, 
because I needed to relax. In future I need to figure out how to relax while reading an 
exam, since I want to success in my studies.” (If I don’t think so anymore, I need to do 
something rather than regret.) 
Demands (and guilty trip laid to you) are not needs nor necessities: “If my billability rate is 
not high enough the company will not profit, thus I cannot help.”  “I’ve been told, that 
my billability rate is crucial for the economic feasibility. Since I don’t have better 
knowledge on this and I want to ensure that the company can pay my salary in future, I 
have chosen to keep my billability rate high. Thus, I just want to know, that helping you has 
economic significance for the company. Otherwise, I cannot help right now.” 

Depression is the reward we get for being “good” 
Becoming cynical and depressed: “I have done a lot to make you happy and still you 
seemingly are dissatisfied. Was this all vain? I feel that you don’t deserve my effort here.” 
 “I feel frustrated and helpless. I expected that you would be a bit happier after all that I 
have done for. I have need to be recognized for my achievement. Thus, if I have done 
something you value, please tell it me now. I’m also confused by my actions did not have 
impact I expected them to. I need to understand what happened. Thus, I want you to tell 
me tell me what I should have done differently if I should have done something 
differently!” (Being good may help you to fulfil your needs better. I personally believe so. 
Then again, being good won’t make you happy alone. Don’t forget your needs.) 

 


