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1 The NVC component was called ‘Community Harmonisation in Groups and Self - CHIGS’ for the lifetime of the 
project since it was thought this would be more easily understood by all stakeholders as NVC is not widely 
known 
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1. Executive summary 

 

When, in August 2008, Foundation Terre des hommes Lausanne (Tdh) in Lebanon started its project 
to provide emergency psychosocial and protection assistance to Iraqi refugees through its local 
partner the Insan Association, Tdh became one of the first international NGOs to experiment with 
Nonviolent Communication (NVC) as a philosophy and practice underpinning an emergency 
response in the field. 

Since its creation in 1960, when it was founded by Edmond Kaiser, the mission of Tdh has been to 
come to the aid of children. Tdh is free of religious, ethic or political bias.  It endeavours at all times 
to defend the rights of children in times of war or natural catastrophe, or in less publicized situations 
of distress. Over the last forty years, Tdh has specialised in three areas of expertise: mother-child 
health, child protection (including research and actions against child trafficking) and psychosocial.  

Today, Tdh is a significant asset among children’s aid organisations in Switzerland and throughout 
the world. It is the largest non-governmental organisation (NGO) for children’s aid in Switzerland 
with three areas of expertise. The organisation is implementing development projects in 28 
countries and emergency relief programmes in 4 others. The Charter of Tdh and its Child Protection 
Policy promote the rights of children and mandates safeguards against harm. This assistance is 
provided in accordance to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  

Tdh has been present in Lebanon since 1984.  Its areas of programming have included: mother and 
child health, children with disabilities, children in conflict with the law, post-conflict psychosocial 
activities and Palestinian refugee child protection.  

In 2008 Tdh in Lebanon began responding to the psychosocial and protection needs of Iraqi refugees 
by implementing ‘Home and Community Based Psychosocial Services’.  Central to this approach was 
the learning and use of Nonviolent Communication (NVC) by Tdh’s implementing partner Insan 
Association and key Tdh staff.  The success of the first twelve months of the project reflects the 
potential role of NVC in development and disaster programming.   

Child and community participation to promote and sustain empowerment, particularly during 
periods of heightened vulnerability as experienced by refugees, is a fundamental practice of Tdh 
throughout its projects and relationships with communities.  With this as guiding philosophy the 
inclusion of non-violent communication and models to practice to shift power from humanitarian aid 
provider to recipient is a constant quest for Tdh, as Jason Squire, the Tdh Delegate in Lebanon, 
explains: 

‘What I believe is one of the most significant elements of NVC is the concept of ‘being’ and its 
undeniable links with language and actions.  How we ‘be’ with ourselves and the Iraqis 
reflects in everything we do.  Consistently throughout the project Iraqi’s have commented on 
how we communicate with them, listen to them and act without prejudice.  This is a classic 
example of our ‘being’ and it has more of an impact than anything else….’ 

This capitalisation document shows how the thinking and framework of NVC brings to life 
participatory frameworks such as Tdh’s Child Protection Manual, child and community participation 
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theory and case management process.  As a result, the deeper connection and understanding 
between the self and other that NVC creates, as the Insan Project Coordinator explains, can have a 
remarkable impact on child protection: 

‘If we build a positive relationship with people, then 
they also start to change their violent relationships 
into positive ones. Slowly she started to speak to her 
children not beat them, and then she began to take 
her daughter from her husband’s bed and take care 
of her.’ 

 

This document records the implementation and impact of 
NVC in the field, mainly in Lebanon with supporting 
reference to parallel work in Jordan and Syria.  It looks at 
how NVC fits within child protection frameworks and finds a strong relationship between NVC and 
two pillars of child protection: child rights and empowerment.  Interestingly, NVC’s consistent role is 
to breathe life into such frameworks, answering Jackson’s (2003) vital query: 

‘The question is not ‘what does the moral code for justice look like?’ but ‘how do you become 
just?’’ in other words, how can you ‘be’ in a way that achieves justice? 

So this report shows firstly how NVC was introduced into the Tdh project in Lebanon with the 
training of Insan’s team of psychologists, social workers, animators and educators.  It gives an 
account of the training received and its outcome: how NVC was first ‘felt’ by the participants who 
acknowledged the connecting impact of empathy that comes with having your unmet needs2 truly 
heard.  As those role playing new refugees receiving a visit from Insan staff said: 

‘[When] Insan engaged in fact finding [there was little trust] – in the beginning I didn’t trust 
but built trust through [expressing] feelings and needs’ 

From here this account shows how the learning was implemented in the field by the Insan staff as 
they made more than 1000 visits in total to 247 families.  Stories from the staff help illustrate how 
NVC gives them both a deeper, less polarised thinking about the adults and children they work with 
and a framework for connecting with the beneficiaries with empathy with remarkable results.  The 
staff’s stories illustrate equally their awareness of their own judgements and associated needs (as 
one animator says of a child: ‘he’s a loose cannon, he’s got needs to express himself and for freedom 
and trust’) and the impact their giving empathy to the parents has, as one social worker says of a 
mother: 

‘I was also able to notice her confidence grow and her body language change over this time. 
She began to speak more with people outside the home and spend time with her Lebanese 
friend.’ 

                                                             
2 See Appendix B for examples of needs and Appendix C for examples of feelings as used in NVC 

‘Slowly she then 
started to speak to 
her children and not 
beat them, and then 
she began to take her 
daughter from her 
husband’s bed’ 
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The stories also convey the crucial child protection role played by the parents.  This report 
demonstrates powerfully how the relationships created through NVC bring to life a cornerstone of 
Tdh’s child protection manual, i.e. that ‘People are always key actors in their own protection’.  As 
one social worker observes, after building trust with one mother: 

‘.... She let her daughter to go out in the afternoon for an hour to see her friends, something 
the mother couldn’t bear a few months ago.’ 

This report also discusses the few steps taken to share NVC directly with the Iraqis, how the 
concepts were enthusiastically grasped by parents seeking new ways to handle their children.  It 
comments on the difficulties faced doing group work with a transient population. 

Looking at parallel work, the report touches on the impressions of psychologists and counsellors in 
Jordan and Syria who, after receiving introductory training, have now secured funding for an NVC 
specialist for the second phase of their project.  Their enthusiasm comes from experiencing how NVC 
can support their work with adults and children since, as the Insan psychologists observe: 

‘The capacity to link between emotions and thoughts is an essential objective of the clinical 
psychology’ 

More strategically, the place of NVC with its alternative to traditional consensus driven win/lose 
thinking is highlighted, noting how conventional psychological approaches reinforce ‘power over’ 
relationships that can rarely achieve the same degree of empathy and trust between the staff 
member and the beneficiary.  In this way the report underlines a difference between Tdh Lebanon’s 
Home and Community Based Psychosocial Services and the clinical approach in Jordan and Syria. 

Finally, from understanding the deeper essence of NVC with its emphasis of non-judgement and 
deep connection with self and the other in the present, common difficulties raised by the staff in all 
three countries are discussed.  The main observation being that ‘getting to an outcome’ is not NVC 
and, whilst with NVC the outcome is guaranteed and, as we will see, potentially powerfully different 
to one created in a win/lose paradigm, to be really sure of this takes much training and practice. 

Key findings and outcomes 

NVC supports aid work methodologies such as ‘do no harm’ by helping aid workers understand their 
own needs and motives and with this understanding connect with the needs of others. 

Tdh’s case management approach of regular visits to homes is augmented by NVC. 

NVC as a model provides a powerful way of thinking and communicating that people from Lebanon, 
Syria, Jordan and Iraq find stimulating and inspiring.  NVC ‘works’ in Arabic. 

Staff with training and coaching can begin to use NVC: 

�x They consistently described how they became less judgemental of children and their parents 

�x There are many stories of staff listening to very painful accounts of Iraqi’s experience with 
presence and connection without being overwhelmed 

�x Psychologists report that NVC gives strong support to their clinical psychological approach  
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Staff related many stories of how connecting with the non-material needs of the Iraqis through 
empathy brought much more trust and friendship and significantly increased the confidence and 
mood of the Iraqis. 

When staff connect with the non-material needs of the Iraqis, money becomes less important.  In 
NVC this is explained by seeing money as a strategy to meet needs, such as security or peace, and 
not a need in itself.  The Iraqis had many unmet needs, such as to be heard, to be understood and 
community.  As these needs were met through the duration of the project their relationship with 
money changed.  Money was still important but not the only issue.  In fact, focussing on money 
would have missed the core burning unmet needs of the beneficiaries and it’s possible that the child 
protection benefits of the project may not have been realised. 

Staff using NVC empower Iraqis to address their own issues.  As the Iraqi parents became more 
confident they took steps to counter child protection risks to their families, such as removing 
children from their husband’s bed, allowing children to play with locals and moving from inner 
sadness to enthusiastically organising a birthday celebration for their child.  Child protection can 
happen in the absence of formal state actors. 

Parents connected readily with the concept of needs and softened their judgements – and potential 
punishment - of their children as good or bad or right or wrong. 

NVC was shared easily in a variety of settings, from formal training events to chats over coffee. 

Problems 

Staff with initial training and coaching in NVC can still be ‘stopped’ by people they see as ‘not using 
NVC’ rather than understanding that engaging with NVC is a personal practice and doesn’t require 
others to do the same.  As people become more experienced in NVC they begin to share their own 
feelings and needs – this was not happening so much with the staff who were using NVC to process 
what they were hearing from others. 

Sharing NVC with beneficiaries, as opposed to using NVC in your own approach, requires much 
experience and understanding.  Though NVC may seem simple it has a deep power that can take 
time to grasp.  So where people with basic training and coaching tried to teach NVC we observed 
that the group numbers dropped.  This may also have been due to cultural impact of the age of the 
staff and also the difficulties of working with a transient population. 

 

Recommendations 

Training for all staff and managers is needed for a project to have a truly NVC culture.  
Organisational systems, such as job descriptions, staff supervision and case management meetings 
all need to be underpinned by NVC consciousness.  Having such a culture would encourage staff to 
share their own feelings and needs in the situation and begin to create truly ‘power-with’ as 
opposed to a ‘power-over’ relationships. 

Management truly need to challenge their thinking around ‘who makes decisions about what’, 
ensuring that staff are included at every turn.  NVC is counter to formal power structures that meet 
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the needs of some at the expense of others.  For staff to engage with beneficiaries with NVC the 
organisation must constantly work at their own NVC practice.   

After initial training NVC conversations can be had in any setting, from the home, shop and coffee 
house to the training room. 

Staff having a coaching approach is vital, i.e. once beneficiaries have some understanding of NVC it is 
then staff’s role to say, for example, ‘we discussed judgements last week and the needs that they 
come from, what have you thought about that since in relation to your children’s behaviour?’ 

Having a dedicated NVC specialist in the team is important.  Initially staff find it hard to ‘think NVC’ 
so having someone with a remit to observe the organisational systems and the scenarios staff face 
on a daily basis and how they deal with them, and then provide NVC alternatives is extremely 
powerful.  

Beyond the work in this project, NVC can be used as a framework to bring individuals and 
communities together in a process that uses openness and honesty to establish understanding and 
trust. 

 

2. Background to the project 

Tdh’s emergency psychosocial and protection assistance to Iraqi refugees began in August 2008.  The 
project was initiated in three countries, Lebanon,3 Jordan and Syria.  The detailed needs assessment 
in Lebanon (Tdh (2008)) uncovered many difficulties faced by the refugee population.  For example, 
it saw that half of the female Iraqi refugees asked spent their time exclusively at home.  It showed 
how, due to insecurity with the local authorities for fear of arrest and deportation and poor 
relationships with the local population ‘Iraqis are reluctant that their adolescent children access 
centre based support’ and ‘men limit their movement and ability to provide for their family, so 
children enter paid work to provide for the family unit’.   

The needs assessment concluded that such circumstances were impacting on child safety and 
welfare, for example: 

“Parents, afraid to go out themselves, were sending children to work long hours in difficult 
environments for poor rates of pay” 

“Children were on average two-five years behind in educational level, with some absent from 
school up to four years” 

“An overwhelming majority of youth in focus group discussion cited difficult and painful 
experiences and emotions in Lebanon (frustration, boredom, lack of social skills, that they 
were the target of discrimination and insults, insecurity, instability, and disdain for their lack 
of access or success in school)” 

                                                             
3 See Appendix A for more background on Tdh’s work in Lebanon 
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In response, the needs assessment called for ‘Home and community based psychosocial services’.  
The trend at the time of commencing the project was for organisations to establish centres and for 
Iraqi refugees to attend these centres.  Problems were faced with this approach mainly through the 
reluctance of Iraqi refugees to move around Beirut because of the real threat of being arrested and 
deported.  Tdh reversed this assistance pattern through taking psychosocial services to the Iraqi 
population in their homes and communities. This approach was reinforced in the subsequent project 
proposal explaining how Tdh in Lebanon wanted to test a fresh approach to psychosocial assistance, 
including: 

“Tdh social workers, through home and community visits, who are trained to identify 
psychosocial distress symptoms, will refer identified cases directly to Tdh psychologists for 
assessment and specialised assistance and referral.” 

The home and community based approach adopted in Lebanon was to be in contrast to the ‘clinical 
psychological approach’ established for Jordan and Syria.  The latter was characterised by the 
establishment of clinical centres housing psychologists, counsellors and animators conducting 
appointments and running support groups. 

Whilst a full analysis of the merits of the two models is beyond the scope of this document, the 
contrast provides a valuable point of departure.  This report, through highlighting the use and 
impact of Nonviolent Communication (NVC), touches on some of the assumptions and values that 
underpin the Lebanon ‘social work approach’.  As we will see, the power of NVC is testimony to the 
transformative impact of being fully connected to another human being.  As Marshall Rosenberg 
(2003), a PhD qualified psychotherapist and founder of NVC, says: 

‘Time and again I have witnessed people transcend the paralyzing effects of psychological 
pain when they have sufficient contact with someone who can hear them empathically.  As 
listeners, we don’t need insights into psychological dynamics or training in psychotherapy.  
What is essential is our ability to be present to what’s really going on within – to the unique 

feelings and needs a person is experiencing in that very 
moment.’ (p.127) 

This is contrast to what Rosenberg’s sees happening in 
traditional, more clinical, approaches.  He describes, for 
example, his:  

‘...long-standing ambivalence towards clinical detachment – a 
sacrosanct rule in the psychoanalytic psychotherapy I was 
taught’ (p.176). 

And the loss of empathy amid the traditional power 
relationship in psychotherapy is starkly highlighted by Babur 
(quoted by Rosenberg (2003)), who says  

‘Such [empathic] encounters would be impossible as long as 
clients continue to view themselves as clients and their psychotherapists as psychotherapist’ 

 

‘Time and again I have 
witnessed people 
transcend the paralysing 
effects of psychological 
pain when they have 
sufficient contact with 
someone who can hear 
them empathically’ 
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3. Introduction 

In 2008-9, staff of the Insan Association made more than 1000 visits in total to 247 Iraqi families in 
Beirut (see Appendix D for a summary of Insan’s activity).  The staff’s approach was underpinned by 
NVC. 

This capitalisation report gives an account and analysis of the use of NVC in the field and its impact.  
It also serves to provide an introduction to NVC thinking and illustrates how this works differently in 
practice from traditional consensus driven concepts of right and wrong and how the latter can 
transfer into humanitarian projects with a top down approach towards refugee communities 
promoting practices which don’t foster community participation and empowerment, particularly for 
children.  Tdh is vigilant on this point and has an ever present philosophy of building relationships 
with project targets and stakeholders not over the top of them. 

 

3.1.   What is NVC? 

NVC was developed by Marshall Rosenberg in the 1960’s.  Rosenberg (2003) explains how: 

‘Believing it is our nature to enjoy giving and receiving in a compassionate manner I have 
been preoccupied most of my life with two questions: What happens to disconnect us from 
our compassionate nature, leading us to behave violently and exploitatively? And, 
conversely, what allows some people to stay connected to their compassionate nature under 
even the most trying circumstances?’ (p.1). 

Exploring these questions Rosenberg developed a model for communication that enhances 
compassion, both for ourselves and others.  Some key elements are that, with NVC: 

�x People have an opportunity to be heard and to know they have been heard 

�x People are not being judged, instead there is a process that moves from the story of what is 
happening to the emotions and non-material needs underneath 
the story 

�x Non-material or ‘human’ needs, such as autonomy, safety, 
connection and trust, are understood and seen as universal.  
Human needs do not cause conflict, instead it’s the strategies 
used to meet the needs that do.  NVC aims to find strategies to 
meet the needs of all 

�x Violence is seen as aided by a polarised perception of ‘the other’ 
being in the ‘wrong’ and ‘deserving’ punishment.  NVC provides a 
deeper understanding of, and departure from, these judgements 
by bringing people into the present with an intention to connect 

�x There is trust that the process of sharing and being heard with empathy works 

‘Human needs do 
not cause conflict, 
instead it’s the 
strategies used to 
meet the needs 
that do’ 
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Rosenberg’s model overlaps with the findings of leading peace theorists such as John Burton (1990) 
(who developed his Human Needs Theory from dialogue work in the 70’s and 80’s) and John Paul 
Lederach (1997).  What connects their approaches is the notion that working with non-material 
needs has a transformative impact on relationships.  

The consequences of this notion can be seen in 40 years of relationship building, such as; truth and 
reconciliation commissions in South Africa and Chile, mediation following riots in Burnley (UK), 
interventions for tsunami affected villagers and government staff in Sri Lanka, mediation for street 
gangs in Sao Paulo (Brazil) and children affected by war in Kabul (Afghanistan).  Indeed, the 
fundamental impact of ‘being heard’ is well illustrated by the research of Professor Lawrence 
Sherman of Cambridge University (2007).4  He looked into restorative justice practices (typically 
promoting dialogue between people in conflict) and showed that parties are much more satisfied 
with the outcome compared to traditionally judgemental justice mechanisms.  Pertinent to NVC is 
his finding that people following a restorative process are much less likely to want ‘violent revenge’. 

As we will see, concepts such as ‘dialogue’ and ‘community participation’ are not unique to the field 
of relationship building.  In fact they are core to Tdh’s approach to emergency and development 
work.   What is exciting, however, is this: 

The main contribution of NVC is to provide a way to ‘operationalise’ dialogue and community 
participation because it gives an insight into why compassion flows and where it’s blocked, 
and gives the tools to develop that insight and turn that it into powerful verbal and non 
verbal communication. 

 

3.2.   The role of NVC in the Tdh project in Lebanon, Syria and Jordan 

In this project the term ‘Community Harmonisation in Groups and Self’ (CHIGS) was used instead of 
NVC.  The project proposal emphasised that in Lebanon: 

‘general community social work will be a key strategy which is based on “human contact” 
building trust, community harmonisation and effectively linking services to Iraqi refugees in 
their homes and communities’ 

The role of Community Harmonisation in this project was twofold: 

1) To provide an overarching approach that supports the practice of the Insan staff enabling 
them to connect with the non-material needs of: 

�x  the beneficiaries and thus be truly empowering and community led 

�x their colleagues and thus work in ways that engender open communication, trust and 
creativity 

�x themselves and so have much more awareness of their own judgements and the needs that 
underpin them 

                                                             
4 http://www.smith-institute.org.uk/pdfs/RJ_exec_summary.pdf - accessed 7 October 2009 
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2) To provide specialist input into community harmonisation events within and or between 
communities 

 

As stated above, the main offer of NVC is to ‘operationalise’ ideas like dialogue and community 
participation.  As such, the intention of the two roles given here is consistent with Tdh’s approach to 
child protection.  O’Leary and Squire (2008) state that part of Tdh’s primary objective ‘is to provide 
psychosocial protection to children’ and they also explain how: 

“Not only is community participation a fundamental and underlying principle for Tdh, Tdh 
also operates from the assumption that children are actors in their own lives, thereby 
adhering to a child-centred approach which upholds the idea that children have a 
fundamental right to participate in decision-making on issues that affect them.” 

Community participation is a central piece of emergency and development wisdom and seen as a 
vital part of for example, Do No Harm5 and Peace and Conflict Impact Assessment frameworks.  
Writing on the status of the latter in 2005, Schmelzle highlights how  

‘..all contributors agree on the importance of conducting assessments and evaluations by 
carefully designed and integrative processes [whilst acknowledging] how difficult it can be... 
to implement such processes on a case-by-case basis given the best of intentions’ 

NVC brings a methodology and thinking that eases some of the difficulties by establishing deep 
human connections from where, for example, integrative processes can thrive. 

 

3.3.   NVC and beneficiary empowerment through Tdh’s Case Management Process 

In providing an approach by which Insan staff can connect with beneficiaries, their colleagues and 
themselves, NVC firmly supports Tdh’s case management approach to child protection.  According to 
O’Leary and Squire (2008) ‘Case management is a systematic process that fully meets the needs of 
beneficiaries both individually and collectively’.  The place of NVC in the project was, therefore, to 
help staff generate a deep understanding of those needs – as opposed to falling into the traditional 
trap of aid workers ‘knowing what’s best for beneficiaries’. 

This deeper understanding of needs also reinforces the first vital step in the case management 
approach employed by Insan:  an assessment to determine the level of risk to children.  By truly 
connecting with the children, parents and the community Insan staff hoped to really hear the 
problems and solutions as identified by the beneficiaries.  

Integrated processes to, for example, determine the families’ needs and strengths served to 
systematically create an overall picture that was then captured by Tdh’s case management 
documentation.  From here, Insan staff sought to generate an action plan with the child and family 
to address any child protection issues.  In Insan’s case, whilst this frequently involved connecting 

                                                             
5 See for example Collaborative Learning Projects (2004) - The Do No Harm Handbook 
http://www.cdainc.com/dnh/docs/DoNoHarmHandbook.pdf  - accessed 7 October 2009 
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people with other agencies, a key theme that emerges from this report is the role of the individuals 
and families themselves in minimising child protection risks.  Thus NVC’s contribution is to support 
an approach that empowers beneficiaries and counters the notion that child protection cannot be 
accomplished in the absence of formal state mechanisms.  For more information on this see the 
section 5.3 – The impact on Child Protection. 

NVC’s role of empowerment helps aid workers move beyond the common stumbling block of 
resources.  Indeed it is often the case in initial meetings with beneficiaries to hear the only thing 
they need is money.  In some cases this is true and the project had a capacity to provide emergency 
relief for extremely vulnerable children and families.  However, through Tdh’s case management 
approach which is based on frequent and regular visits to people in their homes and communities, 
and Insan’s capacity though NVC to give empathy to deeper needs, it became apparent to the 
beneficiaries that money was not the only thing they wanted in their circumstances.  After a period 
of building trust and connection the needs such as to be heard, belonging, social connection and 
support in non-material ways were valued as highly and often superseded the initial request for 
financial support.  As a consequence, out of 247 families visited throughout the life of the project 
only 2-3 still requested, and received, direct financial support once a deeper connection was 
established with the members of the household through listening and giving empathy. 

 

4. The process of introducing NVC  

An NVC Consultant with experience of working with NVC in international development settings was 
employed for four months of the twelve month project.  As Appendix E summarises, the Consultant’s 
input came during three visits to the project, backed up by long distance telephone coaching for the 
Tdh child protection officer and Insan’s project coordinator.  The coaching element, in addition to 
the workshop format, is vital since it gives longer gestation for the learning and integration of new 
ideas; learning NVC cannot be rushed.  In addition, Insan’s success with NVC has been down to its 
integration into the culture of the organisation, from top management downwards, supported by its 
use in staff supervision and team meetings as well as its employment by staff teams in the field. 

Preparation 

In preparation for the training NVC tools were translated into Arabic.  The translation was done by a 
first language Arabic speaker with a working knowledge of NVC.  The translation can be important 
for very subtle reasons, e.g. key ideas such as non-material needs and feelings in English are – 
crucially - neutral whereas in some languages, Tamil for example, the feelings words themselves can 
be positive or negative. 

Another important part of the preparation was a half day demonstration for Tdh and Insan 
management staff of some NVC concepts.  In addition another two days was given to training the 
child protection officer from the Tdh team, who then also coached and facilitated during the three 
day introductory training for staff.  Indeed, it was in part due to the learning and skill of the Tdh staff 
member and the Insan project coordinator that the three days of NVC training was so well received.  
This model of training local staff in the delivery of NVC was one developed in Sri Lanka.  Its 
implementation here contributes not only to effective impact of the training but also to the 
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sustainability of the NVC ethos of the project.  In their roles as project coordinator and child 
protection officer these two individuals were well placed to model, support and coach others in the 
good practice that NVC promotes. 

What the three day introductory NVC training covered 

An illustration of the core topics covered during the three day introduction training can be seen in 
Appendix F.  This diagram also became a sheet in each case management file as a reminder to the 
Insan staff.  A quick outline of the five sections illustrated in Appendix F is given here. 

The Violence Cycle – is a way of conceptualising the current dominant paradigm, characterised by 
ideas of right and wrong and judgement6 and blame.  We work with the view that it is the learning of 
the violence cycle that, as Rosenberg puts it ‘disconnects us from our compassionate nature’.  The 
idea is that we are taught to find people (including ourselves) to judge and blame for our feelings, 
and in the split second that the judgement is made we believe it.  We are then placed to move to the 
last step, rewards and punishments.7 

With the violence cycle established, the role of NVC is to find ways to break the cycle. 

Understanding – the first part of breaking the cycle is understanding that our feelings come from our 
universal, non-material needs.  The term ‘needs’ in NVC refers to intangible elements important to 
all people, such as freedom, equality, safety, connection, to be heard.  The idea is that when our 
needs are met we experience positive feelings and the converse when our needs are not met.  When 
we’re thinking in the violence cycle however we don’t understand the connection between our 
feelings and needs and instead blame and judge others (and ourselves) for the feelings we have. 

Expressing – covers the four step structure of expression in NVC, the purpose of which is for the 
individual to share what’s really happening for them.  The four step process encourages people to be 
aware of their own feelings and needs. 

Listening – develops the key skill empathy, both for yourself and for the other.  In NVC empathy is 
characterised by being fully present to what is alive in you or the other person, in other words what 
feelings and needs are present.  An empathic state in NVC involves having ‘power with’ rather than 
power over – equality and acceptance is present.  Empathy is the ingredient that means we really 
hear what is happening for the other person, and the other person knows it. 

The 13 Step Dancefloor (Lawrie and Belgrave8) – provides a framework for learning and practising 
the different NVC elements.  The 3-day training culminated with a role play simulation involving an 
NGO providing services to Iraqi refugees, the host community and building relationships with other 
NGOs.  A key outcome was the difference between approaching the ‘other’ with empathy and an 

                                                             
6 Judgement in this context refers to moralistic judgement of who or what we or somebody else is 
7 The Violence Cycle links with a vast amount of conflict resolution thinking, for example see Kohn (1999) on 
dominance and impact of the learnt rewards and punishment paradigm, Volkan (2001) describes the way 
‘chosen traumas’ contribute to the judgements and polarised positions one group adopts with respect to 
another resulting in conflict, and Deutsch (quoted in Tidwell (1998)) says that key to conflict resolution is the 
‘correction of perception’ (i.e. judgement). 
8 http://nvcdancefloors.com accessed 7 October 2009 
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intention to connect with their needs, as opposed to the traditional mindset of aiming to ‘fix the 
problem’.  As is shown below, both in the training room and in the field, choosing to ‘fix the 
problem’ often resulted in an alienating the other and a decrease in trust.   

 

5. Outcomes 

5.1.   The impact on the staff learning and using NVC 

Impact on the Insan Team in Lebanon 

The simulation at the end of the three day introductory training makes a helpful comparison 
between NVC and traditional approaches.  Participants split into the roles of Insan providing 
emergency child protection assistance, other local NGOs providing services to Iraqis, Iraqis and the 
host community.  At the end of the activity people were asked ‘what contributed to or detracted 
from connection and trust between those playing Insan and the others?’  Interestingly those 
reporting a lack of trust said: 

�x ‘I wanted my fears acknowledged’ – there was a lack of 
empathy  

�x [there was] ‘Judging and giving solution’ – judgement was 
present and ‘Insan’ seemed fixed on the outcome.  A key part of 
NVC is to focus on the connection, not on the outcome.  Once 
you have the connection the outcome emerges 

�x ‘Insan engaged in fact finding’ – there was disconnect when Insan’s intention was to collect 
information and not connect with what was alive for others 

Whereas connection and trust was enhance when: 

�x ‘Expressing feelings and needs, in beginning I didn’t trust but built trust through feelings and 
needs’ - shows how the role play brought out the transition from distrust to trust through using 
NVC. 

�x ‘Acceptance and respect and listening’ – those playing the role of beneficiaries experienced 
acceptance and respect through the process 

�x ‘They understood our fears’ – how the process gave a framework for beneficiaries not only to be 
understood but also to have their difficult situations, their fears, heard 

‘I wanted my 
fears 
acknowledged’ 
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So how did the training impact on the real Insan’s field work?   

Four months into the project the psychologists in the team reported how the social workers (SW) 
‘get people to express their feelings and not panic’.  They said that that the ‘SW had good 
connections with people and when people look sad or angry they know how to handle this’.  The 

SWs said ‘it’s easy to notice about people’s needs’.  One said 
that using NVC helps because people ‘feel comfortable 
talking to me.  They added ‘at first I thought our project is 
nothing [not offering material support], then I realise they 
just need us to come here and have coffee.  When my first 
family left for the US this week they asked me to come and 
say goodbye – they were in tears’.  The same SW said ‘it was 
a shocking point [surprise, on the training] that we have to 
listen to their feelings [and now] I feel comfortable when 
they express their feelings’, [question: because of the 

training?] ‘of course!’ 

Also after four months the animators/educators (A/E) were very positive, one said they often think 
feelings and needs with the children.  E.g. of child x, they say ‘he’s a loose cannon, he’s got needs to 
express himself and for freedom and trust’.  [Also with 
other children] ‘we saw responses to activities and they all 
have the same needs, to feel at home, familiarity and self 
expression’.  The A/E said ‘our activities are not 
extraordinary, but it’s the way we do it that counts, and so 
they tell us personal things ‘this happened and I don’t 
know what to do’’.  Of working with the team they say 
[NVC] ‘made it possible to be more understanding – e.g. 
my colleague is frustrated.  At first, I feel like they’re 
attacking and I now understand and I don’t take it 
personally.  I’m more comfortable when others are frustrated’. 

The Insan management team (Project Coordinator (PC) and Senior Social Worker (SSW)) 

In February 2009 two half day sessions were run using case studies and role plays built around real 
scenarios.  Key elements were how to explore issues, agree goals and give feedback in a way which is 
not judgemental, but instead meets the needs of all concerned.  The day following the training the 
PC reported how her team meeting ‘was different’ because: 
 

‘I resisted from imposing my view.  Instead the meeting went much better and suggestions 
came from everyone’.   

 
After two weeks the SSW reported that the supervision meetings ‘had gone very well’.  She said  
 

‘I did it like you told me, I trusted the process.  I have learnt many things, for example when 
something’s not clear, I process by asking questions like ‘in what way it was not supported?’ 

‘When my first family 
left for the US this 
week they asked me to 
come and say goodbye 
– they were in tears’ 

 ‘Our activities are not 
extraordinary, but it’s 
the way we do it that 
counts’ 
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Also something was said about the relationships between two people in the team so I asked 
the team member to do the empathy process with the other person.’ 
 

After five months the management team reflect on the impact of using NVC in their management 
approach, they say: 

‘People feel more satisfied when they have a space to talk and express their feelings in a 
friendly relaxed atmosphere and when they feel that someone is listening without judging, 
imposing or telling what to do. The process gives them a boost to proceed in the work and or 
to be able to communicate better with others when there is a problem.’ 

And what do the staff say? 

The impact of NVC on the working of the Insan team was summarised when they met with another 
NGO about to start using NVC, one Insan person said: 

'within our team we had problems because we each 
have different roles and jobs so we wanted to do the 
work differently with different outcomes. So we really 
needed this process or we could not have worked 
together' 

Clearly, however, NVC doesn’t bring a magic wand and where 
staff were frustrated by organisational issues they both acknowledged how NVC provided a 
mechanism for trust and openness whilst still regretting that ‘this didn’t always get things changed’. 

Impact on the psychologists from Insan in Lebanon and from Tdh in Jordan and Syria 

NVC was introduced first into the project in Lebanon through Insan.  Six months later training was 
held for the Tdh staff in Syria and Jordan.   Therefore the Insan psychologists had more exposure to 
NVC.9 

The summary paper written by Insan’s two psychologists (Appendix G) reflects the very positive 
connection between NVC and clinical psychology practice.   NVC provides a potent way of thinking 
and communicating that links emotions and thoughts, and the various tools introduced to share NVC 
have proved very powerful because, as they state in Appendix G: 

‘The capacity to link between emotions and thoughts is an essential objective of the clinical 
psychology’ 

Follow up evaluation of the two day training for psychologists (9 in Appendix E) showed that those 
from Jordan and Syria had also started to get the benefits of NVC.  Responses to the question ‘what 
specific things have you put into practice?’ included: 

                                                             
9 The Insan psychologists attended the full range of training for the Insan staff, plus the two day regional 
psychologists’ training (9 in Appendix E).  All bar one of the staff from Syria and Jordan had a maximum of 
three days training.  The majority of psychologists from Syria and Jordan attended the two day event 9 in 
Appendix E. 

‘We really needed this 
process or we could not 
have worked together’ 
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‘Trying to train the abused women to be aware of her needs and her husband as well, I told 
one of them, your husband is acting very aggressively against you, 
he left all his family in Iraq so he might feels lonely and sad, he has 
the need for belonging and acceptance, he can work more to 
improve his communication with you.  Then I asked her what 
about you, she answered I don’t talk or sleep with him, I feel 
insulted and humiliated by him , I have the need for respect , I am 
going to discuss that with him, and to improve our 
communication, plus providing him with some empathy to reduce 
his feeling of lonely.’ 

‘... to allow to them to express their feelings and I don’t have to 
solve the problem, just to connect’ 

‘Inner communication between emotions and needs, and self confidence that it works!’ 

As would be expected, the psychologists from Insan demonstrated even more understanding and 
practice.  Their responses to the same question, ‘what specific things have you put into practice?’ 
included: 

‘The difference between needs and strategies as an essential tip to brake the violence cycle’ 
 
‘The ability to help beneficiaries use self empathy’ 
 
‘The needs cards have been a very helpful tool for us to help beneficiaries recognize their 
needs and elaborate them’ 
 
‘The empathy in the individual follow up to beneficiaries, and the capacity to listen to the 
patient’s feelings and needs’ 

 
 

5.2.   The impact on the Iraqis and host community 
 
This is, of course, the acid test.  Ultimately does having staff skilled in and practising NVC bring a 
tangible difference to lives of the Iraqis and the host community?  Does it have an impact on child 
protection? 
 
To answer these questions Insan recorded ‘stories of change’10 from their work with Iraqi families.  
In addition, observations were made at events aimed at introducing some NVC ideas directly to 
Iraqis and the host community.  Insan also conducted a quick survey of views of the beneficiaries. 
  

                                                             
10 This is based on the ‘Most Significant Change’ or ‘Stories of Change’ methodology for evaluating aid work 
developed by Rick Davies and Jess Dart (2005) see www.kstoolkit.org/Most+Significant+Change 

‘I have the need for 
respect, I am going to 
discuss that with him, 
plus providing him with 
some empathy to 
reduce his feeling of 
lonely’ 
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Stories of change 

The five stories in Appendix I give real examples of the impact of using NVC.  They have common 
themes: 

1) The parents, especially the mothers show many psychosocial symptoms, e.g. 

‘The mother did not know how to handle the situation. She couldn’t sleep at night, 
had terrible back aches. She couldn’t bear the noise that the children were making. 
She was beating up her children and trying to control every move they made.’  

2) Initially the mothers are reluctant to open up to the Insan staff, but over time this changes 
as trust develops.   

3) The impact of opening up and sharing is clear.  The stories tell how mothers moved from 
being deeply upset to more at peace: 

‘I was also able to notice her confidence grow and her body language change over 
this time. She began to speak more with people 
outside the home and spend time with her 
Lebanese friend.’ 

‘Little by little, she was doing some effort on 
herself; she was not beating her children anymore. 
She was trying to be a support for her husband 
and for her children. To surprise her eldest 
daughter, she organized a birthday party at Insan 
school.... She let her daughter to go out in the 
afternoon for an hour to see her friends, 
something the mother couldn’t bear a few months ago.’ 

4) Interestingly, one of the mothers experienced a shift from the assumption she states early 
on that ‘money was the most essential need for all Iraqi refugees’.  This same Iraqi woman, 
as Story 2 shows, then found for herself the one thing she wanted more than anything was 
to be heard and understood. 

‘..she didn’t ask me for money or any other thing, but she asked me to visit her again, 
because she needed someone to listen to her’ 

 

NVC at work in these stories 

Crucially, a core ingredient for the transformation these stories reveal is that the parents have 
someone to really hear what has happened to them: their need to be heard and get empathy has 
been met.  NVC’s contribution is to provide the understanding and process to ensure that empathy 
is given.  This report mentioned earlier the surprise of one social worker, reflecting on the first few 
months of the project, who said: 

‘She let her daughter to 
go out in the afternoon 
for an hour to see her 
friends, something the 
mother  couldn’t bear a 
few months ago’ 
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‘It was a shocking point [surprise, on the training] that we have to listen to their feelings [and 
now] I feel comfortable when they express their feelings’, [question: because of the training?] 
‘of course!’ 

The stories consistently show how the Insan team practised NVC by listening for the feelings and 
needs of the Iraqis.  As stated earlier the basic premise of NVC is that when people have their needs 

met they feel positive.  What these stories show is how 
transformation happens for the Iraqis when many needs are 
met as people receive empathy from the Insan staff.  Notably, 
one of the most powerful needs there is is ‘to matter and 
belong’.11  The stories illustrate this need being met, as one says: 

‘Before she left she said that my visits had helped her a lot and 
that she would miss me and the fact there was somebody always 
asking about her’ 

 

 

Observations from events introducing NVC directly to Iraqis and the host community 

The open events with Iraqis and the host community are summarised in Appendix H.  They differed 
from other animations and group sessions (where Insan staff ran groups for children and or parents 
with NVC shaping their approach) because the clear intention was to use NVC to give the parents 
non-violent choices in the home thus increasing the child protection environment. 

Running the events was challenging for a variety of reasons (see ‘challenges’ below).  As described in 
Appendix E (point 6) the Insan staff were given additional training to help them support the NVC 
consultant in running the sessions.  Indeed the intention was for the staff to take the lead, though 
sometimes this proved to be too ambitious (again see ‘challenges’ below). 

The four events attracted a variety of group size, from 31 to 3, and so Appendix H describes the 
flexibility of the approaches used, from large scale group work to a two hour chat with a group of 5 
parents over food.  This is a small example of how working with NVC can reinforce community 
participation (which, as quoted earlier from O’Leary and Squire (2008), is a ‘fundamental and 
underlying principle for Tdh’) and bring child protection approaches into everyday conversations. 

Though the events varied Appendix H  shows that there were some common themes: 

�x Parents strongly agreed with the concept of the dominant violence cycle and its impact. 

                                                             
11 This is reinforced by Vanier’s (1998) observation of the path from ‘loneliness and insecurity to inner peace 
through community’ taken by a seven-year-old autistic girl.  Vanier believes the girl’s journey was possible 
because of the love she encountered and he describes how this embraced elements such connecting with her 
true value and understanding her history.  Both of the latter elements translate into empathy in NVC. 

‘Before she left she said 
that my visits had 
helped her a lot and 
that she would miss me 
and the fact there was 
someone always asking 
about her’ 
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�x Parents consistently and enthusiastically identified the needs (without them being named as 
such) underpinning their situations.  For example, after watching a conflict shown in a 
children’s puppet show the adults picked up the needs words (in Arabic) to show that love 
and respect were missing in the scenario. 

�x Parents got the transitions from frustration to 
peace that identifying unmet needs and having 
them acknowledged brings.  One refugee was 
judging herself as ‘stupid’ and ‘incompetent’ 
since, not being local, she didn’t know who could 
fix her washing machine.  Once she understood 
she had unmet needs for acceptance, support 
and connection, and that her self judgements 
were not ‘true’ she visibly relaxed and said 
‘that’s exactly right’ 

�x Parents started to see how NVC could influence 
their understanding of and behaviour towards 
their children.  In one group the parents stated 
that learning the violence cycle ‘starts with our 
children at a young age’.  In another group the parents told how their son was hard to 
control, and when the mother hits him she feels ‘guilt and awful’.  The mother explained 

how ‘he wants to draw on one 
page, for example, but then if you 
ask him to draw a second page he 
won’t do it’.  The group were 
asked, ‘when he won’t turn the 
page what needs do you think are 
important for him?’  The mother 
grabbed the word ‘freedom’ from 
the many scattered on the floor in 
Arabic. Once the parents 
understood that their child was 
trying to meet his need for 
freedom and not being ‘bad’ or 
‘good’ they looked physically 
relieved, smiled for the first time 
and said ‘now we will have more 
patience with him’ 

�x All those that attended the sessions said they would like to know more about NVC and that 
they could see it having an impact on their lives and their treatment of their children. 

 

 

‘One refugee was judging 
herself as ‘stupid’ and 
‘incompetent’ since, not being 
local, she didn’t know who 
could fix washing machine.  
Once she understood she had 
unmet needs for acceptance, 
support and connection, and 
that her self judgements were 
not ‘true’ she visibly relaxed 
and said ‘that’s exactly right!’ 

‘When the mother hits him 
she feels ‘guilty and awful’..... 
once the parents understood 
that their child was trying to 
meet his need for freedom 
[when refusing to paint] and 
not being ‘bad or ‘good’ they 
looked physically relieved, 
smiled for the first time and 
said ‘now we will have more 
patience with him’’ 
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5.3. The impact on Child Protection 

The examples throughout this document serve to illustrate how NVC has a practical impact on child 
protection.  To take a broader view we can look at how it fits with the guidance given by Terres des 
hommes’ (2006) Child Protection Manual. 

For Tdh, defining child protection involves being mindful of four building blocks: Protection as rights-
based, Protection as state responsibility, Protection as humanitarian principle and Protection as 
empowerment. 

NVC contributes very strongly to at least two of these. 

1. Protection as rights-based – i.e. underpinned by the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

Firstly there’s a deep connection between NVC and human rights.  We see that human rights exist to 
‘protect’ needs.  For example, there is a universal human need to be heard and a right to freedom of 
speech, a need for equality and fairness and a right to free assembly.  Take any human right from the 
1948 Declaration onwards and underneath you’ll find human needs.  Meeting needs means meeting 
rights.  

Second, and more interesting, is the relationship between NVC and the impact or workability of 
human rights frameworks in practice.  Are rights to be met, claimed or achieved?  How is this done?  
How do I meet my right for freedom of speech, for example, and meet yours too?  In some ways 
different groups ‘claiming rights’ can create more polarity and conflict, in fact the dualistic ‘win/lose’ 
paradigm ‘human rights’ exists in can generate a mindset by which ‘I claim my rights at your 
expense’  And when there’s more polarity and conflict that means more unmet needs and rights to 
be claimed! 

 So what’s missing? Jackson (2003),  writing about the modern elevation of ‘rights’ and ‘justice’ over 
the concept of traditional charity says the key question is not ‘what does the moral code [for justice] 
look like’ but ‘how do you become just?’  i.e. ‘how do 
we integrate the spirit of the human-rights standard, 
into our every-day being?’  This is where NVC, with its 
wealth of wisdom on the process directly linked the 
mutual achievement of needs, comes in.  By giving the 
Insan staff the thinking and skills to practice empathy 
with themselves and others, by having them 
deconstruct their self judgements and their own 
prejudices, NVC provides a framework and a process in which unmet needs are met in the moment.  
And because NVC focuses on being fully connected in the moment, in the present, it doesn’t stumble 
into outcome-oriented polarity especially created when people demand of others to ‘meet my 
rights’.   

‘The question is not ‘what 
does the moral code [for 
justice] look like?’ but ‘how 
do you become just?’’ 
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2. Protection as empowerment 

NVC seeks to work with all interrelated needs, not needs separated as billiard-ball like rights.  With 
the Iraqi refugees, Insan witnessed how giving empathy to meet someone’s needs for, for example, 
respect or to matter and be seen, made it more possible for the individual to take steps to meet 
other needs.  When this happens there can be remarkable outcomes, as the Insan team recounts:    

“If we build a positive relationship with people, then they also start to change their violent 
relationships into positive ones. In this case we built friendship with the mother and slowly 
began to ask her about how dirty the house is, then we began to talk to her about how and 
why she hits her children.  First she began taking care of the house.  Slowly she then started 

to speak to her children not beat them, and then she began 
to take her daughter from her husband’s bed and take care 
of her.” 

This example powerfully reinforces the view that child 
protection is about empowering people in their own lives.  
Effective child protection work can clearly be done in the 
absence of formal state mechanisms.  As the Tdh manual 
says: 

“Protection is fundamentally about people.  It is a mistake 
to think of states, authorities and agencies as the sole 

actors in the protection of populations at risk.  People are always key actors in their own 
protection.” 

And the contribution of NVC?  Again it offers a structure and a language that brings the concept of 
‘empowerment’ to life by seeing the full complexity of the rounded human being – not just someone 
who has to ‘improve their self esteem’ or ‘be asked to contribute as part of a project planning 
process’.  The impact is one of deeper empowerment that comes from self awareness, self empathy 
and connection with others.  Staff trained in NVC are able to give the support and freedom that 
connecting to the needs of the other brings, as the following examples illustrate: 

  The Insan Project Coordinator says: 

‘Doing sessions with the parents about the violence cycle helped 
more for parents to understand their children better and why they 
behave in certain ways without judging them and this reduces 
violence and bad communication.  Just understanding the needs of 
the children without saying they are bad.  In the beginning the 
parents were saying their children don’t have respect and they want 
to wear whatever they want  - compared to Iraq, and they didn’t do 
it when they were kids – and they don’t listen and they don’t 
understand and they don’t respect authority.  After learning about 
needs and judgment etc the parents understood how children 
wanted to belong to their community in Lebanon and they have a 
need to be part of the community and they were wearing these 

‘Slowly she then started 
to speak to her children 
and not beat them, and 
then she began to take 
her daughter from her 
husband’s bed’ 

‘After learning about 
needs and judgements 
the parents understood 
how children wanted to 
belong to their 
community and they 
were wearing these 
clothes to belong.  The 
parents were more 
relieved and not angry’ 

 



www.masonlaporte.org                                                                   24 

clothes to belong.  The parents were more relieved and not angry anymore.’ 

One Insan psychologist recalls 

‘...working with the mother a lot – there was a big change in the relationship between the 
mother and children – she started by locking them in the house and depriving because she 
thought they’re being bad, and so she was punishing them, and by the end she understood 
their needs, and she let them visits their friends, and do things she had prevented them from 
doing to start with.  Also this affected the behaviour of the children because they were also 
responding before in the ‘violence cycle’ [i.e. with judgement and blame], and so her 
behaviour was impacting on them.’ 

NVC doesn’t stand alone 

NVC’s most powerful contribution to Child Protection is probably that it touches all activities.  Above 
are examples from the project coordinator and psychologists.  Appendix G includes stories of change 
from the social workers visiting people’s homes, whilst it was the animators who were quoted 
previously saying ‘our activities are not extraordinary, but it’s the way we do it that counts’.  This 
NVC influenced approach is reflected in Insan’s survey12 of beneficiaries – which focussed on service 
type and delivery – that found that more than 90% of respondents thought Insan’s services were 
different to other NGOs. 

 

6. Implementing NVC – some thoughts about the difficulties 

Whilst the feedback from the Insan team and the psychologists in Jordan, Syria and Lebanon was 
overwhelmingly positive, the concerns that people have with the approach were consistent.  The 
broad themes are shared and discussed here and as we’ll see, most of the difficulties reflect an early 
and developing understanding of NVC in its fullest sense.   

The difficulties are common in development and emergency work 

Interestingly, the difficulties faced are common within participatory approaches.  For example, as 
quoted earlier Schmelzle (2005) says ‘all contributors agree on the importance of... integrative 
processes [whilst acknowledging] how difficult it can be’.  The difficulties tend towards issues of 
compliance i.e. getting people to engage in what seems more straightforward in the training room or 
coaching session.  Unlike other approaches however, looking through an NVC lens helps understand 
the difficulties and in this way is self-sustaining i.e. the ‘approach’ provides insights into, and helps 
work with, the difficulties.   

As mentioned earlier, NVC brings a way to put frameworks like ‘do no harm’ into practice.  It helps 
development and emergency workers really connect with the needs of others through the use of 
empathy, whilst helping them also connect with their own learnt strategies13  that might be ‘doing 
                                                             
12 Insan collected 75 questionnaires from Iraqis 
13 The term ‘strategy’ in NVC has a very specific meaning.  It means anything we do to meet our needs. So, 
everything we do is a strategy to meet needs, sleeping, working, walking, drinking alcohol, eating certain 
foods, reading this document.  The strategies we use tend to be learnt, though often we see them as ‘natural 
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harm’ in the first place.  Crucially, it’s very hard for people not to use their own learnt strategies 
because giving them up means not meeting their own needs.  This is stark for anyone who wants to 
meet their own need for contribution, for example, by ‘getting things done and fixing problems in an 
efficient way’ and then finds themselves working in a communitarian culture that values lunch over 
timekeeping.14  This is doubly agonising for international workers whose learnt strategies are most 
different from those used by the communities they work amongst. 

Applying newly-learnt NVC – concerns raised by staff in Lebanon, Jordan and Syria 

A common concern, raised by the Insan team and heard on many workshops:  

‘It’s easy to use with people who tell us what their needs are, but not so easy with people 
who don’t want to share.’  

 When I read this sentence it’s sounding like there are unmet needs in the staff member, maybe to 
contribute or for connection.  When the other person doesn’t share, this creates feelings of 
frustration.   Maybe the staff member is judging or blaming the person or themselves or the NVC 
process.  A deeper grasp of NVC would help the staff member realise this through self empathy and 
so then be better placed to connect with the other person.  If they’re not sharing then this is a 
strategy to meet needs (maybe for safety or trust or autonomy?)   That’s what’s there to connect to, 
and it’s not the end of the line.  It’s how it is now.  As the stories of change illustrate, over time 
people given empathy became more relaxed, more open and talkative and, ultimately, more 
engaged with their life and family. 

 Another point often raised by people is that it’s: 

‘hard to do NVC when people are interested in material needs‘ 

Clearly, dominant unmet need for refugees include safety, shelter and health.  If these are the 
unmet needs and people are fixed on what strategies they want to meet their needs (e.g. housing or 
a job) then this is what is talked about and explored.   

However, the situation is more messy and complex than this.  Jobs and housing, for example, are 
often not available.  A non-NVC conversation might just end with – ‘it’s not possible to find a job so 
what else can you do?’  In contrast an NVC conversation connects with the unmet needs underneath 
their desire for a job or housing.  So, as well as considering the job and the house, what the Insan 
team found was the very process of having these needs truly heard had a transformative impact on 
the refugees.   Consider, again, the example of the woman who, at first, said that ‘money was the 
most essential need for all Iraqi refugees’.  The shift she experienced as she received empathy from 
the social worker is described in the stories of change (Appendix H), where the social worker says: 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
and right’.  The ‘natural and right’ strategies we adopt will be different for people from different places.  It’s 
common to hear judgements of people using strategies that are different to those we’re familiar with. 
14 As the Consultant learnt most painfully in Sri Lanka  
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‘..she didn’t ask me for money or any other thing, but 
she asked me to visit her again, because she needed 
someone to listen to her’ 

If people are dominated by a thought that they need work or 
a home,  through empathy for their situations the 
conversation deepens not only into how these needs might be 
met in different ways but also into a place of understanding 
and connection that can bring much more peace for the 
individual. 

Another anxiety raised is: 

‘It’s difficult for someone to use it from one side, if the 
other is not using the same approach.’ 

This point is often comes up when people fairly new to NVC see it as a tool to get an outcome.  
However, the intention behind NVC is to connect, not to fix or change anything (though powerful 
changes always arise through the connection).  NVC isn’t something to get right.  The person using 
NVC can do so regardless of what’s happening for the other.  Someone using NVC will respond to the 
other person’s feelings and needs, whether they’re expressed in NVC or through judgemental rage. 

And lastly people often experience that: 

‘the application is the difficult part, even if you understand your feelings and needs’ 
 
The application is the difficult part.  Sustainable NVC cannot be 
learnt in a two day workshop.  Indeed, as shown in Appendix E, the 
staff and managers at Insan received much training plus coaching 
in-between.  Essentially, if you don’t practice NVC you’ll forget it.  
The successes Insan have had reflects a real shift in culture within 
the organisation, as the project coordinator says: 
 
'we are using this in our personal life, in our relationships; it’s the 
only thing that has truly helped us solve our problems' 
 
NVC offers a different ways of thinking and communicating.  As 

such it is akin to learning a new language and this takes much time and practice.  It certainly isn’t 
easy to shift the conditioning and language we grow up with.  Indeed the Insan psychologists made 
the following observation regarding supporting NVC in the future: 

‘The training should be continuous. We could therefore meet each two months to share our 
experiences, reinforce our know-how, and practice additional exercises and role plays in 
order to consolidate our pre-requisites, and learn more techniques’ 

 

‘We are using this in 
our personal life, in 
our relationships, 
it’s the only thing 
that has truly 
helped us solve our 
problems’ 

‘She didn’t ask me 
for money or any 
other thing, but she 
asked me to visit 
her again, because 
she needed 
someone to listen to 
her’ 
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Challenges with bringing NVC directly to communities 

Some difficulties came up whilst introducing NVC to the Iraqi refugees and host communities.  As 
mentioned earlier, participation work is difficult. 

Attendance – NVC has been used very successfully in other communities around the world.  The NVC 
consultant’s own experience in Sri Lanka and the UK has been with fairly stable populations.  
Running groups with more transient refugee communities in Beirut was more tricky.  The number of 
people expected could never be known, people might have other commitments, attending other 
NGO events for example, or may have been moved on by UNHCR to a new country.  In addition, new 
refugees were arriving all the time.  Because of this, there was not the consistent group membership 
needed to best learn and practise NVC.  Indeed, when the Insan psychologists attempted to establish 
a parent group to meet weekly for two months, numbers quickly dropped from 15 to 3.  The 
transient, busy target group may have been a factor in this.  It’s also likely another aspect pertinent 
to training parents was in play – the background of the Insan staff leading the groups. 

The background of the Insan staff – NVC takes time to learn and more time to practice.  The 
governing Centre for Nonviolent Communication15 has a rigorous procedure for certifying trainers, 
though it supports others sharing NVC.  Therefore it takes time before people are ready to teach 
NVC and also many more people have the capacity to learn than teach.  One consistent observation 
was the Iraqi parents seemed to respond more to the NVC Consultant than some of the local staff.  
One possible explanation is that when the participants saw that the Insan staff running the groups 
were twenty years younger than their average age, the Iraqis had unmet needs for, possibly, 
connection or respect or to have their situations understood.  The Iraqis may also have had 
judgements that the ‘right strategy’ to use in a learning situation is to have ‘older teachers’.  Because 
being with the team in group setting triggered unmet needs in the Iraqis the latter chose not to 
come again.  Understanding the needs in this way can help think of different strategies in the future 
to meet their needs.  However, interestingly, most of these same people, in particular the 
psychologists and social workers,16 reported sound outcomes when meeting people individually in 
their homes. 

 

7. Conclusion and recommendations 

This report has told the story of the use of NVC in an emergency programme in Beirut plus parallel 
work in Jordan and Syria.  Information gathered from the partner organisation, Insan, and the Iraqi 
refugees suggests both the beneficiaries and the NGO have benefitted from the deeper connection 
that working with empathy brings.  In addition, we have seen how the personal transformation 
experienced by families through the work of the project has impacted on child protection.  This 
report has illustrated how child protection can take place in the absence of non-state actors. 

                                                             
15 www.cnvc.org 
16 Animators/educators also ran groups but did not do home visits.  They, and the psychologists and social 
workers supported the NVC consultant by facilitating small group work. 
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We have seen how NVC’s main contribution is to breathe life into relationships.  However, this is not 
an easy process and projects seeking to use NVC in the future might be mindful of the following 
recommendations: 

Recommendations 

1. Training for all staff and managers is needed for a project to have a truly NVC culture.  
Organisational systems, such as job descriptions, staff supervision and case management 
meetings all need to be underpinned by NVC consciousness.  Having such a culture would 
encourage staff to share their own feelings and needs in the situation and begin to create truly 
‘power-with’ as opposed to a ‘power-over’ relationships. 

2. Management truly need to challenge their thinking around ‘who makes decisions about what’, 
ensuring that staff are included at every turn.  NVC is counter to formal power structures that 
meet the needs of some at the expense of others.  For staff to engage with beneficiaries with 
NVC the organisation must constantly work at their own NVC practice.   

3. After initial training NVC conversations can be had in any setting, from the home, shop and 
coffee house to the training room. 

4. Staff having a coaching approach is vital, i.e. once beneficiaries have some understanding of NVC 
it is then staff’s role to say, for example, ‘we discussed judgements last week and the needs that 
they come from, what have you thought about that since in relation to your children’s 
behaviour?’ 

5. Having a dedicated NVC specialist in the team is important.  Initially staff find it hard to ‘think 
NVC’ so having someone with a remit to observe the organisational systems and the scenarios 
staff face on a daily basis and how they deal with them, and then provide NVC alternatives is 
extremely powerful.  

6. Beyond the work in this project, NVC can be used as a framework to bring individuals and 
communities together in a process that uses openness and honesty to establish understanding 
and trust. 
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Appendix A - Terre des hommes Foundation in Lebanon  

 

Tdh was present in Lebanon for 20 years before handing over its projects in 2004 to two local NGOs 
in Saïda: Lana wa Mostakbal and Ard el Insan, as well as Insan wa Mostakbal in Baalbek. These NGOs 
remain active aiding children living with physical disabilities and providing services to improve 
education and nutrition. 

From the outset of the 2006 War between Hezbollah and Israel and at the request of Lana wa 
Mostakbal and Ard el Insan, Tdh immediately mobilised an emergency aid project to distribute items 
of first necessity to inhabitants who had fled the conflict. A Tdh international team returned to 
Lebanon to support its partners in the distribution of mattresses, blankets, diapers and cereals. Over 
1,800 children directly benefited from nutritional supplements and material goods distributed by 
Tdh’s partners. Adding to the long list of conflicts experienced in this region, the 2006 conflict was 
not without traumatic effect on the Lebanese population and especially on children. 

The mass return of families to their villages at the end of fighting meant that Tdh had to transfer its 
activities to the villages affected by the conflict. The scale of the human and material devastation 
caused by the war led to psychological trauma as well as massive social vulnerability – as much for 
adults as for children. 

In September 2006, Tdh commenced a project focusing on psychosocial intervention and child 
protection to aid children and families returning to their villages.  In its efforts to mitigate the 
psychological consequences of conflict, Tdh, together with local municipalities and with the support 
of Unicef and the European Commission (ECHO), created 11 centres in South Lebanon where 
children could play and express themselves through sports, dance, drama, art, etc.. They also carried 
out social work in 13 additional villages. Through the recreational activities, the centres’ animators 
helped Tdh social workers and psychologists to detect children in difficulty - the sick, the injured, or 
the victims of abuse - and to provide them with the necessary care. In parallel with this support work 
for children, Tdh also cared for the most vulnerable families by supplying material support and 
protection, especially medical care. 

Continuing activities in 11 villages throughout 2008, Tdh maintained regular contact with community 
leaders and stakeholders in order to promote community participatory child protection systems. 
Three children’s centres, the construction of community spaces, youth micro-projects and case 
management for the most vulnerable children were among Tdh’s actions. 

Further to Tdh’s activities in the south during 2008, in August Tdh commenced a project in Beirut 
responding to the needs of Iraqi refugees in partnership with Insan Association and with financial 
support from ECHO.  This project is currently funded until August 2010.  The Lebanon project is part 
of a regional project responding to the needs of Iraqi refugees in Syria and Jordan as well. 

In June 2009 Tdh commenced a two project in the Palestinian Camps and gatherings in the Tyre area 
of South Lebanon.  The child protection focused project uses a similar model of intervention 
developed to address the needs of the Iraqi refugees.  It is community and child participatory based 
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with the following four axis; stakeholder capacity building, protection of extremely vulnerable 
children, youth participation and conflict transformation. 

Tdh has a trusted and solid reputation globally for impartial and reliable delivery of humanitarian aid 
to children and families in harmony with and at the community level.  

For more information on Tdh in Lebanon and around the world: www.tdh.ch 
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Appendix B – Examples of needs as used in NVC 

CONNECTION 
acceptance 
affection 
appreciation 
belonging 
cooperation 
communication 
closeness 
community 
companionship 
compassion 
consideration 
consistency 
empathy 
inclusion 
intimacy 
love 
mutuality 
nurturing 
respect/self-respect 
safety 
security 
stability 
support 
to know and be known 
to see and be seen 
to understand and  
be understood 
trust 
warmth 

PHYSICAL WELL-BEING 
air 
food 
movement/exercise 
rest/sleep 
safety 
shelter 
touch 
water 

HONESTY 
authenticity 
integrity 
presence 

PLAY 
joy 
humour 

PEACE 
beauty 
communion 
ease 
equality 
harmony 
inspiration 
order 

 

MEANING 
awareness 
celebration of life 
challenge 
clarity 
competence 
consciousness 
contribution 
creativity 
discovery 
efficacy 
effectiveness 
growth 
hope 
learning 
mourning 
participation 
purpose 
self-expression 
stimulation 
to matter 
understanding 

AUTONOMY 
choice 
freedom 
independence 
space 
spontaneity 

 

(c) 2005 by Center for Nonviolent Communication 
Website: www.cnvc.org Email: cnvc@cnvc.org 
Phone: +1.505.244.4041  
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Appendix C – Examples of feelings as used in NVC 

Feelings when your needs are satisfied 

AFFECTIONATE 
compassionate 
friendly 
tender 
warm 
 
CONFIDENT 
empowered 
open 
proud 
safe 
secure 

ENGAGED 
absorbed 
alert 
curious 
engrossed 
enchanted 
fascinated 
interested 
intrigued 
involved 
spellbound 
stimulated 

INSPIRED 
amazed 
awed 
wonder  

 

EXCITED 
amazed 
animated 
ardent 
aroused 
astonished 
dazzled 
eager 
energetic 
enthusiastic 
giddy 
invigorated 
lively 
thrilled 

GRATEFUL 
appreciative 
moved 
thankful 
touched 
 
HOPEFUL 
expectant 
encouraged 
optimistic passionate 
surprised 
vibrant 

EXHILARATED 
blissful 
ecstatic 
elated 
 

 

JOYFUL 
amused 
delighted 
glad 
happy 
jubilant 
pleased 
tickled 

PEACEFUL 
calm 
clear headed 
comfortable 
centred 
content 
fulfilled 
mellow 
quiet 
relaxed 
relieved 
satisfied 
serene 
still 
tranquil 
trusting 

REFRESHED 
enlivened 
rejuvenated 
renewed 
rested 
restored 
revived  

 

(c) 2005 by Center for Nonviolent Communication 
Website: www.cnvc.org Email: cnvc@cnvc.org 
Phone: +1.505.244.4041  



www.masonlaporte.org                                                                   33 

Feelings when your needs are not satisfied 

AFRAID 
apprehensive 
dread 
foreboding 
frightened 
mistrustful 
panicked 
petrified 
scared 
suspicious 
terrified 
wary 
worried 

ANNOYED 
aggravated 
dismayed 
disgruntled 
displeased 
exasperated 
frustrated 
impatient 
irritated 
irked 

ANGRY 
enraged 
furious 
incensed 
indignant 
irate 
livid 
outraged 
resentful 

AVERSION 
animosity 
appalled 
contempt 
disgusted 
dislike 
hate 

DISCONNECTED 
alienated 
aloof 
apathetic 
bored 
cold 
detached 
distant 
distracted 
indifferent 
numb 
removed 
uninterested 
withdrawn 

DISQUIET 
agitated 
alarmed 
discombobulated 
disconcerted 
disturbed 
perturbed 
rattled 
restless 
shocked 
startled 
surprised 
troubled 
turbulent 
turmoil 
uncomfortable 
uneasy 
unnerved 
unsettled 
upset 

EMBARRASSED 
ashamed 
chagrined 
flustered 
guilty 
mortified 

PAIN 
agony 
anguished 
bereaved 
devastated 
grief 
heartbroken 
hurt 
lonely 
miserable 
regretful 
remorseful 

SAD 
depressed 
dejected 
despair 
despondent 
disappointed 
discouraged 
disheartened 
forlorn 
gloomy 
heavy hearted 
hopeless 
melancholy 
unhappy 
wretched 

TENSE 
anxious 
cranky 
distressed 
distraught 
edgy 
fidgety 
frazzled 
irritable 
jittery 
nervous 
overwhelmed 
restless 

VULNERABLE 
fragile 
guarded 
helpless 
insecure 
leery 
reserved 
sensitive 
shaky 

YEARNING 
envious 
jealous 
longing 
nostalgic 
pining 
wistful 

CONFUSED 
ambivalent 
baffled 
bewildered 
dazed 
hesitant 
lost 
mystified 
perplexed 
puzzled 
torn  

FATIGUE 
beat 
burnt out 
depleted 
exhausted 
lethargic 
listless 
sleepy 
tired 
weary 
worn out  
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Appendix D - Insan Association’s summary of their activity September 2008-August 2009 

 

Number of cases: 247 

Average number of visits per case: 6 to 7 

Number of members in families visited: 1004 

Individuals over 18 years assisted: 186 

Children assisted: 45  

Adolescent assisted: 75 

Psychological cases: 151 

The psychological conditions that were identified and how many of each there were: 

Disorder 
 

Frequency 

Adjustment disorder 
Anxiety  
Depression 
Post traumatic disorder 
Behavioural problems 
Psychosis 
Gender problems 
Personality disorder 
Psychosomatic disorder 

44 
23 
20 
7 
7 
2 
1 
1 
1 

Number of Iraqi children attended Insan School:  10 

Youth micro projects:  1 

Community Harmonization parents group workshop: 3 sessions 

A one session Community Harmonisation parents group, with different groups each time in different 
areas: 6 
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Appendix E – The process of introducing NVC in the project 

 

 Input process Date Target group Role of the input plus involvement 
with Iraqi Refugees – for detailed 
analysis of  the impact of each stage 
see the relevant sections in the text 

1 Development of 
local capacity to 
assist with and 
sustain the training 

September 
08 

Tdh Child 
Protection Officer 
and Insan Project 
Coordinator 

The development of two local staff with 
influential roles within the project was 
a significant outcome.  This maintained 
the sustainability of the NVC element 
within the project and also, within 6 
months, provided an Arabic speaking 
resource to train Tdh staff and partners 
in Jordan, Syria and Lebanon.  In June 
09 the two staff ran NVC training for a 
local partner in Lebanon without the 
NVC Consultant 

2 3-day introduction 
of NVC during the 
team induction 
training 

September 
08 

Whole team, 
including 
managers 

This was the foundation training for the 
Insan team in Beirut, following this 
training the team began using NVC with 
each other in the team and during their 
contact work with Iraqis e.g. during 
home visits and running groups with 
children 

3 Telephone 
coaching  

Every 
three 
weeks or 
so for the 
duration of 
the project 

Insan Project 
Coordinator and 
Tdh Child 
Protection Officer 
initially, and 
latterly the Insan 
management 

To maintain the momentum in-
between Consultant visits, recognising 
that application of learning requires 
support and coaching.  The Insan 
project coordinator was then able to 
support the team in the use of NVC 

4 Training in staff 
management and 
supervision using 
NVC 

February 
09 

The Insan 
management team 

This was run in response to the gaps 
identified when talking with the Insan 
managers and team in January 09.  It 
aimed to reinforce the use of NVC in 
the management process, especially 
staff supervision 

5 Half day sessions 
to deepen the 
learning in specific 

February 
09 

The Insan team These sessions reinforced the use of 
NVC with Iraqis at a deeper level.  For 
example, social workers reported their 
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NVC topics; 
empathy, self 
empathy, yes/no 
decision making 

confidence in working with people in 
distress by being fully present with 
empathy 

6 Introductory, 3 
hour event to help 
Iraqis see their 
situation through 
an NVC lens 

February 
09 

Iraqi parents 
attending 
children’s event (8 
parents in total) 

A conversation was had with parents 
about their experiences in general and 
their situations with their children.  
They were shown how their experience 
can be seen with NVC and were asked if 
they were interested in more input on 
this – to which they said yes. 

7 Half day sessions 
on how to 
introduce NVC to 
Iraqi refugee 
parents and 
children 

February 
09 

The Insan team This training prepared the Insan staff to 
run ‘Community Harmonisation’ events 
with Iraqis that were grounded in NVC, 
intended to follow on from the 
introductory event in 6 

8 The Insan team 
with the 
Consultant 
introducing NVC 

February 
09 

Iraqi parents Groups were run by the Insan staff with 
support from the Consultant 

9 1 day introduction 
to NVC and 1 day 
using NVC in 
support groups 
with parents and 
children 

April 09 Tdh psychologists 
and psychological 
counsellors from 
Lebanon, Jordan 
and Syria 

This was the first training for the staff 
from Jordan and Syria, Lebanon staff 
had been included in the previous 
training too 

10 3 day introductory 
NVC training run 
three times, once 
in each of Jordan, 
Syria and Lebanon 

April 09 INGO, UN and local 
NGO staff in 
Lebanon, Jordan 
and Syria working 
with Iraqi refugees 

This training was delivered by the Tdh 
child protection officer and Insan 
project manager, with the NVC 
Consultant 

11 3 day introductory 
training 

June 09 Naseem Centre for 
victims of torture 

Delivered by the Tdh child protection 
officer and Insan project manager 
without support from the NVC 
Consultant 
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Appendix F – What the three day training in NVC covered 

 

 

 

Judgements 

 

Feelings 

 
Event / 

Observation 

BREAK THE 
VIOLENCE 
CYCLE 

2.  UNDERSTAND 

Negative feelings 

- unmet 
needs 

Positive feelings 

- met needs 

 

1. VIOLENCE 
CYCLE 

 
Punishments 

and 
Rewards 

BREAK THE 
VIOLENCE 
CYCLE 

3.  EXPRESSING 

Observation Feeling Need Request 
BREAK THE 
VIOLENCE 
CYCLE 

4.  LISTENING 

Empathy out – are you 
feeling because you're 
needing…? 

Empathy in – what am I 
feeling?  What are my 
needs? 

5.  The 13 STEP DANCEFLOOR  

 

 

 

R 

F O
  

R N F O 

 

N F O 

    R N 

Receiving your…. 

Expressing my….. 

INNER OUTER 

Connecting with my… 
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Appendix G - A paper prepared by Insan’s two psychologists, June 2009, Sarah Rizk and Sahar 

Mallah 

NVC approach is a tool that can be used to show people their cycle of violence in a very clear way. It 
can make them realize the roots of conflicts and the reason why they arise. 

Understanding the difference between judgment/feelings/ needs is a major key to break the 
violence cycle. 

The cards17 used represent a visual and emotional support that instigates patients to open up and 
relate between certain feelings and needs they might be experiencing.  

This technique can be used at several levels. Indeed, it can be used in a very superficial way. But still 
it can reduce apparent conflicts between people. 

However, when using this technique in a psychological way, people are invited to speak about 
themselves, about their own life experiences and some of the difficult and painful moments that 
they have lived in the past. 

On the other hand, those painful memories are often repressed in our consciousness. They often 
leave traces and emerge in different ways... The conflict is the best example 

Therefore, those who reprise a lot of bad memories, sometimes find the need to express their 
suffering in one way or another. They need empathy and support. 

They need to understand where those ambivalent emotions of love and hatred come from. Because, 
it is the main causes for these conflicts that they are facing, therefore, they can sometimes show 
aggressiveness towards themselves or towards their surroundings without being aware of it. 

Consequently, in psychology, we can use this technique as a tool of mediation to facilitate the 
development of speech and help the person find their own words that describe best their feelings 
and needs, and also promoting associations and reduce the resistance. 

Psychologists work on the root causes of conflict and attempts to regulate by bringing people to 
understand the origin of problems and to readapt accordingly with respecting the individuality and 
freedom of choice of each person. 

Moreover, the main tool of our work is a neutral floating listening to the beneficiary’s speech. We 
also try to reinforce their insight. 

The NVC exercises are tools that help convert emotions into thoughts through the use of words, 
images or role plays. The capacity to link between emotions and thoughts is an essential objective of 
the clinical psychology. 

                                                             
17 The cards are one tool used, they are laminated squares of paper, each with one need word printed on in 
English and Arabic.  They are a very powerful way to help people begin to identify their needs by asking 
someone to ‘pick up a word that’s important for you in this situation’ 
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Appendix H – Summary of events introducing NVC directly to Iraqis and the host community 

 
Event Outcome 
8 parents attended a puppet 
show given by 30 children.  In a 
facilitated discussion the 
parents were introduced to the 
violence cycle and identified 
the needs of the characters in 
the show. 

During an enthusiastic discussion, parents agreed with the concept of the 
violence cycle.  One said it starts with our children at a young age.  
When the needs cards were placed on the floor the parents quickly 
picked up the words – i.e. they connected with the concept easily – 
identifying ‘respect’ and ‘love’ as being most important in the conflict 
shown by the puppet show. 
 

Event Outcome 
31 parents attended this event 
run by Insan animators and 
social workers, trained by the 
NVC Consultant.  Sessions 
included ‘judgements’ and 
‘conversations you enjoy’.  
CONSULTANT ran sessions on 
the violence cycle and needs.  
The Insan staff facilitated small 
group work. 

The participants identified the conversations they enjoy as having 
‘listening, trust, connection and understanding’.  About 75% of the group 
were engaged in the explanation of the violence cycle, and identified 
their own violence cycle situations.  For these situations the Insan 
facilitators then introduced the needs cards asking ‘what needs do you 
think are important here’.  Parents quickly picked up cards showing how 
they connect with this concept.  One woman, describing her judgements 
and frustration about her washing machine not working, understood that 
it was her needs for support, connection and acceptance that were 
creating feelings of deep frustration (not being local, she didn’t know 
anybody who could help her fix her machine).  She saw that her initial 
judgements of herself, i.e. for being ‘stupid’ and ‘incompetent’ were not 
‘correct’.  When these needs were highlighted she said ‘that’s exactly 
right’. 
Comments made at the end included: ‘I enjoyed it because it gave us a 
chance to talk’, ‘If I wasn’t here I would just be sitting at home.  It has 
given us a chance to get to know people.’ ‘I like the topic.’  ‘When we go 
home there will be no changes because our life is like that’. 

Event Outcome  
5 parents came so we 
approached this as a chat over 
some food.  The parents made 
comparisons between schools 
in Iraq and the Insan school.  
From here we developed a 
conversation about why people 
use violence, the impact and 
alternatives, i.e. we discussed 
the violence cycle, judgements 
and needs. 

One woman explained how she sometimes hits her son because he is so 
hard to control, but when she hits him she ‘feels awful and guilty’.  She 
described how he wants to draw on one page, for example, but then if 
you ask him to draw a second page he won’t do it.  The five adults were 
asked ‘when he won’t turn the page what needs do you think are 
important for him?’ the mother grabs the word freedom’.  It was pointed 
out that rather than being a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ boy your son is doing what he 
knows best to meet his need for freedom.  By seeing him in this way can 
take you away from automatic judgement and punishment.  The mother 
and husband looked physically relieved, smiled for the first time and said 
‘now we will have more patience with him’.   All expressed interest in 
exploring these ideas further. 

It was planned to introduce 
NVC to a group of parents 
through a series of workshops 
run by Insan psychologists.  The 
intention was for the parents to 
use NVC in their home and 
therefore increase child 
protection. 

Three sessions were run, by the third participant numbers went from 15 
to 3.  The drop in attendance raises some questions pertinent to the 
relevance or method of introduction of NVC with this group.  One reason 
may be that NVC itself didn’t seem appropriate or valuable to the Iraqis.  
Another possible consideration is that the psychologists running the 
sessions were both females under the age of 24 (?) – the older Iraqis 
(who were in the majority) may have felt more inspired or interested in 
someone closer to their own age.   
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Appendix I – Stories of Change from the Insan Team 

From Story 1  

When we first started visiting, the family seemed to have a lot of issues. The mother did not know 
how to handle the situation. She couldn’t sleep at night, had terrible back aches. She couldn’t bear 
the noise that the children were making. She was beating up her children and trying to control every 
move they made.  

After a while, the mother trusted us, she was opening up and talking about her feelings, needs. Little 
by little, she was doing some effort on herself; she was not beating her children anymore. She was 
trying to be a support for her husband and for her children. To surprise her eldest daughter, she 
organized a birthday party at Insan school. She bought a cake and brought some juice for all the 
class.  She let her daughter to go out in the afternoon for an hour to see her friends which she 
couldn’t tolerate a few months ago. 

From Story 2 

The family lives in Zaaytrieh, and has mother, father and five children. They live in Lebanon since 
2005.  When we visited them for the first time, we explained the psycho-social project and said we 
were going to visit them every once in a while. The mother didn’t seem interested and said money 
was the most essential need for all Iraqi refugees. But after a few visits, a trusting relationship was 
built between us, and her children are participating in the activities.  

Once I was in Zaaytrieh I saw the mother and she asked me to visit her. When I went, she told me 
about her daughter who had an operation. She was very frightened. the mother needed nothing but 
someone to talk to about her problems, she didn’t want money because an association paid for the 
operation; so, she didn’t ask me for money or any other thing, but she asked me to visit her again, 
because she needed someone to listen to her, since she doesn’t go out and no one but us visits her. 

From Story 3 

This story is about a Lebanese-Egyptian family I have been visiting since November 2008. The family 
have various problems ranging from financial to psychological. The family is a mother, father and 4 
children, including a baby.  I have been working mainly with the mother and the children.   

The family have had some ad hoc support from other organisations in the past.  In the beginning the 
mother was very defensive and did not want us to visit and did not trust me. After around one 
month she began to open up and talk more openly about her situation.  She also began to smile 
which is a big thing for her, she would never show any emotion before. Baytoona who work with the 
family as well were very pleased with this and came to me especially to tell me about this and thank 
us for the work. One of the problems they family also had was in terms of hygiene and the mother 
neglecting the children.  Both of these situations have also improved.  She trusted me and began to 
ask me to visit her regularly. I was also able to form a good relationship with the children who also 
trusted me.   

From Story 4 
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This story relates to a family of 5, a mother in her 40s and her 4 sons between the ages of 11 and 25 
living the Dikweneh area of Beirut. 

When they first arrived the mother was extremely upset and felt very alone.  She was unable to talk 
about what was upsetting her and cried very easily. Her husband was kidnapped in Iraq and they had 
no news of him. She also did not feel part of the Iraqi or Lebanese community here as she very much 
kept to herself. 

We could do very little for this family materially. I visited the family on a regular basis and 
encouraged the mother to talk, allowing her space to do so whilst her sons were out although 
sometimes they were in the home too. At first it was difficult for her to express herself and she 
would just cry and was unable to find the words on some occasions and didn’t want to on others. I 
felt that she had a need for emotional support and to feel that she was not alone. It was clear that 
she felt not only alone but insecure in Lebanon. Whilst she had 4 sons, it was not easy for her to talk 
to them about everything, in particular about her husband.  She wanted to be strong for her children 
and to try and keep away thoughts of her husband.  

However, after a couple of visits she was able to relax with me and open up. She began to trust me, 
as did the children, and she was always very happy for me to come and sit with her. I would allow 
her to talk about what she felt was important.  After a couple of months I noticed that she was much 
more relaxed and she began to laugh which she had not done before. She also began to talk about 
the future in a much more positive way. She felt that there was somebody who cared about her and 
she felt free to talk about both good and bad things. I was also able to notice her confidence grow 
and her body language change over this time. She began to speak more with people outside the 
home and spend time with her Lebanese friend. The fact that she was able to grow close to a 
Lebanese woman helped her feel less insecure.  

It seemed that she just needed somebody to acknowledge her situation and help take away some of 
the frustration she was feeling.  Before she left she said that my visits had helped her a lot and that 
she would miss me and the fact there was somebody always asking about her. 

From Story 5 

When I first visited the family I felt that their biggest needs were emotional support and equality. 
They felt like foreigners and could not integrate into Lebanese society. So they told me about the 
way Lebanese people treat them and look down on them. They felt like they were on their own and 
no one was supporting them not even the other NGO’s.  During the visits, I gave them a space to talk 
about their needs, their feelings, their experience in Iraq and Lebanon. These discussions made them 
trust me and provided them emotional support, I was also able to find out their material needs and 
refer them to other associations. They began to ask for my advice about a lot of things and invited 
me for coffee each time they saw me in the area. I worked with this family for 5 months and was 
able to notice positive changes in their life during this period. They told me that I had become a 
member of the family and I made them change their view towards Lebanese people. 

Once they arrived to USA they called me to let me know that they had arrived safely and to thank 
me again and they said that if I was ever in America I would have a home to stay in. 
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