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Empowered Self-Expression – Speaking from the heart  

 

There are so many ways to express ourselves, many of them not involving words much, if at all 
–dancing, sports, various games, playing instruments, making art, etc.  

Expression with words can be sorted into all kinds of expression – opinions, philosophy, 
memories, predictions, wondering out loud, praise, acknowledgment, apology, advice, 
explanation, persuasion, jokes – the list goes on and on.  

Various studies tell us that most of the meaning we convey happens with our non-verbal 
communication – gestures, facial language (including eye movements), body language, tone, 
volume, etc. One example of this is that if someone hears you saying one thing, but interprets 
your non-verbal communication as implying something else, they will often disbelieve your 
words and trust their interpretation of the other signals you’re giving instead.  

Nonetheless, the words we speak still have a lot of potential to help us connect with others, or 
to diminish our connection. Accordingly, the extent to which we have “power with” others is 
affected by how we communicate.  

Our verbal communication refers both to how we receive, hear and empathize with the words 
of others and how we express our words to others. This document is focusing on how we 
express ourselves in an empowered way. Within Nonviolent Communication aka Connected 
Communication we give a lot of focus to some specific forms of expression that tend to result in 
a decrease or increase in connection between people. 

In the Communication Dojo workshops, we tend to refer to “Disconnecting” modes of 
expression (“Pointy” communication) as compared with NVC or Connected Communication 
ways of expressing ourselves.  

The NVC way of expressing seems to match up with many of the answers we hear when asking 
people the questions: 

What is empowered self-expression? 

and 

What does it mean to “speak from the heart”? 

The number one reason that we don't get our needs met, we don't express them. We express 
judgments. If we do express needs, the number two reason we don't get our needs met, we don't make 

clear requests.  ~ Marshall Rosenberg 
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Common “DISCONNECTING” 
mode of expression.  

“Jackal” or “Pointy” 
communication. 

“CONNECTING” modes of expression used in NVC 

 (“Giraffe” language) 

• Blame 
• Criticism 
• Judgments (Non-life-

serving judgments i.e. 
judgments that are 
unlikely to meet needs, 
especially the needs of the 
person who is the target of 
the judgment) 

• Demands 
• Threats 
• Shoulds 
• Right/Wrong thinking 

• I-statements referring to some or all of the 4 
components OFNR: 

o Observations 
o Feelings 
o Needs 

• Requests (including questions, since any 
question to another person is a request for a 
response from them) 

• Speaking “from the heart” –  
o Aiming for Connection – to understand 

and be understood even when we’re in 
disagreement 

o Authenticity - Telling the truth even 
when it’s scary to do so 

o Kindness – Speaking with compassion for 
the person hearing our words, even when 
it’s tempting to use the “disconnecting” 
ways of expressing 

 

“IQ from the Heart” 

Since NVC self-expression tends to take the form of “I-statements” and 
“ReQuests/Questions,” spoken “From the Heart” we like to represent it 
with this figure. 

 

EVALUATIONS LEAD TO DEFENSIVENESS If someone hears what you’re saying as an evaluation 
(judgment, blame, diagnosis, and other forms of right/wrong thinking, etc.) they will often 
experience “defensiveness.” You will then BOTH spend time navigating through that 
defensiveness. This can take a lot of time and energy, and is generally not the most effective or 
efficient way navigate through differences and conflict.  
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OBSERVATIONS compared with EVALUATIONS  

Being able to describe the reality you’re observing, without using evaluative language, is often a 
more connecting choice. 

What is an observation? Here are a few guidelines for observation language… 

• What would a video camera see? e.g. “Your finger is pointing at me.” 
• What would a recording device hear? e.g. “I heard you say the words ‘You’re hypocritical.’” 
• What thoughts are you observing in your mind? e.g. “I’m thinking that although you were 

hoping to enjoy this event, you actually want to go home.”  

Does everyone agree on what’s an observation and what’s an evaluation?  

No, people don’t always agree one what’s an observation. Some people might claim that 
“You’re angry” or “You just sneered at me” or “You’re being ridiculous” are observations. For 
others these are definitely evaluations, and I suspect this would be the view of the vast majority 
of people trained in NVC.  

You can do a double check though. Just ask yourself “What am I seeing or hearing that leads 
me to say….that this person is angry, or that they sneered at me, or that they’re being 
ridiculous etc.?” This question might lead you to statements that the other person recognizes 
as observations. 

What about “You statements”?  

In NVC we suggest using “You statements” (or “Your statements”) only if they're part of an 
observation, not as an evaluation.  

We also recommend that you leave the word “you” (out of your expression of feelings or 
needs. This automatically removes expressions like: 

• “I feel like you…” (which will often be heard by other person as an evaluation of them) 
• “I need you to…”(which will often be heard by other person as an demand) 

While learning NVC it can be useful to start deliberately finishing the sentence “I feel…” with a 
word from the NVC feelings list (www.communicationdojo.com/feelings) and the sentence “I 
need….” With a word from the NVC needs list (www.communicationdojo.com/needs). 

These lists are not complete or definitive, so we don’t recommend trying to get everyone else 
to use these words. However, the words on these lists encourage us to look inside for what 
we’re feeling and for what we’re longing for – our fundamental universal human needs!  



Communication Dojo            Expression_INFO1.v3                             www.communicationdojo.com 

 

Copyright 2020                            Newt Bailey   www.communicationdojo.com 

OWNERSHIP LANGUAGE  

Owning the relationship between your feelings and your needs 

In NVC we’re encouraged to consider the follow explanation for our feelings/emotions… 

Your observations of the world around you, and of yourself, together with what you’re thinking, 
trigger or stimulate feelings.  

The feelings tell you whether your needs are being met to the extent you would like, or not.  

So, using the language of ownership, we can relate our feelings to our needs:  

“I feel X…and this feeling is letting me know whether my need for Y is being met to the extent I 
would like, or not”  

rather than  

“I feel X… because YOU…”      

e.g “I feel frustration right now, and this feeling is letting me know that my need for connection 
is not being met to the extent I would like.” 

rather than  

“I feel frustration because you keep looking at your phone.” 

Many students of NVC remember this as: “I feel X because I have a met/unmet/not-as-met-as-
I’d-like need for Y.” 

This can be shortened further to:  

 

 

The figure on the right (“IIQ-from-the-heart”) reminds us of this possibility 
of our I-statements taking this form “I feel because I ….”  

 

 

 

“I feel because I” rather than “I feel because you.” 
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Owning your thoughts 

Another part of ownership language means you own your thoughts (opinions, beliefs, 
judgments etc.) as your own rather than stating them as facts – and you include the 
observations your thoughts are based on: 

• OWNERSHIP: “I think that most couples would find this conflict we’re having weird – and I 
guess I think that because I’ve never heard anyone else talk about going through something 
like this, and I’ve never seen it on TV or in my family” 

• NO OWNERSHIP: “This conflict we’re having is weird” 

OBSERVATION ALONE DOES NOT REPLACE EVALUATION  

We could replace the evaluation “You just sneered at me” with the observation “I just saw the 
corner of your mouth curl upwards and your eyes seemed to narrow at the same time.”  

Somehow, though, this change might seem less complete and hence less authentic to you. 
“Sneer” is a word with implications. It seems to say what you mean. Many evaluative terms, like 
“sneer,” have a meaning that we hope the other person will recognize and agree with, but 
often they don’t.  

Getting clear for ourselves on our observations, feelings, needs and requests can help us find a 
fuller and perhaps less contentious way of expressing what we mean by a word like “sneer.” 

OBSERVATION: “I just saw the corner of my partner’s mouth curl upwards and their eyes 
seemed to narrow at the same time. I’m evaluating that as a sneer.”  
GUESS AT THEIR FEELINGS: “I’m guessing they’re feeling disgust or disdain…” 
OWN FEELINGS: “I’m feeling a bit shocked and worried…” 
OWN NEEDS: I would like a sense of respect and kindness between us as we work through this. 
REQUEST: I’m going to ask them if I’ve said or done something they don’t like.  
Exercise:  

Please through the following examples and discuss  

1. How you would feel being on the receiving end of each of them.  
2. Which would be more or less connecting for you?  
3. Which are using observations and/or ownership?  
4. Which is in the form IQ from the heart or IIQ from the heart?  
5. Is there a way you would prefer to express any of these statements?  
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1. “You said you’d cancel our weekend with your parents, but you didn’t, did you? I get 
annoyed when you don’t follow through on our agreements. It’s happened enough times 
now that it’s really interfering with my sense of predictability and being able to trust you."  

2. "You forgot to cancel with your parents? You are so disorganized. Why can’t you learn to 
make a note of things you’ve promised to do?"  

3. "You said you’d cancel our weekend with your parents, but they just texted me saying 
they’re looking forward to seeing us both! What’s going on?” 

4. “It makes me so mad that you talk about work every time we go on a date.” 

5. “Can we talk about something else? I was looking forward to a cozy, romantic kind of 
evening. I need you to take a break from work, OK?” 

6. “Hey, I’m nervous to say this, because I like to give support and empathy to you when 
you’re going through something tough at work. The truth is, though, that I’m starting to 
notice frustration and even anger coming up for me. I think it’s bringing to my attention how 
much I’m longing for a fun, romantic time with you – for us to relax and take our minds off 
the various challenges we’re facing. What comes up for you hearing me say this?” 

7. “Your attitude is starting to be a problem for me. I don’t have time for your issues.” 

8. “In our 1-on-1 meeting today I want to bring up a difficult topic. It’s connected to the side 
comments I’ve heard you making in the last couple of team meetings. I wrote them down so I 
could quote them to you if you’re not sure what I’m referring to. What I inferred from your 
comments is that you’re not enjoying my leadership, or the direction the team is taking.” 

9. “I get the impression lately that you think you could lead this team better than me. Is that 
what you think?” 

10. “I’m getting so sick of my partner trying to take over the cooking every time we’re making 
a meal. They want it to be done exactly the way their mom used to do it!” 

11. “I’d estimate that my partner has asked to take over on about 8 of the last 10 times I was 
cooking. I get really annoyed, because I want autonomy and to be trusted.” 

 


