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Turning Needs into Action 
 

Key Points on Turning Needs into Action 
 
• NVC encourages us to spend time and energy getting clear on what our needs are. 

We notice our: 
o Met needs, so we can feel and express gratitude for them 
o Needs that are unmet, or that we’d like to meet more fully, so we can make 

requests and come up with strategies to meet them 
 
• We recommend shifting your thinking or language from  

o “You’re not meeting my need for X, and that’s why I’m unhappy. In order 
for me to be happy you must meet my need for X.”  

to alternatives like: 
o “I loved it when you did Y. It totally met my need for X,” or 
o “I’d love my need for X to be more met, and I’m hoping we can find a 

way to make that happen that also meets your needs.” 
 
• A powerful attitude that’s central to NVC: “Your needs are as important as mine, my 

needs are as important as yours”  
 
• Your emotional system will keep you informed about your needs. We recommend 

that you really honor and respect your needs by keeping track of them. If you’re in 
conflict with someone else, also aim to understand their needs.  

o Use post-its, emails to yourself, etc. 
o Tell a friend about them 
o Build it into your schedule 

 
• When coming up with solutions or new agreements (experiments) after a conflict, 

check your solutions/strategies against the needs of both people (or all the people in 
larger groups).  

o Is it clear that your solutions are addressing the needs raised by all 
concerned?  

o If not, how can you tweak things, or come up with some new strategies, to 
meet the needs that are still not being taken sufficiently into account?  

 
• The expression “thinking outside the box” is often relevant. There might be needs 

that cannot be met within a particular context – a particular relationship or job, for 
example. That does not necessarily mean you need to leave that particular 
relationships or job in order to meet your need, but it might mean you will only meet 
it somewhere outside of that relationship/job. 

  
• In situations where we simply cannot find ways to meet a certain need, another need 

comes forward. This is the need for “mourning,” which Marshall Rosenberg called 
“the celebration of loss.” This means that we really allow ourselves to feel what 
comes up in relation to this unmet need, rather than pretending it’s not a big deal.  
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Pair Exercise – Solution Finding with Needs 
 
Imagine that Deb and Jason may have decided to use the NVC approach and got clear 
on the feelings and needs on each side. Their feelings and needs are listed in each 
scenario.  
 
They are not fighting for their position or preference. Instead they are putting their heads 
together to find ways that all the needs can be met.  
 
Your job is to come up with new strategies/actions/solutions that will allow the needs on 
both sides to be met. Be ready to think outside the box!  
 
Pair exercise: Partner up with someone. For each scenario, one of you will play Jason, 
the other will play Deb. Have a peaceful, co-operative discussion where you: 

• work together to come up with solutions to meet the needs on each side 
• carefully compare any solutions you come up with against the needs on both 

sides that you’re “solving for” i.e the full set of needs you’re trying to meet 
• you want both Deb and Jason to feel confident they’ve found a plan that will meet 

their needs and the other person’s 
 
Solo exercise: Journal your brainstormed solutions aimed at meeting all the needs on 
both sides in each scenario. 
 
 
Scenario 1  
The starting point of the conflict:  
Jason: "I want to stay home this weekend"  
Deb: "I want to go out of town this weekend" 
 
Feelings and needs: 
Jason’s starting point: "I want to stay home this weekend"  
Jason’s needs: Rest, Community, Integrity (“I’m totally letting my friends down, I’ve 
hardly seen some of them this year”) 
Jason’s feelings: Fatigue, Disconnection, Uneasy about not seeing friends for so long 
----------------------------- 
Deb’s starting point: "I want to go out of town this weekend" 
Deb’s needs: Fun/Aliveness, Adventure, Nature 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Communication	Dojo	 																									www.communicationdojo.com	
	

©	2020	Newt	Bailey	 newt@communicationdojo.com	 415-694-8798	

 
Scenario 2 
 
The starting point of the conflict:  
Jason: "I stay quiet and go along with your preferences, because if I don’t it turns into a 
huge discussion or a fight" 
Deb: “I want you to express your preferences.” 
 
Jason’ starting point: "I stay quiet and go along with your preferences, because if I don’t 
it turns into a huge discussion or a fight" 
Jason’s needs:  
To Matter (“I want my preference to matter”) 
Choice, Ease (“I used to express my preference, but it would always end up with a 
huge discussion or even a fight about it, so chose to stay silent because it’s easier, but I 
don’t really have much of sense of choice about what we do.”) 
Self-Expression (“I resentfully go along with your preferences, but I don’t express my 
preference – I don’t meet my need for self-expression.”) 
Jason’s feelings: Indignant, Confused, Frustrated, Nervous 
----------------------------- 
Deb’s starting point: “I want you to express your preferences.” 
Deb’s needs:  
To Be Seen ("I don't always 'get my way' - I often suggest something and we do it, but 
now it turns out you went along with it resentfully, but I didn't know that. I’d like to be 
seen for that") 
Mutuality & Honesty - "Let's do things we both want, so we have a sense of mutuality 
to do or have an honest conversation about it" 
Deb’s feelings: Surprised & Annoyed, Hopeful 
 
Scenario 3 
 
Deb: "My work has offered me a promotion if I move to New York, I want us to move"  
Jason: "No way... I'm not leaving the Bay Area!" 
 
Deb’s starting point: "My work has offered me a promotion if I move to New York, I want 
us to move"  
Deb’s needs: Financial Security, Self-Worth, Family (she’s from the East Coast, and 
her family are there) 
Deb’s feelings: Excited, Pleased, Nervous & Hopeful 
---------------------------- 
Jason’s starting point: "No way... I'm not leaving the Bay Area!" 
Jason’s needs: Community (he knows no one on the East Coast apart from Deb’s 
family), Comfort (he loves the climate and surroundings of California) 
Jason’s feelings: Dismay, Horrified 
 
Jason & Deb: They both want to stay together as a couple. 


