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 Barriers to Communication 
 NVC Chapter 2: Communication that Blocks Compassion 

 
 
What’s our intention? 

 The intention of this session is to begin to recognize patterns of communication that diminish connection. 

 We practice paying attention of these patterns.  

 We won’t beat ourselves up for it. Instead, we explore feelings and needs around our judgments. 
 
 
 

While you are waiting… 

 Think of something someone said to you that stopped communication. Or think of something that you said 
to someone that stopped communication. Write ONE of them (trigger statement) below. 

 
 
 
 
 

Breakout Room Exercise (warm-up): 

 Introduce yourself and share your statement. 
Sort and categorize your phrase into the three types of barriers to communication (p. 2). 

 
 
 
 
 

Annotation: 
1. During “shared screen,” you 

 will see, “You are viewing  
[facilitator’s] screen.” 

 
2. Locate and select:  

 View Options  

 Annotate 

 Stamp (choose a shape)  
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 Barriers to Communication 
 NVC Chapter 2: Communication that Blocks Compassion 

 

 What strikes you about the way your stamps fall? 
 

Three Barriers to Communication 
From People Skills, by Robert Bolton 

Judging Giving Advice Avoiding 

 Correcting:   
“I think you meant…” 

 Criticizing:  
“It will never work. We tried it 5 
years ago. 

 Name-calling and labeling:  
“Are you nuts?” 

 Evaluating or Analyzing: 
“I know he was trying to make 
me look bad.” 

 “Us” versus “Them”: 
“I can’t believe THEY did that!” 
“Another example of their 
incompetence!” 

 Manipulative Praise:  
“You did such a good job! Would 
you do another favor for me?” 

 Giving Advice:   
“Have you thought about…” 
“Did you ever try…” 

 Fixing or Educating:   
“There’s a video on this.” 

 Interrogating, excessive or closed 
questions:   
“Did you finish it? Why isn’t it 
done?  Can you get it done today?” 

 Moralizing:   
“If you cared about your children, 
you would…” 

 Threatening:   
“You WILL get that project done, 
or you’ll be sorry.” 

 Diverting:   
“That reminds me of a time  
when I…” 

 Explaining or using a logical 
argument: 
“I don’t care, the facts are…” 

 Consoling or unrealistic reassuring:   
“I’m sure everything will work out 
OK.” 

 Interrupting:   
“…hey, (interrupts) I’ve got another 
idea… how about ….” 

 Telling a better story:   
“Wait ‘til you hear what happened 
to me….” 

 Shutting down:   
“You need to grow up.” 
“Think of what the others feel…” 

 

Why We Use Barriers 
 

Most of us want to help others when they come to us with a problem.  Sometimes the strategies we choose are not 
appropriate.  So why are these barriers so common?   
 
Name a benefit I might get and a consequence for each kind of barrier. 
 
 Benefits for me:  What could be consequences? 

1. Judging    

2. Giving Advice    

3. Avoiding    
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 The Impact of Judgmental Thinking 
 NVC Chapter 2: Communication that Blocks Compassion 

 

 

Breakout Room Exercise (A): If the player said [the stimulus] 

1. STIMULUS: The player will share their trigger statement (see p. 1). 

2. FEELINGS: The partners will offer empathy by guessing feelings. The player will silently receive the feelings 
guesses. Tell the partners which feelings resonate with you the most. 

3. NEEDS: Based on the feelings, the partners will offer needs guesses. The player will silently receive the 
needs guesses and choose the ones that resonate with you.  
 
Having chosen the feelings and needs that resonate, the player will say aloud the training wheel sentence: 
“When I say _________, I feel _________ because I need/want ________.”  

4. CONNECT TO THE NEED: Now that the player has identified a need, take a moment to connect with this 
need. What would it be like to have this need met? 

 

 

Breakout Room Exercise (B): If the player received [the stimulus] 

1. STIMULUS: The player will share their trigger statement (see p. 1). 

2. PLAYER’S FEELINGS: The partners will offer empathy by guessing feelings. The player will silently receive 
the feelings guesses. Tell the partners which feelings resonate with you the most. 

3. PLAYER’S NEEDS: Based on the feelings, the partners will offer needs guesses. The player will silently 
receive the needs guesses and choose the ones that resonate with you.  

4. EMPATHY FOR SELF: Having chosen the feelings and needs that resonate, the player will say aloud the 
training wheel sentence: “When I hear _________, I feel _________ because I need/want ________.”  

5. CONNECT TO THE NEED: Now that the player has identified a need, take a moment to connect with this 
need. What would it be like to have this need met? 

6. EMPATHY FOR OTHER: From this space, are you (the player) willing to guess the feelings and needs behind 
the [stimulus]? If so, repeat steps 2 through 4 for the other person, saying at the end “When they said___, 
I wonder if they felt___ because they wanted/needed____.”  

7. CONNECT TO THE NEED: Now that the player has identified a need for the other person, take a moment to 
connect with this need. What would it be like to have this need met? Look at the stimulus again ― does 
it feel any different now?  
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 Summary 
 NVC Chapter 2: Communication that Blocks Compassion 

 
 

 Debrief: What was this exercise like for you? Unmute yourself to speak to the large group. 
 
One-Word Check-Out: Say your name and share your one word with the rest of the group.  

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 Blame Game 

In this space, I imply wrongness & rightness. 
There is nothing wrong with this space. 

We use strategies when they work for us. 
Be aware of your choice. 

Heart Connection 
In this space, I hear the universal needs  
behind judgments. 
In this space, I feel open. I will celebrate & mourn. 
We practice living in this space consciously. 
Be aware of your choice 

I feel stuck 

Value Judgments: 

 Qualities we value in life 

 They reflect our beliefs of how life can best 
be served 

 We choose to focus on choices that align 
with our values and needs rather than 
making moralistic judgments of people by 
calling the people themselves good or bad.  

Life-Alienating Communication: 
1. Moralistic Judgments 
2. Making Comparison 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Life-alienating communication has deep 
philosophical and political roots (e.g. 

should, have to, language of wrongness) 

These views stress humans’ innate evil and 
deficiency, and often try to control what is 
seen as inherently undesirable nature. 

Five Ds that Blocks Compassion: 
1. DISTRACTION: Not paying attention 
2. DIAGNOSE: Judge, label, criticize 
3. DENY responsibility for one’s action 
4. DEMAND-energy 
5. DESERVE-language 

Five Ds: 

DISTRACTION, notice when you haven’t been paying attention 

DIAGNOSES, judgments, labels, criticism, blame 

DENIAL of responsibility for our own feelings and behaviors (or depriving 
another person of their responsibility for their own feelings and behaviors) 

DEMANDs or demand-energy – asking for compliance without  
willingness to consider the needs of the party being addressed 

DESERVE-oriented thinking – thinking that certain behaviors or individuals 
deserve certain consequences in the form of reward or punishment 


