Learning about

Marshall Rosenberg’s Nonviolent Communication

by Dr Hong Yinghui Lois, Family Physician, Editorial Team Member (Team B)

ecall the last time you experienced these scenarios.
How did you feel, what did you say, and what did
you do?

* Your teenager rolls their eyes at you when you're
expressing concern for them.

* Halfway through a challenging consult, you realise a
patient’s relative isrecording the conversation.

* A colleague texts you a sarcastically worded criticism of
the way you managed a couple of patients.

* At a staff meeting, a decision is announced that you
strongly oppose.

* A family member argues vehemently with you about
COVID-19 vaccination.

These are not enjoyable experiences to recall. Yet, our
responses to these very moments define and shape our
leadership style, our values and our approach to resolving
conflict.

The book “Crucial Conversations”, by Patterson et al,
described situations where “stakes are high, opinions vary,
and emotions run strong”. In these moments, we may start
off calm, cool and collected. Then, often without warning,
the conversation takes a turn and we are yanked into
conflict. Our hearts race, our pupils dilate, our protective
goggles fog up. We respond with silence (withdrawing,

mentally “checking out”, physically leaving) or with violence
(hostility, aggression, sarcasm).

Psychologist Marshall Rosenberg (1934-2015) developed
Nonviolent Communication (NVC) as a set of skills based
on the principles of shared humanity, compassion and
connectedness. My inner skeptic initially dismissed these
as platitudes. However, | became interested when | heard
how Dr Rosenberg had developed NVC while helping
desegregate American public schools in the ‘60s, and that
NVC has been practiced in post-conflict settings such as
Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Croatia and Israel.

Rosenberg begins with two deceptively simple questions:
I. What is alive in you?
2. What would make life more wonderful?

These questions are not merely inspirational- they engage
our thoughts, emotions, and behaviours (the classic triad of
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy). They help us connect with
the experiences and needs of the other person, as well as
our own.

Rosenberg described four components of successful NVC:
I) Observation: Describing, without judgement. He writes,
“Keeping observation and evaluation separate in our
thinking and communication is one of the hardest things
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to do. There’s a time to observe
and a time to evaluate — almost
never a good idea to do both at

Identifying and sharing our feelings
and needs or making a request may
at times be restrained by our cultural

the same time.” |dentif)’ing and upbringing, our trust of the person in
Feeling: You might not have frank sharing our feelings front of us and our pride — it takes
alexithymia (problem with feeling and needs or making time and much effort.To encourage us
emotions), but many of a request may at to learn and practise NVC Rosenberg

us demonstrate a kind of
“dyslexithymia”: we don’t
distinguish between our feelings

times be restrained
by our cultural

describes how different people have
successfully used NVC: embittered
spouses; feuding West African

(e.g. anger), and our evaluations upbrlnglng, our trust warlords; disenfranchised inner-city
(e.g. that someone deliberately of the person in front youth; even a woman who deflected a
slighted us). NVC encourages us to of us and our pride physical assault using only her words.
identify and express our feelings — it takes time and

(e.g. | feel lonely) instead much effort. We can also help others express

of expressing our evaluation,

interpretation or judgment (e.g. |

feel that you are always too busy

to care about me). Expressing an

emotion without tying in a criticism of the listener is
more likely to get a compassionate response instead of
leading to an escalation of conflict.

Needs: We're to state what need we’re experiencing
that’s not being met (What would make life more
wonderful). The first time | tried this, | choked on the
word “need”—and yet, we do have needs.
Everyone does.

Request: This is a clear, specific way that we’re asking
the other person to help us.

themselves with elements of NVC.,
e.g. “Am | right to say that in this
moment I’'m not meeting your need for
(efficiency/understanding/orderliness/
pain relief)?” Rosenberg pointed out that these empathic
statements don’t have to be accurate. Just by eliciting their
feelings, needs and/or requests, we’re guiding them towards
constructively expressing what is alive in them.

Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing,
and right-doing, there is a field. |
will meet you there.

- Rumi
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