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Couples in Conflict:
Ending the “He Said/She Said” Game

by Ron Gibbs 

She: “You never listen to me!” 

He: “Yes, I do!” 

Power struggles, miscommunication, judgment, blame – isn’t this the stuff relationships are made of? 

Not according to Nonviolent Communication (NVC), a process founded by Marshall Rosenberg and taught

worldwide, whereby compassionate connection is restored between couples through the use of some simple

communication techniques. 

If you and your partner are experiencing conflict, here are four key components of the NVC process to help

put your relationship back on track: 

Example: Thomas has been away all day. When he gets home, he walks into the living room, plops down on

the couch, barely notices Beth, and turns on the TV. Beth is furious. Why is he so rude? Can’t he at least say

hello? She hates being ignored. 

1. Observations—Pretend a video camera is recording an action, and report what that action is 

without judging or blaming. 

When Thomas walked into the room, and didn’t speak to Beth, instead of saying, “You’re so rude!

What’s wrong with you?” which would be a judgment about Thomas’ behavior, using the NVC

model, Beth would first say, “When you walked in the room, I didn’t hear you say hello to me.” 

This would be a simple observation that anyone could agree with. 

2. Feelings—Identify and express what you’re feeling. 

People confuse feelings with thoughts. “When someone says, “I feel like,” or “I feel that,” what 

follows is a thought, not a feeling. Anger, hurt, fear, and love* are examples of feelings. Beth might

say, “When you walked in, I didn’t hear you say hello. I feel hurt.” 

3. Needs—Express the need that you have that is not being met. 

Our needs include our core values and deepest longings – what is most alive in us – such as our need

for support, intimacy, respect, or acknowledgment. Beth might say, “When you walked in, I didn’t

hear you say hello. I feel hurt because my need for recognition wasn’t met.” 
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4. Requests—State a request of your partner to help you meet your unmet need that is positive, 

specific and doable. 

Beth might say, “When you walked in, I didn’t hear you say hello. I am hurting because my need for

recognition wasn’t met. Next time, would you say hello and ask me how my day went before turning

on the TV?” 

Beth might add a connecting request such as, “Thomas, would you tell me what comes up for you

when you hear me say these things to you?” 

Don’t phrase a request in the negative. For example, if you want your partner to stop drinking, 

don’t say: ‘I want you to stop drinking.’ That’s not really doable. Instead say: ‘When I see you 

drinking a bottle of wine every night [observation], I feel scared [feeling]. I’m wanting to protect our

relationship [need], and I’d like to know if you’d be willing to call AA tomorrow?’ [positive, specific

and doable request]. 

Note the difference between a request and a demand. If your partner chooses not to fulfill your

request and you punish him, it wasn’t a request, it was a demand. 

While it’s inevitable that conflict is going to arise whenever you put your heart on the line, use these

simple communication techniques, and you’ll begin to bring your relationship to calmer ground. 

• • • • • 

*Anger is a complex emotion, a signal that our needs are not being met. It is usually made up of two parts,

hurt and/or fear, and judgment. Love may be either a feeling or a need. 

Ron Gibbs is a psychotherapist who incorporates the Nonviolent Communication process in private sessions

for individuals and couples at his Oakland, California office, or by phone. For more information and free NVC

tools visit www.mindful.com or call (800) 971-3733. 
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About Nonviolent Communication
From the bedroom to the boardroom, from the classroom to the war zone, the Nonviolent

Communication (NVC) process is changing lives every day. NVC provides an easy to grasp, effective method 

to get to the root of conflict, violence and pain peacefully. By examining the unmet needs behind what 

we do or say, the NVC process helps reduce hostility, heal pain, and strengthen professional or personal 

relationships. 

The NVC process is now being taught in corporations, classrooms, prisons and mediation centers around

the globe. And it is affecting cultural shifts as institutions, corporations and governments integrate NVC 

consciousness into their organizational structures and their approach to leadership. 

International peacemaker, mediator, author and founder of the Center for Nonviolent Communication,

Dr. Marshall Rosenberg spends more than 250 days each year teaching the NVC process, including some of

the most impoverished, war-torn areas of the world. More than 180 certified trainers and hundreds more

teach this life-enriching process in 35 countries to approximately 250,000 people each year.

About the Center for Nonviolent Communication
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 training and consciousness around the world. 

Access local, national and international training opportunities, download trainer certification information,

connect to local NVC communities and purchase a variety of other NVC learning materials at:  

About PuddleDancer Press
The premier publisher of Nonviolent Communication related works. Find these resources and more at:

• Shop NVC—Continue your learning—purchase our NVC titles online safely and conveniently. Find

multiple-copy and package discounts, learn more about our authors and read dozens of book

endorsements from renowned leaders, educators, relationship experts and more. 

• NVC Quick Connect e-Newsletter —To stay apprised of new titles and the impact the NVC process

is having around the globe, visit our website and register for the quarterly NVC Quick Connect 

e-Newsletter. Archived newsletters are also available. 

• Help Share NVC—Access hundreds of valuable tools, resources and adaptable documents to help

you share this valuable process, form a local NVC practice community, coordinate NVC workshops and

trainings, and promote the life-enriching benefits of NVC training to organizations and communities

in your area. Sign up for our NVC Promotion e-Bulletin to get all the latest promotion tips and tools.

• For the Press—Journalists and producers can access author bios and photos, recently published 

articles in the media, video clips and other valuable information.

• Help Share NVC Community Forum—Scheduled for launch in mid-2005, the Help Share NVC

Community Forum provides an online space to support the continued spread of the NVC consciousness

worldwide. Join our forum today at www.ShareNVC.com 

www.CNVC.org

                         

http://www.cnvc.org
http://www.nonviolentcommunication.com
http://www.nonviolentcommunication.com/shop/communication-training-books.htm
http://www.nonviolentcommunication.com/newsletter.htm
http://www.nonviolentcommunication.com/community/relationship-building.htm
http://www.nonviolentcommunication.com/press/resolving-conflicts.htm
http://www.sharenvc.com
http://www.sharenvc.com



