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Abstract
Adaptive capacity is essential for organisations to be able to adapt to the sustainability
challenge, and change its course. Nonviolent Communication (NVC) is an interpersonal
communication tool that enables a user to move from a language of judgments to a language of
needs by using 4 steps: observation, feelings, needs, and request. As communication is essential
to the adaptive capacity of a social system, this thesis explores the question: How does
Nonviolent Communication support the adaptive capacity of organisations?
Through a mixed methods approach (semi-structured interviews and surveys with NVC
trainers, organisational representatives and employees), the effects of NVC on communication
in 3 sample organisations in the Netherlands (a school, NGO and research institute), is explored.
Quantitative survey results show that NVC has a positive to very positive effect on common
organisational communication dynamics. Qualitative data supports this finding and shows that
NVC brings positive effects of increased understanding, listening, and progress in work related
issues through an increased awareness of one’s own and other’s needs and feelings. When
linking these results to adaptive capacity of organisations, it is concluded that NVC directly
supports the adaptive capacity elements of trust, diversity and learning, and indirectly supports
common meaning and self-organisation.
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Executive Summary
Introduction
Society has already crossed several boundaries of the planetary system (Rockström et al. 2009),
and the consequences are likely to be severe. There is an urgency to act and change our
interaction with the biosphere in order to avert irreversible tipping points and destruction of
critical systems in the wider biosphere, upon which we depend (Robèrt et al 1997). The SSD
provides a strategic framework for how society might stay within the planetary boundaries and
be sustainable. There are 3 ecological sustainability principles (SPs) and 5 social SPs which
form the boundaries within which society should stay. The 5 social SPs are: In a sustainable
society, people are not subject to structural obstacles to (1) health, (2) influence, (3)
competence, (4) impartiality and (5) meaning-making. These social SPs have been derived from
the concept of resilience, or adaptive capacity (AC), of a complex social system (Missimer,
Robèrt and Broman 2017b). There are 5 elements that aid the AC of a social system: diversity,
learning, self-organisation, trust and meaning making. If these 5 elements are present amongst
the members of a social system, it is likely to be resilient and able to adapt in the face of large
internal or external changes.
Organisations form a large part of the makeup of our society and are social systems in
themselves. They have a significant impact on the sustainability of society and need to change
their operations. Also, changes caused by unsustainable actions of humans, such as climate
change and migration, are likely to impact organisations (Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2010). To be
able to face those changes, and make the changes that are necessary to become sustainable,
organisations need to have adaptive capacity.
Communication is essential for organisations to function and it can be argued that organisations
are a manifestation of communication and the functions it provides (Koschman 2012).
Communication comes in many forms in organisations and there are many communication
dynamics going on in the day-to-day operations of an organisation. Also, communication plays
a significant role in how the elements of AC are supported. For example, effective internal
communication plays a vital role in creating trust amongst the employees of an organisation
(Men and Stacks 2014).
A specific communication tool that might help in supporting those elements of AC is
Nonviolent Communication (NVC). Designed by Marshall Rosenberg (2003), its aim is to
promote connection to ourselves and others, by focusing on the needs that motivate our
behaviour and communication. A 4 step process aids practitioners in doing so: (1) to observe
without evaluation, (2) to identify feelings, (3) to identify underlying needs, and (4) to formulate
a request that might help in fulfilling those needs. These 4 steps can be applied to connect with
one’s own needs internally (self-connection), to communicate one’s own needs (expressing)
and/or to listen to the needs of others (listening).
Guided by the above and considering there is little research available on the use of NVC in
organisations and its effects on internal communication, let alone the organisation as a system
and its AC, the main research question of this thesis is:
How does Nonviolent Communication support the adaptive capacity of organisations?
v

Research process
To be able to find an answer to the main research question, communication dynamics in
organisations were used as a bridge between NVC and AC (see the figure below).

Using Communication Dynamics in organisations as a bridge between NVC and AC
Phase 1 – Conceptual Framework
Two SRQs were formulated for this phase. SRQ A: “What are communication dynamics in
organisations?” and SRQ B: “How might communication dynamics influence the adaptive
capacity of an organisation?”. For SRQ A, a literature review was used to identify common
communication dynamics (CDs) in organisations. In total 9 communication dynamics were
identified. For SRQ B the possible influence of those CDs on the AC of an organisation was
explored through a process of categorisation and expert opinion. This formed the outline of the
conceptual framework that was used in later phases.
Phase 2 - Nonviolent Communication and Communication Dynamics in the sample
organisations
Firstly, 3 sample organisations were selected for conducting the rest of the research. The
selected organisations were a health NGO, a school and a research institute, all using NVC for
internal communication and all based in the Netherlands.
To get a better understanding of the sample organisations, the following two SRQs were
formulated for phase 2: SRQ C: “How has Nonviolent Communication been introduced and
how is it practiced in the sample organisations?” and SRQ D: “How are the identified common
communication dynamics present in the sample organisations?”
Answers to those questions were sought through preliminary semi-structured interviews and a
survey amongst one organisational representative for each organisation.
Phase 3 - Effects of Nonviolent Communication on Communication Dynamics in
organisations
This phase focused on the final SRQ E: “What are the effects of Nonviolent Communication
on communication dynamics in organisations?” The main research tool for this phase was a
survey amongst employees trained in NVC, in the sample organisations. This survey included
a quantitative question and an open, qualitative question per communication dynamic. The
survey generated 40 responses on the effects of NVC on the organisational communication
dynamics identified in the previous phases. Furthermore, semi-structured follow up interviews
with 1 or 2 employees per organisation, and semi-structured interviews with 4 certified NVC
trainers were used to increase the understanding gained from the survey. The quantitative data
was analysed and all qualitative data was first coded and then analysed.
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Results
In total 9 communication dynamics that play a role in organisations were identified (SRQ A).
The results from the survey amongst organisational representatives confirmed that all of these
dynamics were present to a certain extent in the sample organisations (SRQ D). Based on these
results, 1 dynamic that seemed least present was excluded from the employee survey, to ensure
a survey length that would generate as many responses as possible. The 8 identified
communication dynamics that were used throughout the rest of this research are: working
together within a diverse staff team, giving and receiving constructive feedback, effective use
of Information Communication Technology, team decision making, space for sharing feelings
and being open in the workplace, different levels of power due to different positions in the
organisation, internal competition between colleagues and/or departments, and navigating and
resolving interpersonal conflict. These 8 communication dynamics were found to have a
potential impact on each of the 5 elements of adaptive capacity (trust, diversity, common
meaning, self-organisation and learning) (SRQ B).
The results from the survey amongst organisational representatives also clarified that NVC has
been implemented to a different extent in the three sample organisations. In the Research
Institute, 35 out of 400 employees were trained through a basic course (6 half days) at the
moment of research. In the NGO, about 70 out of 140 employees had followed a basic course,
and in the School all 8 employees had followed at least a basic course, and were also trained
for a full day every month throughout the year.
The quantitative results for the employee survey on the effects of NVC on the communication
dynamics are displayed in the figure below. As can be seen, NVC has a positive to very positive
effect on all communication dynamics in all 3-sample organisations.

The effects of Nonviolent Communication on each communication dynamic per organisation
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Identified positive effects of NVC on the communication dynamics were: increased
understanding, progress in work and/or relationship related issues, space for conversations that
were not held before, increased openness and sharing, a higher ability to see/work with different
perspectives and working styles, sense of safety, space for honesty, sense of connection, and
more awareness.
These effects were confirmed by the interviewed employees of each organisation. The
interviews with trainers informed the researchers how NVC could create those effects. Its focus
on needs seems to be the main contribution of NVC, as it enables people to see similarities
between themselves and others and creates understanding. Also, the formulation of clear
requests enables people to ask for and take necessary actions.

Discussion
The 3 sample organisations studied in this research were very different, operating across
different sectors and with different staff sizes. In addition they all implemented and practiced
NVC in different ways. However, they all still rated NVCs effect on communication dynamics
as positive and had a similar ranking of which dynamics where most or least affected by NVC.
This implies that NVC is an adaptable method which can suit many organisational contexts and
still have positive effects. Of note was the school which practiced NVC with a much higher
frequency and intention than the other organisations and rated the highest average score for
NVCs effect on each dynamic.
All communication dynamics, fitting at different levels of the system (i.e. one-to-one, team and
organisational communication), were scored as having been positively affected by NVC.
Qualitative responses from the survey and interview show that they achieved these positive
affects primarily through increased expression and listening, as well as by keeping comments
related to one’s own experience rather than judging the other’s behaviour. These traits helped
to create better understanding of each other’s motivations and would likely help work and
relational issues progress. Effective use of ICT received the lowest average score, but several
qualitative responses and academic literature indicate a higher potential. Further research on
this topic is suggested. ‘Internal competition between individuals and/or departments’ received
mixed scores and few qualitative responses, so the researchers were unable to draw solid
conclusions and would suggest further research with alternate organisations.
The qualitative data from employee surveys and results highlight key insights related to context
impacting effectiveness of NVC. Organisational structure as well as other contextual factors
can be used to create a secure environment which allows for the support needed to practice
NVC and allow for the vulnerability which comes from honestly expressing one’s feelings and
needs. A major contextual factor which aids this secure environment and generally aids wider
understanding is ensuring that enough people within an organisation, including management,
are trained in NVC to allow for it to become a shared language.
When linking these results to adaptive capacity of organisations, it is concluded that NVC
directly supports the adaptive capacity elements of trust, diversity and learning, and indirectly
supports common meaning and self-organisation. These results are discussed below.
Diversity: Having many different opinions and perspectives, increases the possibility that one
of those strategies helps resilience in cases of change or shock. The results for the CD of
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working together within a diverse staff team shows that NVC creates understanding and enables
people to see and work with different perspectives. NVC also aids in navigating the challenges
that diversity brings, such as conflict.
Trust: Trust is what keeps a social system together and can be defined as “the willingness to be
vulnerable to another party” (Schoorman, Mayer, and Davis 2007). By creating space for
sharing and openness, NVC increases trust, as it allows people to be vulnerable. In addition
trust is influenced by another person’s ‘motivations of benevolence’ and whether one feels
significant in another’s eyes (reference). By encouraging listening and expression NVC helps
understand people’s motivations and allows people to be heard, both contributing to trust.
Learning: A system, like its individual members, needs to learn from experience and sense
change in order to respond appropriately (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017a). The space for
listening and expression that NVC creates enhances learning by bringing additional input into
the system and spreading this input through the system by influencing communication dynamics
such as team decision making or communicating across different levels of power. Results show
that NVC strongly supports the giving and receiving of feedback, which is essential for a
learning organisation. Additionally, NVC seeks to look beyond judgements creating an
environment where individuals are able to admit mistakes. This increases opportunities for
learning.
Common meaning: Common meaning is essential in a system to give it purpose. Humans are a
meaning making and meaning seeking species and need purpose in order to exist and thrive
(Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017a). This research does not show that NVC contributes
directly to common meaning of an organisational system. However, NVC could help in the
process of creating common meaning by helping with shared understanding between
individuals and resolving misunderstandings or conflicts.
Self-organisation: Self-organisation is required by a system to rapidly respond to changing
circumstances without having to rely upon centralised intent or control (Missimer, Robèrt and
Broman 2017a). NVC’s effect here is uncertain. It can help members of a system organise by
the additional input of allowing people to be heard and by focusing on the input of feelings and
needs. However, self-organisation also requires autonomy and responsibility which is more
dependent on the organisational structure level than the interpersonal level affected by NVC.
NVC can influence this structural level by for example, influencing management or increasing
trust, but contextual considerations are especially relevant.

Conclusion
The aim of this study was to investigate and answer the question: How does Nonviolent
Communication support the adaptive capacity of organisations?, in order to better understand
how NVC might contribute to organisations’ need to change in the face of the sustainability
challenge. The results suggest that if organisations use NVC in combination with the right
contextual factors it will have a positive effect on many, if not most, communication dynamics
present in organisations. By positively influencing communication dynamics through greater
understanding of individuals feelings and needs all 5 elements of adaptive capacity can be
supported.
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1.

Introduction

Humanity, as a social species, has the ability to organise and achieve more as a group than it
could as a sum of its parts. Organisations today manifest in all kinds of forms and scales, but
what is common within them is the necessity of communication to create or interpret meaning
and subsequently allow for coordination. With the increasingly apparent scale of the
sustainability challenge, organisations need to be able to cope with, and respond to the changes
that are happening. Communication between members of organisational systems plays an
important role in supporting organisations as they respond. A tool with the potential to support
this communication is ‘Nonviolent Communication’, developed from the study of human
psychology and already used in organisations globally.

1.1

Sustainability Challenge

The Earth, itself is a closed system to matter and open to energy from the sun, is comprised of
several interrelated subsystems. The system known as the ‘biosphere’, consisting of the Earth’s
surface, atmosphere and oceans, contains life. The ‘lithosphere’ is the Earth’s crust and contains
minerals. According to the laws of thermodynamics Earth only has a finite amount of resources
that can be shaped and reshaped by ecological or societal processes. Humanity’s place within
the biosphere is termed the ‘social system’, and it relies upon a complex interrelationship with
all other parts of the biosphere. (Robèrt et al. 1997)
It is widely acknowledged that the biosphere and lithosphere’s flows have shifted in a way that
justifies stating that Earth has entered a new geological age – the Anthropocene (Zalasiewicz
et al. 2011). Rockström et al. (2009) describe the Anthropocene as an epoch in which “humans
constitute the dominant driver of change to the Earth System”. This era is marked by extremely
rapid changes on a global scale, including the loss of biodiversity, degradation of land and
shortages of drinking water, which threaten the resilience of Earth and it’s social systems
(Steffen et al. 2011)
Since we have already crossed several boundaries of the planetary system (Rockström et al.
2009), with potentially severe consequences, there is an urgency to act and change our
interaction with the biosphere in order to avert irreversible tipping points and destruction of
critical systems in the wider biosphere, upon which we depend (Robèrt et al. 1997). We refer
to the need to change humanity's interactions with the biosphere as the sustainability challenge.

1.2 Defining Sustainability
There are many ways of defining sustainability and sustainable development. However, most
of these are not clear about how to get to sustainability. E.g. the World Commission on
Environment and Development defines sustainable development as “development that meets
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
needs” (Brundtland 1987). This is quite an inclusive definition, taking also future generations
into account. What it does not tell us, however, is what we can do in order to not compromise
the ability of future generations to meet their needs. Another definition of sustainability is the
“triple bottom line”, also known as the 3Ps of People, Planet and Profit (Kajikawa 2008). It
emphasizes the need to look at the sustainability of the environment, society and the economy
at the same time. Again, this definition provides no guidelines on what this sustainability should
1

look like or how it should be reached. As evidence is increasing that the environment and
society are and will be under more pressure due to the sustainability challenge outlined above,
a clear definition that gives an outline of what actions can be undertaken to change
unsustainable behaviour is needed.
The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) offers a more workable
definition by providing boundary conditions for a sustainable society (Broman and Robèrt
2017). These boundary conditions are based on a scientifically agreed upon view of the world,
necessary and sufficient to achieve sustainability, non-overlapping, general enough to be
applicable in all situations regarding sustainability and concrete enough to guide action (Robèrt
et al. 2015). Within these boundary conditions we can shape society as we want, as long as the
boundary conditions are met, it will be sustainable. Offering a clear vision on how to be
sustainable, those boundary conditions allow for backcasting from success (Holmberg and
Robèrt 2000). This means that we can create a compelling vision of the future, look at where
we are now and then come up with creative ideas and steps that we can take to come closer to
our vision. The strategic guidelines of the FSSD help to prioritize which ideas are most likely
to bring us to this vision.
The FSSD regards the biosphere, society and the economy as nested systems. Society is a
subsystem of the biosphere, and the economy is a subsystem of society (Robèrt et al. 2015).
This is another reason why the concept of People, Planet, Profit is an incomplete definition of
sustainability; as it regards all systems as equal, rather than nested systems, it does not
acknowledge that society depends on the biosphere, and that the economy cannot exist without
society.
The boundary conditions for sustainability are called the sustainability principles (SPs). There
are three environmental SPs that have stood scientific scrutiny for over 25 years. These SPs are:
In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing…
1.
…concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust.
2.
…concentrations of substances produced by society;
3.
…degradation by physical means.
Until a few years ago, the fourth, social SP read: “In a sustainable society, people are not subject
to conditions that systematically undermine their capacity to meet their needs.” (Missimer,
Robèrt and Broman 2017a 33) Since this SP was rather vague, it has been operationalized into
five social sustainability principles (SSPs) in order to give clearer boundary conditions and get
a better sense of what actions can be undertaken in order to stay within those boundary
conditions (Missimer, Robèrt, and Broman 2017b) . These social SPs are:
In a sustainable society, people are not subject to structural obstacles to…
4.
… health.
5.
… influence.
6.
… competence.
7.
… impartiality.
8.
… meaning-making.
These SSPs have been derived from the concept of adaptive capacity (Missimer, Robèrt, and
Broman 2017b), which will be further explored in the next section.
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1.3

Adaptive Capacity

Human systems can be seen as complex adaptive systems. Human social agents (individuals or
groups) make up those systems and their relationships form the interactions within the system.
The larger social system, includes many subsystems of different scales, such as organisations,
communities, cultures, families, etc. (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017a)
For a system to be able to adapt to change, it needs resilience. Resilience has been described in
the literature as the ability of a system to sustain itself in times of change or shocks (Missimer,
Robèrt and Broman 2017a 33). Folke et al. (2010) argue that it should also include the ability a
system to adapt and transform. For the purpose of this thesis, this broader definition of resilience
will be used.
Adaptive capacity is what allows a social system to be resilient. Missimer, Robèrt and Broman
(2017a) describe 5 essential aspects of adaptive capacity of a social system: diversity, learning,
self-organisation, trust and common-meaning:
● Diversity increases possibilities, which is necessary when one does not know what
might happen in the future. Having many options increases the opportunity that one of
those strategies helps to be resilient in case of change or shock. Diversity also adds
different perspectives, which contributes to the knowledge and understanding of a
system (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017a).
● Learning refers to the ability of the individual to learn by him or herself and the ability
of the system to learn as a whole. It enables a system to sense change and adapt to it
effectively. (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017b 48).
● Self-organisation is the ability of a system to organise itself without “system level intent
or centralized control” (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017a 37). Self- Organisation is
essential for individuals and systems to adapt quickly; with self-organisation decisions
can be made without always needing to be approved by a top-down power structure.
● Trust is one of the main variables that creates value in social systems. “Trust is a key
element of social life, in other social sciences - it is often termed the fabric, which binds
society together” (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017a 37). Without trust between
various individuals, it is difficult or impossible to achieve collective learning, diversity
and self-organisation in a system (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017a)
● Common Meaning - Missimer, Robèrt and Broman (2017a, 37) state, “humans are a
meaning- making and meaning-seeking species...this seems to be wired into our brains.”
Without it, our brain “signals extreme discomfort and motivates the search for renewed
purpose and hence meaning” (Kilinger 1998) When it comes to a social system it
requires common meaning and a clear purpose in order to exist and thrive. A social
system is a purposeful system (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017a).The first three
aspects come from resilience of ecological systems, the other two are specific to social
systems. When those 5 elements are present, a social system can more easily adhere to
the 5 SSPs (Missimer, Robèrt and Broman 2017b)

1.4 Organisations, the Sustainability Challenge and Adaptive
Capacity
Organisations can be defined as “a social unit of people that is structured and managed to meet
a need or to pursue collective goals” (Business Dictionary 2017). Organisations include, but are
not limited to, businesses, municipalities, charities, non-governmental organisations (NGOs),
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community groups and educational institutions.
Organisations can be understood as open systems, they affect and are affected by their
environment. With reference to the sustainability challenge, organisations’ variable collective
goals and activities (i.e. their products and services) have impact on their direct and indirect
surroundings (i.e. the complete biosphere, or parts of it) (Berns et al. 2009). These can be
thought of as alignments or misalignments with the sustainability principles of the SSD. By
enabling people to coordinate and work together on a common purpose, organisations enlarge
their impact - positive or negative. Organisations, as defined above, have goals and impact that
fit every niche and scale of the social system. The sustainability challenge, which has already
reached, or nearly-reached, several tipping points, requires the coordinating ability of
organisations to create positive impacts. This requires a change of focus for many existing
organisations.
As well as the external impact of their goals and activities, organisational environments directly
have a large, impact on their workforce. Time spent at work occupies a large percentage of an
individual’s time, and the relationships developed (or not-developed) at work directly impact
on an individual’s well-being. The ‘social contract’ supporting what is expected by employees
and employers is continuously changing (Eisenberg et al. 2016)
In order to proactively make the changes that are necessary to move towards sustainability, and
to be able to adapt to the inevitable, likely dramatic, effects of climate change, such as changes
in weather, migration, etc. organisations need resilience (Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2010).
Organisations are one kind of social system, and as such the lens of adaptive capacity can
strongly assist in thinking about their resilience. The 5 elements of AC can provide guidance
for assessing the current level of resilience of an organisation, and for moving towards a more
resilient future for an organisation. This academic notion of systems needing resilience is
echoed in organisational/business discourse as it recognizes the need to be able to adapt to
changing circumstances (Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2010).

1.5

Communication in Organisations

Referring back to the definition above, organisations can be defined as “a social unit of people
that is structured and managed to meet a need or to pursue collective goals” (Business
Dictionary 2017). As this definition makes clear, organisations are a “social unit of people”.
Scholars go so far as to argue that ‘organisations’ in and of themselves do not exist. It can be
said that organisations are a manifestation of communication and the meaning making it
provides (Koschmann 2012). They are not tangible places, things or structures, but rather they
are a manifestation of human relationships (Watson 2002). Communication is the basis for all
forms of cooperation (Museux et al. 2016).
Communication in organisations has its own dynamics and dimensions. Conrad and Poole
(Conrad and Poole 2002) identify 4 dimensions of organisational communication:
1. Structured discourse: this relates to and is influenced by the structure of the organisation. In
the west, most organisations have a hierarchical structure. As a result, people communicate
along the chain of command, with their direct supervisors, subordinates and direct
colleagues.
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2. Interpersonal discourse: besides the professional relationships amongst colleagues, people
also develop personal relationships at work, hence relationships at work are blended
relationships. The quality of work relationships is a strong predictor of overall job
satisfaction.
3. Contextualized discourse: organisations exist within the context of society. People take
assumptions from society into the workplace and vice versa.
4. Systemic discourse: “Organisational communication is systemic because it is
simultaneously influenced by all the pressures that comprise an organisational system and
is the key process through which those pressures, and the system, are maintained.” (Conrad
and Poole 2002 24) Some of the processes through which the system is maintained are selfregulation, adaptation and self-renewal.
The first and fourth dimension can also be seen in the light of Giddens theory of structuration
(Giddens 1984): the structure of an organisation impacts the communication that people have,
and likewise, the communication between agents within an organisation influences the structure
of the organisation.
Relationships in organisations are blended, and so is the content of communication. The
literature identifies two purposes of communication in groups working towards a common goal:
transactional/ task related communication to convey information and get the work done and
psyche/relational related communication to define and express the relationships between
participants (Koschmann 2012; Watzlawick, Bavelas, and Jackson 1980; Luft 1984).
Since humans are emotional beings, they bring feelings and needs with them to the work floor.
Hence, psyche processes are necessary to enable task related processes. Sometimes it is difficult
or even impossible to talk about psyche processes within a work setting (Luft 1984).

Figure 1.1 Different levels at which communication takes place in a nested system
Communication in organisations takes place on different levels. Firstly, individuals bring
different communication patterns with them to the workplace. They use these on an
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interpersonal level, on the level of teams and on the level of the whole organisation. Figure 1.1
shows how these levels are related as nested systems. The level of the individual is included
and transcended by the interpersonal level, etc.

1.6

Communication challenges in organisations

As shown above, communication is an essential feature of organisations as manifestations of
human relationships, taking many forms and influencing in many ways the structure of these
organisations. This section will describe some challenges and dynamics which shape this
communication. These are not intrinsically negative, or leading-to negative effects, but interact
in complex ways where paying particular attention to one dynamic may result in neglecting
another dynamic or vice versa.
First, before even taking the added complexity of relational aspects into account, there is much
room for communication error in ‘simple’ information relay. General challenges of
communication, according to Eisenberg et al. (2016), include a potential for message’s or
circumstances to have:
1. Ambiguity – if the language used allows for multiple interpretations of the same
information. For example caused by abstract language.
2. Information overload – if the quantity, speed or complexity of data makes it difficult to
process the information.
3. Distortions by the environment – if the internal or external conditions makes it difficult
for interpretation of information. For example, if physically there are competing stimuli
or noises; or emotionally if the receiver is in a state which blocks their interpretation
such as jealousy or grief.
These above points show how challenges exist between the sender and receiver in relaying
‘transactional’ information.
Furthermore, human and relational aspects of communication inform an additional, complex,
world of intentional and unintentional meaning-making. These can create a barrier to shared
understanding and interpretation. These interpretations are informed by personal moods and
personal backgrounds, including culture (Eisenberg et al. 2016).
Even further complexity emerges when bringing human intentions and motives into the
scenario. An individual can consider multiple, potentially conflicting, interpretations of a
conversation and it’s context. Interpreting and communicating in multiple, complex, contexts
is one of the hardest things we do in organisations. (Eisenberg et al. 2016).
The focus is often on the transactional part of the communication with more complex meaning
making and relational aspects often not acknowledged. For example, Museux et al. (2016) show
that communication training in the healthcare sector usually focuses on the way clinical
information is shared and they do little to address the relational dimension to create authentic
communication imbued with mutual trust.
We cannot be aware of all the factors that need to be navigated and considered regarding
communication and interpretation in organisations. Many of those have been shown by
psychological and sociological study to be embedded in our human nature. This is an extremely
complex field, partly illustrated by the following selection of examples from the literature:
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1. False consensus effect – where individuals or groups tend to see their own behavior as
typical, affecting the accuracy of their assumptions about others and decision making.
This can be impacted by a group or individual’s tendency to seek feedback and check
assumptions.(Jones and Roelofsma 2000)
2. Escalation of commitment – where individuals or groups continue to support a course
of action or worldview, despite evidence that it is failing, due to social pressures and a
desire to rationalise previous behavior (Jones and Roelofsma, 2000).
3. Variable participation in groups – affected by the personality of individuals and the
assigned position of members in a team. Notably, this is affected by the
encouragement/discouragement of participation by other team members and the
communication style of the leader (Hedman and Valo 2015).
4. Jockeying for power – this can take the shape of one team member trying to hijack
others, and has significant impact on communication competence of the team,
sometimes destroying relationships among members (Hedman and Valo 2015).
Many of these communication dynamics result from different mental models and interpretation
of reality, leading to misunderstanding. According to Eisenberg et al. (2016) being mindful of
our communication and practicing empathy can allow us to see, understand and promote new
possibilities in our relationships with other individuals and departments. Empathy and mindful
communication make managing diversity and inclusion possible and provide a foundation for
building trust and authenticity. In this way, we can focus on common problems without
immediately turning those who have a different view on these problems against us.

1.7

Communication and adaptive capacity of organisations

Since organisations (and social systems in general) critically depend on the communication
between their members, the communication within an organisation will have an impact on its
adaptive capacity. This section is a first exploration on how communication within
organisations can relate to the 5 elements of adaptive capacity. Further connections will be
explored later in this thesis.
Diversity. Communication, by enabling the spread of meaning-making and interpretation, has
a large impact on how much an organisation is able to draw upon the potential benefits that
diversity can bring, or whether it is able to work with diversity at all (Vangen 2017; Brett,
Behfar, and Kern 2006).
Learning. The learning ability of an organisation depends on whether it is able to learn from the
experience of its members and spread knowledge amongst its members. This communication
does or does not take place through formal and/or informal communication
structures (Koohborfardhaghighi, Lee, and Kim 2016).
Trust. Effective internal communication plays a vital role in creating trust amongst the
employees of an organisation by being transparent, encouraging accountability and encouraging
employee participation (Men and Stacks 2014).
Common meaning. For a common meaning, or vision, to be effective it must be created by
multiple stakeholders within an organisation and communicated sufficiently and widely
throughout an organisation (Kotter 2010). Without clear communication of a vision
independent parts of the system pursue their own goals and the system can dissolve into
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confusing and incompatible projects.
Self-organisation. Decision making is a fundamental need of self-organisation. Problems
related to decision making in organisations include lack of clarity in communication and the
absence of communication that would otherwise allow for participation in joint decision making
(i.e whether a whole team makes a decision, just the leader, or a smaller group within the team)
(Hedman and Valo 2015).
In conclusion, communication in organisations is deeply connected to and impacts on adaptive
capacity.
Communication is complex, and an individual’s patterns of communication and interpretation
are learnt from their different backgrounds. Therefore communication in an organisation is
hugely variable and it is dependent on the random mix of communication styles that employees
bring in. There is no guarantee that this mix of communication styles of employees set them up
well to be able to navigate the communication challenges and dynamics in a way that contribute
to AC.
The question is whether there is a way of communication that can be learned by employees to
help them to mindfully, empathically and strategically navigate communication dynamics in
organisations, and, in addition, whether this could support the adaptive capacity of an
organisation? Nonviolent Communication is a model for communication that practitioners
claim holds this potential to help individuals and organisations effectively navigate
communication dynamics and thereby may in turn offer support for adaptive capacity of
organisations.

1.8

Nonviolent Communication

Nonviolent Communication (NVC) is a language and model designed by Marshall Rosenberg.
Rosenberg developed the model of NVC by drawing on the work of cognitive therapist Albert
Ellis and psychologist Carl Rogers (Beck 2005). It is an approach which aims to promote
connection to ourselves and others. It aims to create relationships where mutual growth can
occur by drawing upon universal needs rather than forms of connection, which promote fear,
guilt or shame through judgments (Beck 2005; Rosenberg 2003). According to Rosenberg
(2003, 52): “Judgments of others are alienated expressions of our own unmet needs”. The aim
of NVC is to move from a language of judgments to a language of needs.
Most trainees find that it takes years of practice to obtain proficiency in NVC (Beck 2005).
However, the model itself is simple to teach and practice and consists of the following 4 steps
(Rosenberg 2003):
1. Observing without evaluation: NVC does not mandate that we remain completely
objective and refrain from evaluating. It requires that we maintain a separation between our
observations and our evaluations or judgments. The first step is to formulate an observation
of the situation that is free from evaluation.
2. Identifying feelings: The next step is to identify the feelings one feels when thinking
of the observed situation.
3. Identifying needs: The feelings experienced come from certain needs that are either
being met or unmet. This step is about identifying those connected needs and trying to
describe them as specifically as possible.
8

4. Formulating a request: The last step is to formulate a request based on the first three
steps. This request should be clear, positive and hold a concrete action. The requester
should be open to receive a “no” and then find other creative strategies that can fulfil his
or her needs.
These 4 steps can be used in 3 distinct ways: (1) to express one’s feelings and needs, (2) to
listen to the feelings and needs of another person, and (3) to listen to one’s own feelings and
needs, through self-connection.
Transcending the model’s 4 steps and 3 ways of using NVC, is the desired cultivation of
empathy and empathic listening, and developing relevant intention and attention (Museux et al.
2016). The intention must be to connect compassionately to other human beings (and oneself)
before blaming, correcting, educating or using other forms of communication that are not
connecting (Lee et al. 1998; Rosenberg 2003). Without this intention and attention, NVC will
not be effective (Rosenberg 2003).
NVC is built upon a particular worldview, and although grounded in psychological research,
the following are some underpinning assumptions behind the model:
 Everybody is responsible for his or her own feelings. These feelings can be triggered by
environments or what someone else does, but you are responsible for how you react to
those triggers.
 These feelings are an indicator of met or unmet needs.
 Judgments are an expression of unmet needs.
 Needs themselves are of a finite number and are universal.
 There are many ways to fulfill a need, if a person cannot help you fulfill a need, you can
try to find a different strategy.
 However, if you request specifically what you want, you are more likely to get your
needs met. Regarding the request there is a difference between a request, of which the
requester is able to receive a ‘no’, and a demand, where there is no option to disagree.
There are several tools that aid the learning of NVC. The main ones being lists of feelings and
needs that help trainees enlarge their vocabulary (see Appendices A and B respectively for
examples), a jackal puppet, which represents the language of judgments, and a giraffe puppet
that represents the language of empathy.
Application of Nonviolent Communication
Beck (2005), shows through neuroscience and other objective analysis that NVC is of most
value when considered as more than a model, but rather as a tool to enable a shift in
consciousness. He goes as far as to say that getting caught up in the technique of the 4 steps
may even cause rigidness and get in the way of connecting. Beck, believes that NVC must
become a part of the implicit process of language, rather than a set of rules. He shows that many
experienced trainers adapt the 4 steps, while still emphasising the needs based approach for
connection and the communication of strategies and requests, thereby overcoming rigidness.
Beck continues by stating that the emphasis on personal responsibility for feelings and needs
brings into question the suitability of NVC for adoption by the whole population (Rosenberg in
Beck 2005).
However, the literature evidence shows that whichever exact elements and processes of NVC
are used by trainers and practitioners its emphasis on needs can give clarity and connection in
many situations. It aims at handling socio-emotionally demanding situations, including conflict
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(Lee et al. 1998) and can help resolve the complex gender and cultural challenges of the day
(Beck 2005).
Relating to communication theories outlined above, Rosenberg claims that 80% of
communication is empathic and all communication carries a request for connection or action
(Rosenberg in Beck 2005). NVC provides: “a way of translating back and forth between the
information part of the communication (contained in the ‘observation’ and ‘request’ parts of
NVC) and the affective part (contained in the ‘feelings’ and ‘needs’ parts of NVC)” (Cox and
Dannahy 2005). Interpreting this in light of the communication theories outlined above, it could
be said that NVC translates/bridges between the transactional and relational elements of
communication.
There are over 150 certified NVC trainers worldwide (Beck 2005; CNVC 2017), who aid
individuals and organisations in their learning of NVC. NVC is widely used in education,
healthcare and other sectors. How it is currently used in organisations will be further explored
in the following section.

1.9

Nonviolent Communication in organisations

The number of academic publications on the use of NVC in organisations is very and the
literature that is written mainly relates to the use of NVC in health care and (peace) education.
A search in Scopus with the term “Nonviolent Communication” (on 02-05-2017) provides 21
hits. Those articles are related to the use of NVC in healthcare (8), peace education (4),
education in general (2), kindergartens (2), religious studies (2) a prison (1) and mediation (1).
One article was published twice. These findings are in line with Lee et al. (1998), who find that
the majority of organisations in which NVC is being used have been where a relational aspect
is central such as organisations providing care and education. In most of those organisations,
NVC is used to communicate more effectively with clients or students. Only a few of the articles
about NVC in healthcare organisations refer to better team performance as a reason to
implement NVC.
As discussed above internal communication in organisations is fundamental and complex with
many dynamics. NVC has the potential to contribute to a way of dealing with those dynamics
that is beneficial for the organisation. For example, NVC’s emphasis on openness, authenticity
and operating from needs can build deep, meaningful and productive relationships faster (Cox
and Dannahy 2005). Museux et al. (2016) show that NVC revealed improvements in “[…]
individual competency in client/family-centered collaboration and role clarification.
Improvements in group competency were also found with respect to teams’ ability to develop
a shared plan of action” (Abstract). Furthermore, NVC’s focus on concise formulation of
communication and the shared language it provides (Museux et al. 2016), can lessen the amount
of ambiguity that is often experienced in communication.
A new dynamic with regards to communication in modern organisations is e-communication,
where the lack of non-verbal cues, anonymity and other challenges enhance the emphasis on
the transactional nature of relationships. Cox & Dannahy (2005) found that NVC’s robust
model and intentional disclosure can help make e-communication more effective and supports
building mentoring relationships. Potentially NVC also has this effect on other ecommunication.
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Some people use NVC to not only look at the needs of the people working in an organisation,
but to look at the needs of the organisation as a whole. (Miyashiro and Rosenberg, 2007)
Identify 6 needs of organisations that need to be taken into account when aiming for the
sustainability of an organisation. These needs are identity, life affirming purpose, direction,
energy, expression and purpose. The process of working on the needs of an organisation is
supported by the use of NVC by individuals in the organisation.
It becomes clear that NVC can be used in many different ways by organisations. To enhance
external communication with clients, to enhance internal communication among colleagues or
between management and subordinates, and to support the needs of the organisation as a whole.
This research specifically aims at finding out how the use of NVC for internal communication
in organisations can affect communication dynamics in a way that supports the AC of an
organisation.

1.10 Research purpose
This research was undertaken to develop an understanding of how internal communication
dynamics of an organisation might influence its adaptive capacity and thereby its resilience to
change. Specifically, the effects of one tool for communication, NVC, were explored.
The intended audiences come from three likely communities.
1. Specific organisations who are using NVC for internal communication, or are interested
in applying NVC in their organisation, and would gain added value by interpreting NVC’s
potential benefits through the lens of adaptive capacity and resilience.
2. Those who are concerned with the adaptive capacity of organisations in general.
Particularly those familiar with and/or practice the application of SSD. These include
researchers and those working at the international organisation ‘The Natural Step’.
3. Finally, by providing a systems thinking approach we hope to be of interest to the
extensive international NVC practitioner community, to inform the debate about how
NVC can create systemic change.

1.11 Research Questions
To identify how NVC might contribute to social sustainability through adaptive capacity, the
following main research question (MRQ) has been formulated:
How does Nonviolent Communication support the adaptive capacity of organisations?
Five sub-research questions (SRQs) have been formulated to help answer this question:
A. What communication dynamics are commonly present in organisations?
B. How might communication dynamics influence the adaptive capacity of an
organisation?
C. How has Nonviolent Communication been introduced and how is it practiced in the
sample organisations?
D. Are the identified communication dynamics present in the sample organisations?
E. What are the effects of Nonviolent Communication on communication dynamics in
organisations?
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1.12 Research scope
Due to NVC being a model for interpersonal communication the researchers decided to focus
on the experiences of individual actors within organisations. Their experiences will be used to
explore the effects of NVC on a system level.
When selecting organisations to examine, the short time scale and the fact that it is unknown
how many organisations are using NVC, a pragmatic approach with regards to the scope of this
research was required. Due to existing networks, the Netherlands became the focus of selecting
organisations. Data was gathered with small and medium organisations who had been using
NVC in their daily practices for more than 4 months.
To gain connection with certified NVC trainers, trainers based in Northern Europe were
approached via the Centre of Nonviolent Communication (CNVC).

12

2 Research Design and Methodology
2.1 Overview of the research process
This research followed Maxwell’s (2013) “interactive” research design, where the phases of the
research design influence each other in a continuous development process. Since NVC is a
specific type of communication that operates primarily at the interpersonal level of the
organisational system, and adaptive capacity (AC) is made up of a set of elements present at
the level of the whole organisation, to be able to answer the main research question ‘How does
Nonviolent Communication support the adaptive capacity of organisations?’, an intermediary
form of communication, relevant to organisations, was needed to enable the relationship
between NVC and AC to be explored. It was decided to use communication dynamics (CDs)
in organisations as an intermediary bridge between NVC and AC (see figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1. The use of communication dynamics as intermediary between NVC and AC
Sub research questions (SRQs) were designed to investigate the different links between NVC,
CDs and AC, outlined above. Figure 2.2 displays the flow between the different SRQs. Phase
1 of the research focused on identifying communication dynamics in organisations (SRQ A)
and how these CDs might influence AC (SRQ B). In phase 2 sample organisations who use
NVC internally were selected and the aim was to get clarity on how NVC was implemented
and is being practiced within these organisations (SRQ C). This phase also focused on finding
out whether the found CDs of phase 1 are present in the sample organisations (SRQ D). The
aim of phase 3 was to find out what the effects of NVC are on the communication dynamics in
organisations (SRQ E). The discussion will tie all the results together and aims to answer the
main research question.
In each phase, different research methods were employed to inform a possible answer to the
SRQs. In phase 1, a literature review was used to identify common communication dynamics
in organisations. Furthermore, the possible influence of those CDs on the AC of an organisation
was explored through a process expert inquiry and judgement. This formed the outline of the
conceptual framework that was used in later phases.
To select sample organisations and to answer SRQs C and D in phase 2, semi-structured
interviews and a survey with an organisational representatives were used to confirm suitability
of organisation and gain an understanding of how NVC and communication dynamics are
present in the sample organisations.
Phase 3 of the research was designed to answer SRQ E. A survey amongst employees who were
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trained in NVC in the sample organisations, semi-structured follow up interviews with 1 or 2
of those employees and semi-structured interviews with certified NVC trainers were used to
gain understanding on the effects of NVC on the organisational communication dynamics
identified in the previous phases. See table 2.1 for an overview of the different research methods
used for each SRQ.

Figure 2.2. The SRQs and their relationships to each other and the main RQ

Table 2.1. Overview of research methods per SRQ

This chapter is structured to follow the 3 phases of our research in order. A brief ‘why’ for the
need of each phase is outlined, related to the main RQ and to the other phases. This is followed
by a description of the research methods that were used in each phase.
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2.2

Research methods phase 1 – Conceptual Framework

The goal of this phase was to answer SRQs A and B, to gain understanding on two of the main
areas associated with our research question – communication dynamics in organisations; and
the relation of those communication dynamics to adaptive capacity. This understanding would
allow the development of a conceptual framework for use in the design of subsequent research
phases.

2.2.1 Research methods SRQ A - What communication dynamics are
commonly present in organisations?
To be able to relate the use of NVC, which is a method used for communication between
individuals, to the adaptive capacity of an organisation, which is a feature of the organisation
as a system, an intermediary step was needed. The goal of this phase was to find communication
dynamics that individuals can relate their use of NVC to, and that can also be connected to the
five elements of adaptive capacity of an organisation.
Literature review
To be able to identify communication dynamics, general literature on communication in
organisations and in working teams, as well as literature specific to challenges was read to gain
a better understanding. Challenges were renamed and treated as ‘communication dynamics’ to
reflect the fact that communication is complex, operating across many levels and does not solely
have a negative or positive influence.
Sample selection
Literature was found through searches on Scopus and the BTH academic library. The sample
consisted of 5 peer- reviewed articles and 3 books on organisational communication.
Data collection
The specific communication dynamics in this literature were collected through a process of
emergent coding. Beyond the high level codes of ‘communication challenge’ or
‘communication dynamic’, there were no other pre-determined codes used for this selection
process, since the authors did not want to exclude any potential dynamics. Each researcher
recorded dynamics they had found, with quotes and page numbers noted, to be reviewed by the
other researchers. All dynamics found were then reviewed together for their practical
application to the study with reference to the nested systems present in organisations (i.e. one
to one, team, and organisation wide communications). In total 35 challenges were identified.
Analysis and synthesis
The specific challenges were categorized to result in the final dynamics which would be used
in this study. The categorizing and selecting followed the following process:
1. All 35 of the dynamics and challenges found were written out on post-it notes, with
overlapping dynamics discarded.
2. The dynamics were discussed by the research team and clustered according to related
topic areas, including but not limited to nested level of an organisation they affected.
3. The common theme within these clusters were identified and labelled. In total 9 themes
were found and became the communication dynamics used for this study.
4. Working definitions for each dynamic drawing on the discussion’s rationale were
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drafted.
2.2.2 Research methods SRQ B - How might communication dynamics
influence the adaptive capacity of organisations?
This phase provided an expansion of our conceptual framework to explicitly include adaptive
capacity. The goal of this phase was to produce an ‘adaptive capacity/communications dynamic
map’ upon which to place findings from later phases of our research. By pacing data related to
NVC’s impact on the CDs, onto this map the researchers will explore NVCs relationship to AC
and draw conclusions to inform the discussion of the primary RQ.
Data Collection
Two sets of data were needed. Firstly the definitions of each communication dynamic,
established in SRQ A. Secondly, a set of data had to relate to adaptive capacity. A literature
review of adaptive capacity drew primarily on Missimer et al (2017a; 2017b). This review
provided definitions of the elements of adaptive capacity and any factors which positively or
negatively contributed to each element.
Analysis
To answer SRQ B a cross table was created connecting each communication dynamic to each
element of adaptive capacity. Each researcher asked “How does X CD impact on X element of
AC?” and mapped conclusions as to how elements of adaptive capacity were positively or
negatively affected, if at all. Key relationships, having particularly large impacts were
highlighted. Each element was treated in isolation although it was noted where relationships
might overlap. The research team then reviewed their answers looking for similarities and
differences and collated these answers together. The grid was sent to an expert in adaptive
capacity for validation and input. The researchers subsequently interviewed the expert then rereviewed the relationships.

2.3 Research Methods Phase 2 - Nonviolent Communication and
Communication Dynamics in the sample organisations
The goal of this phase was to find organisations that internally use NVC in their daily
operations. Data would be gathered in these sample organisations during this, and later phases
of the research. In this phase the aim was to understand how NVC and common communication
dynamics are present in these organisations (SRQs C and D). Data was gathered from one
representative from each sample organisation via a semi-structured interview and a digital
survey.

2.3.1 Sample selection
The following criteria were used to select sample organisations:
● The organisation needs to use NVC internally for daily operations.
● Employees should have at least 4 months of experience with using NVC within the
organisation.
● The contact person needs to be willing to send out the employee survey to employees
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who have been trained in NVC.
To find case study organisations for this research, trainers on the list of CNVC and NVC
practitioners from one of the researcher's own network were contacted to ask for an introduction
to organisations which used NVC in their internal operations. They named several
organisations, providing contact details of organisational representatives familiar with NVC’s
historical and current context in the organisation. Organisations named included: a school, a
bank, a weather institute, a municipality, a large international retailer and 3 NGO’s. The contact
person for each organisation was contacted.
5 organisations replied and their contexts were examined using the methods described below.
Following the selection criteria above, 3 organisations were finally selected to participate in the
study and are described below. The organisational representative from each organisation served
to act as both a contact person and research subject.
School: Located on the edge of a city in the Netherlands, this school was founded by parents in
2015. The school is small with 40 pupils who range in age from 4-18. The school requires fees
to be payed per pupil and has been founded as a ‘democratic school’ with NVC used from the
beginning. It employees 8 members of staff.
Research Institute: Located in the Netherlands, this organisation was formally government
managed. The institute produces regular research of public, non-political, interest. It employees
approximately 400 members of staff.
NGO: Located in the Netherlands, but managing contracts overseas. Its work is concerned with
disease prevention and health and wellbeing in the developing world (primarily Africa). The
organisation is well established and employees approximately 140 members of staff directly,
as well as others on contract.
2.3.2 Research methods SRQ C - How has Nonviolent Communication been
introduced and how is it practiced in the sample organisations? and D - Are the
identified communication dynamics present in the sample organisations?
Semi structured interviews
The interviews of a single representative at each organisation contained questions to get a better
understanding of why each organisation decided to implement NVC and how it is implemented
now. The interviews also explored other contextual matters relevant to our study such as the
organisation’s structure, product and goals. The semi-structured interviews took place via
Skype or Zoom, were recorded and notes were made during the interview. They lasted between
40 to 60 minutes.
Survey
Each organisational contact person interviewed filled in a digital survey, with an additional
representative of the Research Institute also filling in the survey. This survey contained
qualitative questions to support the interview answers and explain the context of NVC in the
organisation.
Additionally questions were asked about communication dynamics present in the organisations.
An initial, open, qualitative question asked to identify 3 communication dynamics present in
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their organisation. This was to help verify the research in the first research phase and highlight
key focus areas. Following this was a series of quantitative questions on the specific
communication dynamics identified in phase 1 and their presence in the organisations. Each
dynamic was ranked on from +1 (not a challenge) to +5 (a major challenge). This served to
confirm that the dynamics identified in phase 1 were relevant and to be able to compare the
context across the sample organisations.
Analysis
Recorded interviews and surveys were reviewed and coded for key information relating to
context of NVC and communications dynamics were noted per organisation. Quantitative data
from the survey was analysed using a graph so that they were easily comparable. As the research
institute had two respondents to this survey the mean was calculated.

2.4 Research Methods Phase 3 – Effects of Nonviolent
Communication on Communication Dynamics in organisations
2.4.1 Research methods SRQ E – What are the effects of Nonviolent
Communication on communication dynamics in organisations?
The goal of this phase was to answer SRQ E by exploring the experience of 2 groups of people
with regards to practicing NVC and its effects on communication dynamics in organisations.
These 2 groups were: NVC trainers and employees at organisations practicing NVC. The 2
groups were examined as their answers were expected to overlap and provide valuable
perspective to each other.
Employees experiences would be received with quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative
data will allow the statistical exploration of the correlation between practicing NVC and
perceived positive/negative influence on communication dynamics. Qualitative data from
employees and trainers would help clarify the quantitative data and start exploring ‘how’ NVC
impacts (e.g. via particular component’s relationship to particular communication dynamics).

2.4.2 Semi-structured interviews with NVC trainers
Sample selection
To find experienced NVC trainers, the researchers reached out to certified NVC trainers via the
Centre for Nonviolent Communication (CNVC). CNVC is the global organisation which “acts
as a nexus point for NVC related information and resources, including training . . . and
certification” (CNVC 2017). By emailing a selection of more than 50 certified NVC trainers,
from countries surrounding Sweden. 5 responses were received, 2 positive, 2 negative, and one
referring to another person who is currently in the process of getting certified. The two trainers
and the person who is in the process of getting certified were interviewed, as all of them were
considered to have enough experience with NVC to bring valuable insights. Also the
researchers reached out to Marie Miyashiro, author of the ‘Empathy Factor’ and a chapter on
Integrated clarity co-written with Marshall Rosenberg in the Change Handbook. She was
interviewed as well. Appendix C shows an overview of the trainers who were interviewed and
their experience with NVC. For practical reasons, the interviews with the 3 NVC trainers took
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place before the survey amongst employees was sent out. The interview with Marie Miyashiro
took place after the data from the survey was gathered.
Data collection
The themes, relating to NVC, identified through the literature review were used to draft semistructured interviews. An extract of the questions for the semi-structured interviews can be
found in Appendix D. The focus of the interview was to better understand which ‘components’
were most of essence for practicing NVC and especially of relevance for use in organisations.
Some of the interview focus also explored the ‘necessary contexts’ and ‘possible effects’ of
practicing NVC. The semi-structured interviews took place via Skype or Zoom, were recorded
and notes were made during the interview. They lasted between 50 to 70 minutes.
Analysis
After the employee survey was coded, the recordings of the interviews were listened to and the
notes made during the interview were revisited, looking for the same themes that emerged from
the coding of the employee survey. These themes were ‘NVC components’, ‘NVC
context/setting’ and ‘possible effects of NVC’. Quotes referring to those themes were
transcribed. Quotes referring to other themes that emerged were also transcribed. Illustrative
quotes are presented in the results section of this phase.

2.4.3 Employee Survey
Sample selection
The sample size was approximately 100 employees, all trained in NVC, from the 3 sample
organisations. In total, 40 employees responded to the survey. 25 employees responded from
the NGO, 7 from Research Institute and 8 from the School. Out of a total of 60, 35 and 8 total
trained employees in each organisation respectively.
Data collection
The conceptual framework derived from phase 1 and the results of phase 2 were used to design
a survey structure which would best suit our research question and our research audience.
Sample questions can be found in Appendix E.
This survey was designed to last approximately 10 to 15 minutes and be distributed via the
organisational representative to employees. The survey was tested for clarity and research
suitability upon personal contacts familiar with the NVC methodology, and selected NVC
practitioners, before being sent to its wider audience. The survey was translated to Dutch, so
that respondents had the option to fill it in either in Dutch or in English.
The survey contained two questions for each of the 8 communication dynamics. The first
question was to gather quantitative data and asked the respondent ‘Please rate how, if at all,
NVC influences the communication challenges related to '[insert communication dynamic]' in
your organisation?’ Respondents could choose the options ‘NVC has a very positive/positive/no
effect/negative/very negative effect on this’, or ‘I have no experience with NVC in this
situation.’
The second question for each CD was optional, and designed to gather qualitative data to get a
sense of what specific effects NVC has on the CDs. It read: ‘Expanding on your selection above,
can you share one short example about a time when NVC did, or did not, contribute towards
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dealing with this communication dynamic within your organisation?’
A final question asked the respondent whether her or she was willing to help with a follow up
interview of about 30 minutes through Skype or phone.
Analysis
The replies to the first question of the survey were translated into quantitative data as follows:
very positive effect = 2, positive effect = 1, no effect = 0, negative effect = -1, very negative
effect = -2. The ‘I have no experience’ option was not translated.
This quantitative data was used to calculate the mean and standard deviation for each
communication dynamic, per organisation and in total. The people who responded that they had
no experience were not included when calculating the mean score for each dynamic. The results
are in figure 3.2 in the results section of this phase.
The qualitative replies to the second question in section two were first translated to English and
then coded according to the following process:
1. Each author of this thesis separately coded for NVC elements and emerging themes.
2. The authors gathered and categorized the emerging themes into ‘effects of NVC’ and
‘context in which NVC’ is used.
3. A second round of separate coding followed.
4. The final sub-codes per theme were decided upon and a final round of coding was
performed according to the coding structure in Appendix F.
The codes were counted per communication dynamic and per organisation. The results are
presented in the results section of this phase.

2.4.5 Semi-structured interviews with employees
Sample selection
A final question of the employee survey asked whether respondents were willing to be
interviewed to aid our analysis, and if ‘yes’ to provide an email address. All people who opted
to be interviewed were interviewed, in total 4 employees, 2 from the school and one from each
of the other sample organisations.
Data collection
The interviews each lasted approximately 30 minutes and were semi-structured, conducted via
Skype or phone. Interviews were recorded after permission was sought. Questions, informed
by emerging themes in our codes, were prepared specifically for each organisation. Questions
primarily explored codes related to ‘NVC context/setting’ and ‘Components of NVC used’.
Sample questions can be found in Appendix G.
Analysis
Notes were made during the interviews and recordings were reviewed in line with the coding
structure already established from the survey. Key quotes which were relevant to these codes
were transcribed verbatim and reviewed by the research team. Illustrative quotes can be found
in the results section of this phase.
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2.5

Validity

SRQ A was not an exhaustive research into communication in organisations and this was not
its intention. It is likely that many more communication dynamics (CDs) could be found and
explored, and some which are more worthy of study. The aim, however, was to find areas of
communication which literature supported as being significant, and could act as an intermediary
between NVC and AC. Checking suitability and presence of CDs with organisational
representatives prior to releasing the employee survey was a way to make the choice of CDs
more valid. The categories chosen were not ‘distinct and non-overlapping’ with one dynamic
likely to influence other dynamics and/or falling under different system levels.
SRQ B was explored with literature and logic assessment by the researchers, however the
concept of AC of a social system is still relatively young and no research is known to
specifically study the influence of communication on AC. This was a first exploration and the
researchers sought to make it more valid by passing it by an expert on AC. More research is
needed to clarify the impact of organisational communication on the adaptive capacity of
organisations.
The results for SRQs C and D, which sought to gain understanding of NVC and
communications in our sample organisations, were based on the perception and experience of
one person per organisation (two people for the ‘Research Institute’). However, these
individuals were employed in a role which allowed them insight across the organisation and
their answers provided the researchers with a bit more understanding of the sample
organisations.
SRQ E used data gathered by interviews with NVC trainers and by interview and a survey
amongst employees from the three sample organisations.
 Regarding interviews with NVC trainers: the sample selection of NVC trainers was
potentially biased, as trainers self-selected in response to an invitation.
 Regarding the survey amongst employees:
o Communication dynamics were each given a short definition to ensure that
interpretation was as similar as possible across employees. Effort was made to
communicate the communication dynamics and their definitions in a way as to
not lead respondents and their views of NVC. However, some phrases were not
completely neutral, for example “resolving” interpersonal conflict. This could
have influenced their responses.
o All employees in interviews and samples were reassured of their anonymity but
this does not guarantee that their responses were not influenced by the future
disclosure of research results.
 Codes used were not completely mutually exclusive leading to potential for coding of
answers in a way which was not representative. This was attempted to be controlled by
each research team member coding data independently before returning together to
discuss anomalies. The researchers are aware that codes could have been improved if
given more time.
 Although this research question is targeted at ‘organisations’ it is not intended that
generalisations and conclusions related to ‘all organisations’ be made from the small
sample of organisations in this research. However, it is worth noting that the 3
sample organisations are from very different industries and scales of operation.
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2.6

Limitations

Timeframe served as major limiting factor in our research, with the process having to adhere to
strict deadlines. This impacted upon the following:
 The organisational representative survey was used to check suitability of our
communication dynamics and a decision was made to remove the dynamic ‘Blended
Relationships’ following the response of 3 organisations (the Research Institute, the
NGO and a third which did not meet the sample criteria). When the organisational
representative of the School replied this dynamic seemed to be the most pressing CD in
that organisation, which means that it should not have been taken out of the survey. This
CD should be included in further research.
 Analysis could have been richer if we had more time. Areas of data which were not
analysed included cross coding, for example NVC element codes could have been cross
coded with NVC effect codes. Additionally, analysis of a primary survey question
indicating employees self-defined understanding of NVC could have been crosschecked with their responses and their perceived effects of NVC.
 Time was also a factor for our survey respondents. Organisational representatives
advised that surveys take no more than 10-15 minutes, this restricted us in the amount
of questions we could ask.
A limited sample size also impacted upon our research. Although aware of additional
organisations which used NVC and which suited our sample criteria, we were dependent on the
willingness of organisational representatives for selection. Our sample organisations all were
located in the Netherlands, as the network of one of the authors is located there.
The sample organisations each came from a specific type of industry. It is unknown what the
effects of NVC can be at other scales and forms of organisations such as commercial businesses
where communication dynamics may manifest and be emphasised differently.
Also regarding sample size, employees at sample organisations have different understandings
of NVC and were trained in different moments in time. This research did not receive input from
non-NVC trained employees on their views.

2.7

Assumptions and biases

Qualitative research is subjective and interpretation and analysis of the results are likely
informed by the backgrounds of the researchers. The three researchers vary in terms of past
work and study experience with backgrounds in charities and the ‘3rd sector’; business and real
estate management; and sustainability studies. Home countries also vary with researchers
coming from the UK, Netherlands and China. This variation in backgrounds allowed for rich
discussion and helped limit ‘groupthink’.
One researcher has completed a year course in NVC but the two other researchers had no preexisting knowledge of NVC. This combination allowed for a good balance of informed
background knowledge and fresh-eyed exploration.
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3. Results
Our main research question was approached via 5 sub-research questions which fit under 3
research phases. In this chapter the results that were obtained are presented per phase and per
SRQ. The results are presented in a format which best suits the data obtained for that SRQ.






SRQ A, phase 1, was explored via a literature review and a categorization process, and
the communication dynamics (CDs) used in this research are presented here. Further
details on references can be found in Appendix H.
SRQ B, phase 1, was completed by reviewing adaptive capacity literature and
connecting this to the CDs. A selection of the research is presented here with further
explanation in Appendix I.
SRQ C, phase 2, was explored by interview and survey to understand NVCs
implementation in the sample organisations. The data is presented per organisation.
SRQ D, phase 2, was explored by a survey to understand the presence of the CDs in the
sample organisations and the data is presented in a graph, per CD.
SRQ E, phase 3, was explored by a survey and interviews with employees and
interviews with NVC trainers to explore the relationship of NVC to the CDs.
Quantitative data from the survey is presented in a graph, with description of supporting
codes and illustrative quotes from interviews. Further data is available in Appendices J,
K and L.

3.1 Results phase 1 - Conceptual Framework
The intention for this phase was to develop a conceptual framework of common communication
dynamics (SRQ A) and examine their potential relationship to adaptive capacity (SRQ B). Both of these
would be used for later phases.

3.1.1 Results for SRQ A - What communication dynamics are commonly
present in organisations?
Following a literature review of potential issues related to organisational communication and a
categorizing process, 35 communication challenges and dynamics were turned into 9
communication dynamics (CDs) suitable for use in this study. These 9 CDs are presented with
their definitions in table 3.1 below. Between brackets is the name that is used to refer to each
CD throughout the rest of this thesis. A full list of the 35 communication challenges and
dynamics found, with literature references and their relationship to this studies working
categories of CDs, can be found in Appendix H.
Table 3.1. Identified communication dynamics in organisations
Communication Dynamic
(Shortened name to be used in
the rest of this thesis)

Description

Working together within a diverse Teams require shared understanding to work together effectively. This
staff team
shared understanding can be difficult to achieve with diversity
(Working in a diverse team)
informing viewpoints within groups. Diversity includes but is not
limited to ages, languages, genders, backgrounds, religions, working
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styles and expertise.
Giving and receiving constructive Managers or team members give and receive feedback, in formal and
feedback
informal settings, to improve one’s work or working environment. The
(Giving and receiving feedback) ability to give and receive this feedback constructively varies.
Effective use of Information
Communication Technology
(Effective use of ICT)

ICT, (e.g. email) has created new options for communication which
bring its own possibilities and challenges. E.g. due to lack of face-toface contact, it can create feelings of disconnection.

Team decision making
(Team decision making)

In order to make well-informed decisions, it is important to create a
space for all voices within a team to be heard in a way which supports
the decision making process.

Space for sharing feelings and
being open in the workplace
(Sharing feelings in the
workplace)

Humans are emotional beings, affected by circumstances inside and
outside of work. Work environments can, intentionally or
unintentionally, affect the amount of space available for the expression
of human’s emotional states.

Different levels of power due to
different positions in the
organisation
(Different levels of power)

Interactions and language used between different positions in an
organisation are influenced by the different levels of power that come
with those positions.

Internal competition between
colleagues and/or departments
(Internal competition)

Internal competition, for example, for positions, resources, budget or
information can lead to members of an organisation using language and
relationships in a strategic way.

Navigating and resolving
Conflict existing between individuals can be either explicit or implicit.
interpersonal conflict
We also consider tension experienced due to subliminal and unspoken
(Navigating interpersonal conflict) conflicts as conflict.
Navigating the professional /
informal relationship line
(Blended relationships)

Work relationships often have many dimensions at the same time, e.g.
friend and manager or mentor and colleague, navigating
communication in a way that is suitable to different relationship types
simultaneously can be a challenge.

3.1.2 Results for SRQ B - How might communication dynamics influence the
adaptive capacity of organisations?
The research team, with the assistance of an adaptive capacity expert, mapped the likely
relationships of each communication dynamic’s impact on each element of adaptive capacity.
The full descriptions of these relationships are displayed in Appendix I. For each relationship
named in Appendix I a + (positive), - (negative) or +/- (both) is attached. Please note that these
+ or - relationships are a guide only and primarily to help the researchers interpret the data.
Regarding + or - relationships as absolute is problematic, as the phrasing of the dynamics in
themselves is somewhat open to interpretation with some being phrased and/or defined in an
intrinsically positive or negative way. This section of the results presents each element of AC
with a suggested relationship of two communications dynamics, each communication dynamic
is presented at least once.
Diversity: Diversity is important for a system to ensure ‘as many options as possible’
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(Missimer, Robèrt, and Broman 2017a) are available in the face of uncertainty. ‘Navigating
interpersonal conflict’ improves diversity by allowing for any conflict which arises from
diversity to be resolved and therefore allowing more voices to be heard. ‘Team decision
making’ can occur in many formats, the format determines if or how different voices are heard,
a format where more voices to be heard diversity increases.
Common meaning: The search for meaning is wired into our brains, a clear common meaning
allows for the navigation of, and response to, complexity (Missimer, Robèrt, and Broman
2017a). ‘Working with diverse teams’ can create a challenge to common meaning as diversity
makes it harder to identify and hold shared understanding. ‘Navigating interpersonal conflict’
allows for better holding of the common meaning, as in times of conflict people may not wish
to work towards the same purpose.
Trust: Trust acts as system glue and is developed by seeing others competence, motivations of
benevolence and integrity or being known and feeling liked or significant (Missimer, Robèrt,
and Broman 2017a) ‘Giving and receiving feedback’ can increase trust as people gain a better
sense of each other’s competencies and significance in the other’s eyes, however, if feedback
is false or expressed as blame trust may decrease. ‘Sharing feelings in the workplace’ allows
for transparency in seeing another person and gain insight into some of their motivations, this
increases trust.
Learning: Learning as a system requires the system to build on social memory and experience
to sense and respond to changes (Missimer, Robèrt, and Broman 2017a). ‘Giving and receiving
feedback’ is essential for testing an individual’s (or system’s) response and it’s suitability for
the situation, allowing the responses to adapt over time. ‘Internal competition’ between
members of a system can positively or negatively influence learning, as people are likely to
limit cooperation and withhold information from each other, additionally competition can
create pressure and encourage people to learn and adapt.
Self-organisation: Self organisation is the ability to respond to circumstances without
centralised control or intent, allowing for systems, or part of, to adapt quickly (Missimer,
Robèrt, and Broman 2017a). ‘Effective use of ICT’ increases the potential for self-organisation
as certain communication and information flow is easier and quicker. ‘Different levels of
power’ negatively influences self-organisation as responsibility and decision making power is
held by particular members of the system potentially limiting the rest of the system to organise.

3.2 Results phase 2 - Nonviolent Communication and
communication dynamics in the sample organisations
The intention of this phase was to understand our sample organisations in order to better inform
our future discussion. SRQ C explored the context of NVC in the organisations. SRQ D
explored whether the CDs found and defined in SRQ A were present, understandable and
relevant to our sample organisations before distributing the survey widely to employees.

3.2.1 Results for SRQ C: How has Nonviolent Communication been introduced
and how is it practiced in the sample organisations?
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Table 3.2 shows the results of the survey and interviews with organisation representatives.
Table 3.2. Data on how NVC is implemented within the sample organisations
Organisation Country

Number of
employees

Number of employees trained in
NVC at the moment of survey

Percentage of
trained staff

Health NGO

NL

140

60

43 %

School

NL

8

8

100%

Research
institute

NL

Approx.
400

Approx. 35 employees; and entire
management team of 8 people.

10 %

History of NVC in sample organisations
The following text further describes the context of NVC in each organisation, as derived from
interviews and the survey amongst organisational representatives. For each organisation the
reason for implementation, the start date of training, the type of training, and the formal
opportunities for practice available are described.
The School: Parents were inspired to set up a school combining democratic school principles
and NVC. The start date for NVC training of employees was diverse, with some trained before
working at the school, and others when they enter the school as a staff member. Full time staff
began training January 2016 and receives a full day of training every month, part time staff
follow a 6 evenings basic course. Practice opportunities are encouraged and, a bi-weekly 3 hour
‘emotional hygiene session’ is facilitated by a certified NVC trainer.
Health NGO: NVC was introduced following an internal review which showed that there
needed to be an internal culture change, as problems were not communicated to the right people
and there was no ‘warm’ connection between colleagues. Training began in the beginning of
2016. Cohorts take part in a 3 day training. Formal practice opportunities occur at monthly
lunch follow-up trainings held by an employee who is following a professional NVC training
course.
Research Institute: The reason for implementation was unknown by our sources. Trainings have
been held for groups of about 12 people in spring 2015, winter 2016 and autumn 2016. Each
group received training for 6 mornings. Practice occurs in 2 hours non-compulsory practice
sessions every 6 weeks for each trained cohort, attended by 4-8 people.
3.2.2 Results for SRQ D – Are the identified communication dynamics present
in the sample organisations?
Organisational representatives were surveyed and the answers to the question: “Please rate your
perception of the level of challenge your organisation has with the following common
organisational communication dynamics” are presented in Figure 3.1 (1 = not a challenge, 5 =
a major challenge). The survey was filled in by two employees of the Research Institute. The
numbers for this organisation are averages.
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Figure 3.1. Perceived levels of communication dynamics being a challenge per organisation

3.3 Results phase 3 - The effects of Nonviolent Communication on
communication dynamics in organisations
In this section the quantitative and qualitative data received from the employee survey, the
semi- structured interviews with employees and with NVC trainers are presented in relation to
SRQ E.

3.3.1 Results for SRQ E: What are the effects of Nonviolent Communication on
communication dynamics in organisations?
First an overview of quantitative data from the employee survey is presented. This is followed
by a description of the qualitative data from the survey and semi-structured interviews per
communication dynamic. Lastly, other main themes that emerged from the survey and
interviews are presented.
Quantitative Data – Survey
The quantitative data from the employee survey are presented in figure 3.2 and can be found in
a table in Appendix J.
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Figure 3.2. The effects of Nonviolent Communication on each communication dynamic per
organisation
Looking at the averages of responses across all organisations, each communication dynamic
was given a total average score between 0.52 and 1.34. The lowest score that was given for a
CD in an organisation was for the ‘Effective use of ICT’ in Research Institute (0.33). This CD
received the lowest score in all organisations. The highest score was for ‘Space for sharing
feelings and openness’ in the School (1.88). In none of the organisations was NVC reported to
have average negative effect on any of the CDs.
3 out of 40 total respondents reported NVC had a ‘negative impact’ rating (-1) on one of the
CDs within an organisation. The three dynamics that were rated negatively by one person were
‘Team decision making’ (no explanation given); ‘Internal competition’ (no explanation given)
and ‘Giving and receiving feedback’. For this negative rating, the following explanation was
offered by the respondent:
“I have the notion that feedback is being given in a way that is too careful or too positive,
which is why perhaps too few critical comments are being shared.” (Respondent NGO 5
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2017)
Four communication dynamics received an average score >1. The communication dynamics
which were reported to be most positively affected by NVC were ‘Space for sharing feelings
and being open at the workplace’ with an average score of 1.34 and ‘Navigating and resolving
interpersonal conflict’ with an average score of 1.32. These are closely followed by ‘Giving
and receiving constructive feedback’ with 1.25, and ‘Working together within a diverse staff
team’ with 1.16
Four challenges were rated with an average score 0<1. These were ‘Different levels of power
due to different positions in the organisation’ with 0.90, ‘Team decision making’ with 0.81,
‘Internal competition between colleagues and/or departments’ with 0.73. The communication
dynamic with the lowest score was ‘Effective use of ICT’ with 0.52.
For each question there were employees who responded that they had ‘no experience’ of NVC
in relation to that particular dynamic. The total number of people expressing ‘no experience’
are presented in the table found in Appendix J, as a percentage of the total number of
respondents. The CD with the fewest number of respondents claiming no experience was ‘Space
for sharing feelings’ with 2 out of 40 (5%). The CDs, ‘Working with diverse teams’, ‘Internal
competition’ and ‘Navigating conflict’ each had 3 out of 40 (7.5%) of respondents claiming to
have no experience. ‘Giving and receiving feedback’ had 5 out of 40 (12.5%) claiming to have
no experience. The highest levels of people reporting no experience were for the CDs ‘Team
decision making’, 8 out of 40 (20%), ‘Different levels of power’, 10 out of 40 (25%), and
‘Effective use of ICT’, 10 out of 40 (25%).

3.3.2 Results per communication dynamic, effects and components Qualitative data
In this section the main findings per communication dynamic are described. For each CD the
codes (code titles and explanation found in Appendix F) for the components of NVC and the
effects of NVC that came out the most in the survey are named. Each response could be coded
with multiple codes, and some responses did not yield any codes. A full list showing the
frequency each code was referred to per CD is presented in Appendix K. This is followed by
some illustrative quotes from the survey and interviews with employees. More quotes can be
found in Appendix L. Lastly any relevant references to the CD that came up in the interviews
with NVC trainers are quoted.
Working in diverse staff teams
Codes: In total 26 written replies were coded for the question linked to this CD. The effects of
NVC that came up most in relation to this CD were: ‘Increased understanding’ (10), ‘Progress
in work and/or relationship related issues’ (8) and ‘Higher ability to see/work with different
perspectives and working styles’ (7). The components of NVC that were referred to most were:
‘Communication mode: listening’ (7), ‘Communication mode: expressing’ (7), ‘NVC step:
needs’ (7) ‘NVC step: feelings’ (5).
Illustrative quotes from employees:
“[NVC] Help[s] solve problems in some cases of miscommunication, because of better
understanding of the underlying needs of the other person.” (Respondent NGO 18
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2017)
“learnt that other people come from a different perspective and can’t force that [my]
view onto another person” (Interviewee NGO 2017)
Giving and receiving constructive feedback
Codes: In total 24 written replies were coded for this CD. The effects of NVC that came up
most were: ‘Progress in work and/or relationship related issues (9), ‘Increased understanding’
(8), ‘Increased openness and sharing’ (6). The components of NVC that were referred to most
were: ‘Communication mode: expressing’ (19), ‘NVC step: observation’ (4), ‘Recognizing
judgements’ (4), ‘NVC step: feelings’ (3) and ‘Communication mode: listening’ (3).
Illustrative quotes from employees:
“This way you keep observation and feelings separated - and you keep it close to
yourself. As a result the "feedback" is not received negatively by the other.”
(Respondent NGO 23 2017)
“When telling what a certain decision did with me, I recently used NVC. 'I notice that
this decision makes me upset. This comes from the need for recognition for my role in
this process.' This has helped opening up the discussion.” (Respondent NGO 22 2017)
Illustrative quotes from NVC trainers:
“NVC is also honesty, it is getting feedback from your surroundings. Communicating
how everyone affects each other. This could be gratitude, could be specific help. So
people don’t feel so alone anymore because they see how they are affecting others.”
(NVC trainer 1 Interview 2017)
Effective use of ICT
Codes: In total 16 written replies were coded for this CD. The effect of NVC that came up most
was: ‘Progress in work and/or relationship related issues’ (6). The component of NVC that was
referred to most was: ‘Communication mode: expressing’ (6). There was no reference to
‘Communication mode: listening’. 5 reactions referred to why employees did ‘Not use NVC in
ICT’.
Illustrative quotes from employees:
“I am using NVC regularly in my mails, e.g. when trying to get something done from
someone who I cannot speak to in person. I then try to connect my needs to the needs
of the other person. It helps!” (Respondent NGO 22 2017)
“I only use email for formal communication, as soon as we seem to end up in a
discussion I stop mailing and choose to have a personal conversation.” (Respondent
NGO 21 2017)
Illustrative quotes from NVC trainers:
“Doing the observation, feelings, needs and request is actually the structure of the
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well-crafted email anyway, I would agree with that a lot, in fact when people say NVC
has no effect it just makes me wonder if they know how to contextualize those principles
into an email” (Miyashiro Interview 2017)
Team decision making
Codes: In total 18 written replies were coded for this CD. The effect of NVC that came up most
was: ‘Progress in work and/or relationship related issues’ (8). The components of NVC that
were referred to most were: ‘Communication mode: listening’ (5), ‘Communication mode
expressing’ (5). 6 out of 7 responses from the school refer to the sociocratic structure that is
used for decision making.
Illustrative quotes from employees:
“less talking, more listening to one another” (Respondent NGO 15 2017),
“things are being mentioned, that earlier on would remain un-mentioned.”
(Respondent NGO 01 2017),
“NVC challenges you to express yourself and creates a safe environment to do this.”
(Respondent Research Institute 07 2017),
“We're always paying attention to listening to everyone, but NVC style empathic
listening tends to clear up what people really mean.” (Respondent Research Institute
01 2017),
“We already work with CONSENT, a sociocratic decision making model. NVC adds
to this by giving space to pain, frustration, anger, etc. (Respondent School 04 2017)
Sharing feelings and openness in the workplace
Codes: In total 22 written replies were coded for this CD. The effects of NVC that came up
most were: ‘Increased openness and sharing’ (13) ‘Progress in work and/or relationship related
issues’ (9), ‘Sense of safety’ (6). The components of NVC that were referred to most were:
‘Communication mode: Expressing’ (11), ‘NVC step: feelings’ (9), ‘Communication mode:
listening’ (3), ‘Communication mode: self-connection’ (3). There were 4 responses referring to
‘Shared NVC language’, or the absence of this. Responses from the school referred to
‘Organisational structure’ (5).
Illustrative quotes from employees:
“[NVC] gives me the courage to do so and knowing others have done the training,
where it is coming from” (Respondent NGO 13 2017)
“I've become more alert about empathically listening to people, but it doesn't really
work the other way around when talking to untrained people. People tend to offer
sympathy and other ineffective strategies.” (Respondent Research Institute 01 2017)
“There is the focus of starting the day together, sharing, giving each other empathy
and having the by-weekly team-emotional-hygiene.” (Respondent School 06 2017)
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Different levels of power
Codes: In total 17 written replies were coded for this CD. The effects of NVC that came up
most were: ‘Progress in work and/or relationship related issues’ (5) and ‘Space for
conversations that were not held before’ (3) The components of NVC that were referred to most
were: ‘Communication mode: expressing’ (7) and ‘Communication mode: listening’ (3). 2
people referred to ‘Challenge to apply NVC’ in this situation. 4 people from the school referred
to their sociocratic structure.
Illustrative quotes from employees:
“I was able to express myself to my manager regarding unease without him/her feeling
affected/threatened in his/her power position. On the contrary, when I called for
help/support I got what I needed.” (Respondent Research Institute 02 2017)
“Unfortunately, the managers who need it, aren't doing the NVC training. On your
own you can make things move, but the effect would be tripled if both managers and
employees would apply NVC.” (Respondent Research Institute 03 2017)
Internal competition
Codes: In total 12 written replies were coded for this CD. The effect of NVC that came up most
was: ‘Progress in work and/or relationship related issues’ (2). The component of NVC that was
referred to most was: ‘Communication mode: expressing’ (2). 3 people refer to competition not
being an issue in their work environment.
Illustrative quotes from employees:
“Luckily, I find myself in the circumstance that the department in which I work is not
competitive, rather it is cooperative.” (Respondent Research Institute 07 2017)
“You notice that in conflicts, everybody is more aware about their own
part/contribution and can feel where it comes from. As a result, many conversations
start with a reflection on their own part, rather than the part of the other (reproof)”
(Respondent School 07 2017)
Navigating Interpersonal conflict
Codes: In total 21 written replies were coded for this CD. The effects of NVC that came up
most were: ‘Progress in work and/or relationship related issues’ (10), ‘Increased understanding’
(9), and ‘Space for conversations that were not held before’ (5). The components of NVC that
were referred to most were: ‘Communication mode: expressing’ (9), ‘Communication mode:
listening’ (4). 3 people describe ‘Challenges to apply NVC’ with regards to this CD.
Illustrative quotes from employees:
“Because of better understanding of underlying needs we can resolve easier any type
of interpersonal conflict.” (Respondent NGO 18 2017)
“We now have a tool that we can use when there are conflicts or 'conflicts-to-be'. E.g.
the other day I had to ask someone to shorten a piece for the annual report, which he
had already shortened twice. I knew he wouldn't be happy about this, so I used NVC
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in my request. It worked!” (Respondent NGO 22 2017)
“This only works partially. Expressing in a connecting way is one thing, but what is
also needed is the willingness to hear and really having a good intention towards
another person.” (Respondent Research Institute 03 2017)

3.3.3 Total numbers of codes for effects
In total, the effects that were described in the survey that NVC has on CDs are (in brackets is
the frequency that each effect was coded for): ‘Progress in work and/or relationship related
issues’ (59), ‘Increased understanding’ (37), ‘Increased openness and sharing’ (28), ‘Higher
ability to see/work with different perspectives and working styles’ (18), ‘Space for
conversations that were not held before’ (17), ‘More awareness’ (15), ‘Sense of connection’
(13), ‘Sense of safety’ (12), and ‘Space for honesty’ (8).

3.3.4 Context: differences between organisations
In the survey, employee interviews and trainer interviews there were several references to the
contexts in which people used NVC, and how these contexts might influence the use of NVC.
Table 3.3 shows how many times each of the context codes was referred to for each
organisation, in the survey.
Table 3.3. Numbers for codes about the context in which NVC is used
NGO

Research
institute

School

Total

Organisational structure

2

2

27

31

Secure environment needed

2

5

13

20

NVC requires practice

3

2

9

14

Facilitator present

0

1

10

11

Shared NVC Language

5

3

1

9

Context: Time needed for NVC
conversation

0

2

1

3

Organisational structure
Respondents from the school referred to the sociocratic structure that is used for decision
making and for starting and ending the day 27 times. Quotes imply that this structure has an
influence on how NVC affects the communication dynamics:
“Besides using NVC, we work in this organisation in a sociocratic way, which enables
that the different voices in the school are being heard much more. NVC helps this.”
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(Respondent School 03 2017).
Each of the trainers also had their opinions about how NVC can/should be implemented in
organisations:
“I think it’s very powerful, but I don’t think it’s the solution to everything, I think
there’s more things that need to be in an organisation, in a group, and so on for it to
work. But it certainly has a huge impact on all the relationships.”(Interview NVC
trainer 1 2017)
“When it is not embedded in their organisational level, it usually goes away. It doesn't
become a culture change, empathy does not become a cultural norm. The way I believe
is to not make NVC a goal but a tool that is embedded in the goal they want to achieve.”
(Interview Marie Miyashiro 2017)
“It is the leadership people who need it, I will not take the job unless the leaders are
also willing to engage. Because otherwise those with less structural power empower
themselves with NVC and try to take it to people with structural power in terms of
request and get batted away.” (Interview NVC trainer 3 2017)
“Every system is built of individual human beings, I believe it is useful to start at
individual level . . . however, I also think that we need to meet people’s needs in a way
that allows people to take NVC on. For example, in a workplace people say they have
a lot to do and then they get more tasks and more responsibilities and they have to take
on another course [in NVC], another training in addition to everything else”.
(Interview NVC trainer 2 2017)
Secure environment needed; and Facilitator present
Respondents from the survey and interviews referred to having the value of a secure
environment, and this potentially aided by the presence of a facilitator:
“Unfortunately, one doesn't dare to really apply this in the team yet.” (Respondent
Research Institute 02 2017).
“If I do not feel safe in the environment then it’s hard for me to relax enough to
function. Safety supports learning, NVC supports safety. . . . another thing, NVC is
connecting to choice, connecting to choice you have motivation, if you have motivation
then learning flows.” (Interview School 1 2017)
“During the emotional hygiene meetings of the team, we put what we have learned
into practice, under the loving guidance of our NVC trainer.” (Respondent School 04
2017).
“Yes its possible without facilitator, but having somebody experienced in NVC is
something I wouldn’t want missing, because of his skills and experience, he is able to
find the treasure maybe sometimes quicker or more easily” (Interview School 1 2017)
NVC requires practice
Respondents from the school refer to their regular practice sessions
“During the year course that we as staff of the school are following, we practice
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boundlessly with this.” (Respondent School 04 2017).
Also respondents from the NGO talk about the practice group they have formed:
“we have formed an 'intervisie' [translation: ‘practice’] group to help each other
understand and formulate feelings and needs to effectively communicate with others”
(Respondent NGO 11 2017)
The need for practice and support is echoed by trainers:
“Without support, e.g. family, workplace, it is very hard to make that shift to the new
way of thinking. That’s why organisations can be good as they offer a place for
support.” (NVC Trainer 1 interview)
Shared NVC language
Some respondents refer to how it is helpful that people throughout the organisation know NVC:
“[NVC] gives me the courage to do so and knowing others have done the training,
where it is coming from” (Respondent NGO 13 2017)
“Because we (try to) use NVC in our organisation we do not talk judgmentally about
each other so much and it feels very safe to address someone when something is not
going so well.” (Respondent School 03 2017)
Others talk about how it is a challenge to use NVC when not everybody knows it:
“It is not part of the policy to communicate in NVC way, not everyone is trained. This
is difficult . . .with people who don’t know the NVC method, then the results will not
be similar as with someone who knows about it. The persons who do not know about
it will mainly see you as someone who is being ‘woolly’ instead of really listening to
what you are saying.” (Interviewee Research Institute 2017)
“If not everyone practices NVC your efforts will not pay off.” (Respondent NGO 12
2017)

3.3.5 About Nonviolent Communication in general
All trainers agreed that the key of NVC is to focus on needs. For example NVC trainer 1 says:
“be wise about it [practically applying NVC], actually meet needs more than anything,
which is also the core of NVC. And sometimes those needs are met by talking and
sometimes by something else” (Interview NVC trainer 1 2017)
“The beautiful thing about NVC is that it shows you how to get to needs and not wants,
and the big difference between the two. A lot of people have been confusing needs and
wants for a long time, wants are strategies and needs are needs” (Interview NVC
trainer 2 2017).
“It’s not really about feelings, this is just the stepping stone to the needs” (Interview
NVC trainer 3 2017)
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Furthermore, NVC trainer 3 describes that the step that makes NVC really powerful is the
request step:
“The request cannot be forgotten, it is the muscle” (Interview NVC trainer 3 2017).
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4. Discussion
Given the many dimensions of organisational communication (Conrad and Poole 2002) and the
many levels within an organisation on which communication takes place (Figure 1.1), it is no
surprise that research on organisational communication is complex. For the aim of this thesis,
the authors have tried to make their research on NVC achievable and valid by identifying
common communication dynamics in organisations (SRQ A). It must be said that the resulting
list of CDs (see Appendix H) is far from complete and that the CDs identified overlap each
other in many ways. The need for navigating interpersonal conflict for example, can arise in
diverse teams, during the process of team decision making or in the form of internal competition
in an organisation. That said, the responses to SRQ D imply that all communication dynamics
that were identified are present to a certain extent in all of the sample organisations. It can be
expected that they are present throughout different organisations at different moments in time.
Hence they seem to be a good enough lens to research the effects of NVC on communication
in organisations, and thereby on the adaptive capacity of an organisation.
In order to find an answer to the main research question: “How does Nonviolent Communication
support the adaptive capacity of organisations?”, the first section of this chapter will discuss
the findings on the effects that NVC has on each of the communication dynamics, as well as
some discussion of the surrounding organisational context. This is followed in the second
section of the chapter by a discussion on how NVC supports each of the elements of AC, and
how NVC can support the AC of organisations in general.

4.1 The effects of Nonviolent Communication on communication
dynamics in organisations
The first result to highlight is that across all eight of the identified communication dynamics,
which fit different levels of the organisational system, the average perceived contribution of
NVC practice towards navigating each dynamic was rated with a positive score in the employee
survey across all sample organisations. Based on this data, NVC appears to have the potential
for having a beneficial effect on each of the communication dynamics. If this finding is
representative of communication practice in organisations, it suggests that NVC as an impact
across communication dynamics, which makes it effective to improve organisational
communication. Results suggest that NVC’s focus on needs can be of help in many
communication dynamics.
Having reflected of the holistic aspect of NVC’s contribution across the communication
dynamics, in this section each dynamic will be reviewed individually by looking at the
communication literature from where the CDs emerged, before a review of the key results
related to this dynamic. There will then be a discussion of the implications these results may
have for organisations looking to implement NVC. Any surprising results or areas for further
research are also mentioned. After a discussion of each dynamic a section will examine the
codes which emerged from the results in relation to the context of NVC use.
Working in diverse staff teams
Diversity is a source of many communication dynamics such as language barriers, cultural
subtleties and other reasons for intentional and unintentional meaning-making (Brett, Behfar
and Kern 2006; Eisenberg et al. 2016).
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NVC’s effect on working in diverse teams received a high score of +1.16 with a particularly
high score of +1.75 at the school. The data from employees emphasised NVC’s ability to create
‘Increased understanding’ of other people and their motivations. This survey code arose 10
times. Quotes from the survey and employee interviews support that this understanding arose
from a desire to look for/listen to other people’s feelings or needs. This is not a surprising result
as NVC emphasises the focus on universal needs as a way to understand and connect with others
and the NVC trainers who were interviewed also referred to this.
In the changing social context caused by the sustainability challenge migration is a major issue
and likely to increase (Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2010), therefore diversity within many
organisations is also likely to increase. NVC’s emphasis on listening and its ability to build
understanding between colleagues can help diverse teams to hold shared interpretations, or
discuss misunderstandings, and so work effectively together.
Giving and receiving constructive feedback
Giving and receiving constructive feedback is essential in communications, it is necessary for
‘decoding’ verbal and non-verbal communication to ensure that the receiver is constructing the
same meaning intended by the sender (Eisenberg et al. 2016). Additionally feedback serves to
encourage, individuals, teams or organisations to pursue an established strategy or consider
alternative strategies (Eisenberg et al. 2016).
NVC appears to have a very positive effect on feedback and received a high score of +1.25.
Quotes emphasise that clearly separating observation and feelings makes feedback more
concrete and that by keeping the feedback close to oneself, instead of expressing judgements
of the other, feedback became easier to receive by colleagues without feelings of negativity or
accusation. This finding is appears to confirm the NVC literatures claims that the NVC method
is designed to help practitioners to go beyond judgements of the other party based on a sense
of ‘right or ‘wrong’ and to create a communication structure where constructive feedback can
be given in a neutral, non-accusatory way.
A surprising finding was that the code “Communication mode: Expressing” (19 times) heavily
outweighed the code “Communication mode: Listening” (3 times). It was expected that these
two codes would be more in balance, as NVC can also be used to listen to the needs behind
what someone expresses. For example, if feedback is expressed in a judgmental way, the
listener can help translate it to feelings and needs language with the help of NVC (Rosenberg
2003). This finding implies that our respondents found NVC to help more with giving feedback
than receiving it. Potentially it can also mean that people find it easier to remember the times
that they actively applied NVC over the times that they passively received it.
Feedback, given in formal appraisal meetings and in daily interactions, is essential in
organisations, especially when work needs to respond to changing environments. It allows for
work tasks and behaviour to be addressed and assessed. Giving and receiving feedback can be
difficult for all parties involved as it touches upon personal actions, where people may feel
vulnerable. By offering an effective structure for giving feedback, NVC appears to have the
potential to make feedback both more precise and avoid negative consequences of people
feeling accused.
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Effective use of ICT
ICT has changed the way organisations and individuals communicate. As well as advantages it
has caused additional communication dynamics to navigate, such as the blurring of lines
between formal and informal communication (Hedman and Valo 2015). Also it removes
nonverbal cues which are essential for making meaning from communications (Cox and
Dannany 2005).
Although still rated as positive, NVC’s effect on ICT received the lowest score of any dynamic
in each of the sample organisations with an average score of +0.52. Although some employees
stated that they do use NVC to structure their emails, responses seem to support Hedman and
Valo’s assertion that ICT impacts the formal/informal line. This may be related to email being
perceived as ‘unnuanced’ compared to face-to-face communication’s added spheres of
interpretation such as from nonverbal cues. Most people see NVC primarily for relational
aspects of communication and seem to associate the use of ICT more with the transactional side
of communication.
This result, although understandable due to NVC’s emphasis on interpersonal connection, is of
interest as literature, NVC trainers and some employees describe ICT’s potential for strong
relational communication through e-mail. Miyashiro describes how the 4 steps of NVC are the
structure for any well-written e-mail (Interview 2017) and Cox and Dannahy (2005) show how
effective NVC can be in building meaningful relationships through e-mail. This raises the
question of why such a gap between potential use and the reported usage exists? Further
research could explore if NVC training and/or practice sessions explicitly reference e-mail and
how NVC can support writing effective e-mails.
ICT has become an essential part of communication in most organisations and will continue to
affect the way we work and communicate, including increased work from home and
communication across multi-nationals. Although further research is needed, due to its clear
guidelines for structuring communication, NVC is a form of training which may be of great
value in building relationships through ICT and navigating other communication dynamics
arising from ICT.
Team decision making
Dynamics relating to team decision making are heavily represented in the literature. Jones and
Roelofsma (2000) show how teams must navigate dynamics including ‘groupthink’, ‘group
polarization’, and ‘lack of shared clarity on decisions’. Hedman and Valo (2015) show that the
team decision making process is not always possible effective or open for participation of all
parties involved.
According to our data NVC appears to have a positive impact on team decision making
receiving an average score of +0.81. However, the code ‘Organisational structure’ is coded 7
times (including 6 times for the school) and organisational structure was also referred to in
interviews. It seems that for this dynamic the context in which NVC is practiced is especially
important and this will be discussed further below.
NVC does seem to support team decision making with people feeling the space to mention
topics which may previously have been difficult to raise and an increased emphasis on listening
to get to know another person’s arguments.
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A finding of interest for further research is that the codes ‘NVC step: feelings’ (2 times) and
‘NVC step: needs’ (1 time) are hardly mentioned. This is interesting, as it can be expected that
talking about needs might influence motivations and/or the decision made.
Organisations ability to work in/with change requires coordinated action. NVC’s ability to help
conversations happen in a different way, with all team members and their motivations being
heard, is likely of value. However, it must not be considered in isolation and is dependent on
the organisational context and the surrounding structures in place.
Space for sharing feelings and openness in the workplace
Humans are emotional beings, affected by circumstances inside and outside of work. This side
of people’s behaviour is not always considered or communicated in work environments with
barriers to the sharing of feelings coming in many forms. From a personal and interpersonal
level these barriers include learned behaviours guarding against intimate disclosure (Eisenberg
et al. 2016) or negative humor and sarcasm (Thompson 2009). From an organisational level
there is a belief that talking and sharing can be seen as “interfering with productivity”
(Eisenberg et al. 2016) or that embracing individuality can lead to chaos (Laloux 2014). As
with other dynamics the ability to share feelings and be open in the workplace relies on the
balance between formal and informal communication (Hedman and Valo 2015)
According to the data, NVC appears to have a very positive effect on space for sharing feelings
and openness in the workplace. It received a high average score of + 1.34, and the School scored
+1.88. ‘Increased openness and sharing’ was coded 13 times in the employee survey for this
dynamic (and 28 times overall), and ‘Communication mode: Expressing’ was coded 11 times.
These codes are supported by employee quotes which state that knowing there is an
understanding of NVC in the workplace gives them the courage to share their feelings and that
sharing of feelings enable a better understanding of colleagues.
It is important to emphasise this dynamic in relation to the wider NVC model - specifically
feelings’ connection to ‘needs’. NVC holds feelings as a central element and allows for:
a structured way to express them, by referring closely to observation of environments and
judgments, and (by using a vocabulary sheet) exploration of their causes and implications.
Feelings should not be seen in isolation, but feelings should be seen mainly as a stepping stone
to identifying an individual’s needs (interview NVC trainer 3 2017). Positive or negative
feelings arise, respectively, out of met or unmet needs.
Additionally, NVC’s approach emphasises personal responsibility for feelings and people are
encouraged to express from their own experience instead of blaming or judging others
(Rosenberg 2003). As shown in other communication dynamics, such as ‘giving and receiving
feedback’ this makes it easier to express without feeling like you are attacking another person.
Change in organisations can be a particular spur for feelings to arise in staff. Organisations
which create spaces and opportunities for the feelings of staff to be considered are likely to be
able to account for staff’s feelings and their causes when making decisions. Increased sharing
of feelings is also likely to help people feel significant and build better connections between
employees which in turn leads to increased trust. However, it is important that the contextual
setting for sharing feelings and openness is suitable, and this will be discussed further below.
Different levels of power due to different positions in the organisation
Power can manifest in many ways, such as power-over or power-with others. This dynamic
specifically referred to structural power due to different positions. Different levels of power
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(and responsibility) are arguably necessary for the functioning of an organisation. However,
this CD also brings challenges, such as people jockeying for power (Thompson 2009).
Hierarchical structure can cause resentment and lack of motivation at less powerful levels
(Laloux 2014). Power dynamics and the challenges they bring inevitably impact
communication, for example through people being strategically ambiguous in their language or
through the suppression of certain voices (Eisenberg et al. 2016).
NVC appears to have a positive effect on navigating different levels of power in organisations
having received a score of +0.9. However, similarly to team decision making, responses imply
that NVC’s impact seems to depend on organisational structure and other contextual factors,
such as managers also being trained to enable a shared language. NVC Trainer 3 believes that
it is essential for management to be trained in NVC, along with employees. If not, the
empowerment that NVC can bring employees may backfire, as they might not get the space to
act upon this empowerment which can be very demotivating (Interview NVC trainer 3, 2017).
The NGO first initiated NVC partly due to seeking a change in leadership style to be more
listening based, and for empowerment of staff.
Responses show that despite certain challenges people use NVC in communication with their
managers, even if their managers are not trained, and refer to a similar relationship as found in
giving and receiving feedback. They find that they have the ability to express themselves
without threatening their managers position and that NVC can lead to a better understanding
and sense of mutual respect.
By creating mutual respect and allowing people to see each other for their humanity rather than
their position, NVC can be of value. However, power and the intention with which it is used is
an issue and so NVC must not be considered in isolation of the organisational context.
Internal competition between colleagues and/or departments
According to the literature, internal competition holds a similar position/relationship in
organisational communication to levels of power, with the battle for scarce organisational
resources leading to jockeying for these resources. Competition can also cause pressure
(Eisenberg et al. 2016) and the debating of the expertise and relevance of others (Thompson
2009).
NVC’s apparent effect, although still positive at +0.73, was the second lowest score and the
results across the sample organisations varied widely (NGO +0.44; Research Institute +1.00;
the School +1.40). Additionally, there were very few written responses to help the authors’
understanding, with only 12 written responses coded. With these results the authors feel that
any significant conclusions cannot be drawn with certainty about the value of NVC for
organisations dealing with this dynamic.
However, the result is a slight surprise as NVC’s focus on needs aims to create win-win
scenarios, by meeting the needs of both parties. That is to say it attempts to remove a driver of
competition. The result is likely influenced because of the type of organisations in our sample,
which are not business oriented. Organisations with a higher pressure on, for example, sales
targets may respond differently. Further research on this lack of data could explore how
competition is lived in these organisations. Potential questions are: does competition only arise
at certain key points such as promotion? Is competition present in the consciousness of staff in
a way that informs day-to-day behaviour?
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Navigating and resolving interpersonal conflict
Interpersonal conflict can occur in organisations for many reasons, including other dynamics
listed in this study such as power and competition. Some would argue that conflict is even
inevitable (Tuckman 1965). Conflict can create tensions and other negative feelings but it is not
necessarily negative (Tuckman 1965), and the impact depends upon the manner in which
conflict is addressed.
NVC appears to have a very positive effect on this dynamic receiving an average score of +1.32.
Codes for ‘Progress in work and/or relationship related issues’ (10 times), ‘Space for
conversations that were not held before’ (5 times), ‘Communication mode: Expressing’ (9
times) and ‘Increased understanding’ (9 times) were common. Quotes showed that NVC helped
resolve conflict by clarifying misunderstandings and making the ‘unspoken be spoken’ and by
exploring underlying needs.
This result is not a surprise as NVC is widely used in mediation scenarios (Rosenberg 2003).
Trainers emphasise that by allowing for people and their needs, to be heard, understanding is
created which aids in resolving conflicts. The ability for creating new conversations also
suggests that implicit conflict and tensions can be made explicit, potentially allowing for the
navigation/neutral exploration of conflict before conflict escalates.
One surprise worthy for further research is the ‘NVC Step: Request’. It is not greatly present in
the results (coded once for this conflict dynamic and 3 times in total) but likely has an important
role to play to move beyond understanding. NVC trainer 3 said that the request is the muscle of
NVC and it allows people to go beyond expression of needs by asking for a change in behaviour.
This change in behaviour is often necessary for preventing a conflict from recurring.
Interestingly, the school, which interviews and surveys suggest has a close team and regular
practices of NVC, gave NVC’s effect on this dynamic a very high score (+1.86). This supports
the suggestion that conflict is present in the team and likely inevitable but the manner in which
it is resolved is of relevance. Most organisations will face conflict, big or small, between
individuals at some point. NVC, with suitable practice and training, can be of great value in
working with this conflict to move forward.
Context of practicing NVC – Organisational Structure
As indicated by some of the above discussed results the surrounding organisational
environment, or context, in which NVC is used appears to have large potential for influencing
its effectiveness. For example, the School’s average scores were higher for each communication
dynamic than in either of the other organisations. The context related codes that came out of
the survey were: ‘Organisational Structure’ (31 times); ‘Secure Environment Needed’ (20
times); ‘NVC requires practice’ (14 times); ‘Facilitator Present’ (11 times); and ‘Shared NVC
Language’ (9 times). These contexts will be discussed here with their relevance as a whole and
especial relevance to specific dynamics.
The code ‘organisational structure’ had 27 out of its 31 codes applied to answers from the
school. The school uses a sociocratic structure, but exploring the exact structures which are best
supported by, and which support NVC, is beyond the scope of this research. However, it is clear
that ‘organisational structure’ is significant for NVC’s impact on communications. This is
supported by all 4 trainers interviewed with NVC trainer 1 referring to NVC being useful but
not a ‘solution to everything’, more “things” are needed in an organisation. Miyashiro insists
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that to be of true value, and form a culture change, NVC must be embedded throughout the
whole organisational as an integral part of its operations. NVC trainer 3 refuses to bring NVC
in to organisations unless leadership are also trained. NVC trainer 2 recognizes that the
workplace has many competing tasks and responsibilities and these can out-prioritize NVC’s
adoption unless people’s needs are met in the right way.
Organisational structure as a formal framework/system can take many shapes and influence the
other context codes that were derived from the survey. The other context codes can be seen
more as referring to the environment or culture of an organisation.
Context of practicing NVC – Practice environment
‘Secure environment needed’ (20 times) was a common code with 4 codes each in the dynamics
‘Working in a diverse team’; ‘Giving and receiving feedback’; ‘Team decision making’;
‘Sharing feelings in the workplace’; and ‘Navigating interpersonal conflict’. This need for a
secure environment is supported by trainers Miyashiro, trainer 1 and trainer 3 all say that taking
responsibility for one’s own feelings and connecting from empathy require courage. Quotes
from employees imply that using NVC can lead to feelings of vulnerability and require courage.
The need for individual courage may be increased when considering that common learned
behaviours in organisations restrict the expression of feelings and organisational cultures
require the wearing of a ‘professional mask’ by employees (Eisenberg et al. 2016; Laloux
2014). To remove this mask and express personal vulnerabilities where it is not expected
requires courage and safety. More discussion on this topic follows under the heading trust in
section 4.2.
Two factors which may help contribute to this secure environment, and therefore NVCs
effectiveness, are ‘Shared NVC language’ (9 times) and ‘Facilitator Present’ (11 times). A
facilitator trained in NVC can create a secure environment and, as mentioned in the School
interview (2017), can use their experience to focus on needs with skill and precision at weekly
meetings.
The need for a shared language, or shared understanding of NVC, was referred to many times
by employees as a challenge. They say that trying to use NVC with untrained people will not
have the same effects. Additionally, the trained user and/or the non-trained colleague can
require courage to overcome feelings of awkwardness or uncertainty. As alluded to above, the
challenge of shared language is especially the case for the ‘Different levels of power’ dynamic
when managers are not trained.
The positive results of the research institute, where only 1-in-10 employees are trained, shows
that NVC seems to still have the potential to be effective without shared understanding. This
may, in part, relate to NVC components being adapted in their usage by different people. All
employees interviewed were asked which components or steps they most used and all differed
in their responses, for example steps which they were not comfortable with were adapted or
ignored (Research Institute interview) but NVC was still found to be of value.
Although NVC is used and has effects in diverse ways, it requires many years to really learn
and integrate into a person’s communication habits and reach its full potential (Beck 2005;
NVC trainer 1 interview 2017; NVC trainer 3 interview 2017; NGO employee interview 2017).
NVC trainer 1 when interviewed (2017) shared with us her belief that organisations, due to their

43

potential for regular practice and communication with others who understand the model, can be
valuable in offering the support needed to integrate NVC.
NVC, although valuable for individuals to use independently, its potential to contribute
positively to communication dynamics in an organisation is greatly increased by the way in
which an organisation implements it as an intentional organisational language. The above
discussion demonstrates some of the factors to consider.

4. 2 The effects of Nonviolent Communication on the adaptive
capacity of organisations
As the NVC/CD relationship for all dynamics received a positive score, one might expect that
any positive correlation assessed in the CD/AC relationship (explored via SRQ B, with detailed
results in Appendix I) suggests NVC also has a potentially positive contribution to this element
of AC. However, the way in which NVC impacts a CD does not necessarily influence this
CD/AC relationship at all. For example ICT may increase the capacity for self-organisation
within an organisation, via the increased availability of data, but this increase in data is not due
to the use of NVC, and hence self-organisation is not supported by NVC via ICT. NVC might
even have an impact that negatively influences this element of AC.
Therefore, to be able to look at how NVC does support the elements of AC, the effect of NVC
on CDs was compared to the how’s of the CD/AC relationship (see figure 4.1). This section
explores the relationship of NVC to each element of AC. For each element results for multiple
communication dynamics will be used to support the discussion.

SRQ E

SRQ B

Figure 4.1. The first step of relating NVC to AC; connecting SRQ E with SRQ B
Diversity
Diversity increases possibilities, which is necessary when one does not know what might
happen in the future. Having many options increases the opportunity that one of those strategies
helps to be resilient in case of change or shock. Diversity also adds different perspectives, which
contributes to the knowledge and understanding of a system (Missimer et al. 2017a). To be able
to have as many different ideas, strategies, perspectives etc. as possible, and make use of the
opportunities this brings, the people in a system need to be diverse and able to express their
diverse perspectives.
The results for the communication dynamic “Working in a diverse team” show that NVC has a
positive effect on the ability of people to navigate this CD. It does so by enabling people to
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resolve miscommunications and to understand the different perspectives and motivations of
their colleagues. This understanding is mainly enhanced by the ability of people to
communicate their needs clearly, which is stressed as a main contribution of NVC by survey
respondents and NVC trainers who were interviewed. Furthermore, the results in general
suggest that employees are more likely to express their opinions or needs when they are trained
in NVC, even opinions that would not have been expressed before. This enlarged likelihood of
opinions being expressed, increases the diversity of perspectives that can be used to react to
changes in the environment.
Diversity in a social system also brings challenges (Vangen 2017), such as misunderstanding,
confusion and conflict. The results show that NVC is an effective tool to help resolve conflict
by listening, empathising with one another and focusing on the underlying motivations of
individuals (i.e. needs). NVC can enable an organisation to navigate the challenges of diverging
opinions by making it less likely that these challenges are insurmountable.
NVC seems to be a fit communication tool for enabling organisations to work with diversity,
especially when most employees are trained and it creates a shared language amongst
employees with different backgrounds.
Trust
Trust is one of the main variables that creates value in social systems. “Trust is a key element
of social life, in other social sciences - it is often termed the fabric, which binds society together”
(Missimer, Robèrt, and Broman 2017a, 37). Without trust between various individuals, it is
difficult or impossible to achieve collective learning, diversity and self-organisation in a system
(Missimer, Robèrt, and Broman 2017a)
Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman (1995) describe that trustworthiness is made up of three
elements: ability/competence, motivation of benevolence and integrity. A well-known theory
of interpersonal trust, Fundamental Interpersonal Relations Orientations (FIRO), describes how
people feel trust and trusted in a team when each group member senses that they are being
significant, being competent and being liked (Schultz 1958 in Robèrt et al 2015). NVC is likely
to support these aspects in the following ways:
The results show that NVC enhances listening in organisations as seen in the results for the
communication dynamic of, for example, ‘team decision making’. Being heard can give people
a feeling of being significant, especially if followed by action. NVC helps with communicating
tasks or actions (i.e. the ‘NVC step: request’) in a clear and precise manner. Being able to take
the wanted action after a clear request makes one look competent in the eyes of others, and can
also enhance their integrity in the other’s eyes. Completing tasks also makes oneself feel
competent.
The communication dynamic ‘giving and receiving feedback’, which received very positive
results, nicely illustrates the above discussion on how NVC supports trust on an interpersonal
level. If you are given feedback and encouraged to change your actions but do not do so, this
influences the view of your integrity and/or competence negatively. Likewise, if you do change
your actions, this can enhance your integrity and level of competence. Giving and receiving
feedback can also be a particularly vulnerable space and process where support and safety is
needed.
Another factor of trust is vulnerability. Using NVC requires the courage to be vulnerable and
open. Schoorman, Mayer, and Davis (2007) define trust as “a willingness to be vulnerable to
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another party”. This raises the question of whether vulnerability not only emerges from trust,
but whether being vulnerable leads to more trust. Research by Meyer, Le Fevre, and Robinson
(2017) shows that it does. They describe how leaders, when admitting their mistakes and being
open and vulnerable about this, can help build trust by increasing trust propensity (trust
propensity is “the dispositional willingness to rely on and ultimately trust others” (Meyer, Le
Fevre, and Robinson 2017, 221). By admitting their mistakes, leaders signal their “truthfulness,
benevolence and integrity” (230). When leaders do this it builds an atmosphere of trust, and it
is fair to expect that this is also the case for employees. Furthermore, it was found that a reason
for people to not disclose their contributions to problems is their judgements about others
(Meyer, Le Fevre, and Robinson 2017). NVC specifically helps practitioners to look beyond
judgements that one has about other people and the results of this study show that NVC can
support this in an organisational setting. It does so by enabling one to distinguish between
judgements and observations. The space for sharing and openness that results suggest is created
by NVC can further encourage employees to be vulnerable and share their mistakes.
Through these mechanisms, the practice of NVC across an organisation may hold a great
potential to enhance honest communication about performance between different levels of
organisational hierarchy and thereby increase trust within the organisation.
Learning
Learning refers to the ability of the individual to learn by him or herself and the ability of the
system to learn as a whole. It enables a system to sense change and adapt to it effectively.
(Missimer, Robèrt, and Broman 2017b, 48). To create an environment for learning in an
organisation, Englehardt and Simmons (2002) suggest there needs to be, amongst other aspects,
“an emphasis on broad and diverse participation and interaction, as well as constant interactive
communication throughout the entire organisation” (43) and prevention of fear of failure.
The extent of active participation in decision making in an organisation is influenced by
surrounding organisational structures and can be limited or spread through the entire
organisation. Employee survey results implied that staff using NVC are more able to hold
meaningful conversations with those in organisational positions of power, for example their
managers. NVC also encourages potentially meaningful participation and interaction between
all positions of an organisation, for example through the CDs of ‘working in a diverse team’
and ‘team decision making’. In this way learning can pass through from one area of an
organisation to another.
Prevention of fear of failure could be interpreted as allowing people to be vulnerable and admit
mistakes. To encourage this, it is necessary to create an environment in which openly talking
about mistakes is accepted and supported, and seen as an opportunity for learning, instead of
prompting punitive actions (Meyer, Le Fevre, and Robinson 2017). The results support the
notion that NVC encourages vulnerability, and creates safety for expressing one’s mistakes. By
knowing that the other has the intention/ability to hear without judgement, mistakes are more
likely to be accepted rather than prompting punitive action.
Another factor essential for learning is the giving and receiving of constructive feedback, as it
enables one to see whether taken actions were suitable for a certain situation or need to be
adjusted in the future (Jones, Woods, and Guillaume 2016). Many respondents shared an
example in which they expressed constructive feedback successfully using NVC. Jones,
Woods, and Guillaume (2016) describe how one can more effectively incorporate feedback if
there is a safe space for reflection on the feedback. Results suggest that when using NVC, the
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giver of feedback already reflects more on how to formulate feedback and is able to share it in
such a way that it feels safe and constructive for the receiver to hear. It potentially does so by
offering a clear model on how to keep feedback specific and objective and make clear
suggestions for improvement (through the steps of observation, feelings, needs and request).
Hence NVC can support learning through feedback.
Self-Organisation
Self-organisation is the ability of a system to organise itself without “system level intent or
centralized control” (Missimer, Robèrt, and Broman 2017a). Self-organisation is essential for
individuals and systems to adapt quickly; with self-organisation decisions can be made without
always needing to be approved by a top-down power structure.
To self-organise members, a system needs two key things: input upon which to base their
decisions and the power to act upon those decisions. NVC can add space for feelings and needs
as inputs to the decision making process. Also, NVC can make communication effective by
being very precise and clarifying what people really mean (Respondent 1 Research Institute
2017) potentially leading faster to understanding between people and their ability to react to
sudden changes. Regarding the power to act upon decisions, the organisational structure is of
importance and beyond the scope of this research, however, the findings of the communication
dynamic ‘team decision making’ are promising. Despite this research’s inconclusive findings,
Museux et al. (2016) find that in the teams they studied,
NVC can improve the process of shared decision making, partly by NVC bringing conciseness
of communication and a shared language.
Other factors which may contribute to self-organisation are the system learning over time,
which NVC supports, as discussed above. Also trust in employees will make it easier to let
them make their own decisions, instead of needing all decisions to go through centralized
control.
Common Meaning
Missimer, Robèrt, and Broman (2017a, 37) state, “humans are a meaning-making and meaningseeking species...this seems to be wired into our brains.” Without it, our brain “signals extreme
discomfort and motivates the search for renewed purpose and hence meaning” (Kilinger 1998,
33). When it comes to a social system, such as an organisation it requires common meaning and
a clear purpose in order to exist and thrive. A social system is a purposeful system (Missimer,
Robèrt, and Broman 2017a).
The data suggests that NVC can create shared understanding in one-to-one relationships by
focussing on understanding one’s own needs and those of others. However, creating such a
shared understanding of each other, does not necessarily lead to a shared overall purpose for
the organisation or team. Finding this overall purpose can be a tricky process with potential
conflicts and the exclusion of voices. The process of NVC can allow for the smoother
management of the process to find common meaning, by creating a space in which everyone is
heard.
Miyashiro and Rosenberg (2007) explain how NVC can go beyond process management and
aid in creating the common meaning itself for a company, when it is used in the setting of the
Integrated Clarity approach. This approach considers the needs of an organisation as a whole
and its individual members. The researchers interview of Miyashiro implied that this approach
can add further power to the effect of NVC on several of the communication dynamics in
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organisations. As Integrated Clarity is outside the scope of this research, further research is
required to find out what this integrated, systems-level use of NVC can mean for the AC of an
organisation.
NVC is a model for interpersonal communication, which it improves primarily through an
increased understanding of each other’s feelings and needs. The effects it has on interpersonal
relations expand onto the wider system of the organisation. As discussed above, NVC can
directly support the adaptive capacity elements of diversity, trust and learning. The contribution
of NVC to self-organisation and common meaning is less clear, but NVC seems to support
those elements indirectly.
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5. Conclusion
The aim of this study was to investigate and answer the question: “How does Nonviolent
Communication support the adaptive capacity of organisations?”
The findings of this research suggest that NVC, used as a communication tool, has the ability
to contribute to the different elements of adaptive capacity. The adaptive capacity elements, in
this study, are supported by the effect NVC has on organisational communication dynamics.
These dynamics in turn affect adaptive capacity. NVC has the potential to have a positive effect
on all communication dynamics tested, especially ‘navigating interpersonal conflict’ and
‘giving and receiving feedback’. It achieves this improvement through an emphasis on listening
to others and expressing oneself honestly in a concise language, which in turn brings greater
understanding and progress in work related and relational issues. Specifically, by focusing on
individual’s feelings and needs, when listening and expressing, conversations can be held in
new ways and on topics that would not have been communicated before.
The central element of trust, which impacts all other elements of adaptive capacity, is improved
by helping people to feel heard and therefore significant. The vulnerability required to
communicate feelings and needs honestly also contributes to trust between members of the
system, as vulnerability can increase trust. Learning is improved by allowing for more voices
to contribute to the learning of the system. Also focusing on needs instead of judging behaviour
reduces the fear of being vulnerable and admitting failure, which positively impacts learning.
NVC directly contributes to the ability of a system to use its diversity by seeing each other’s
needs to help resolve misunderstandings and by encouraging precise communication. Common
meaning is indirectly improved by NVC’s potential impact on the process of forming a common
meaning, due to its ability to resolve conflict and misunderstanding. Self-organisation is
potentially improved with the additional input of feelings and needs, and a concise language
encouraged by NVC that can aid the process of decision making. Also, an increase in trust can
make it easier to allow colleagues to organise themselves.
With regards to the organisational context in which NVC is implemented, the more the
language/structure of NVC is spread through an organisation, the more its effects of trust and
understanding multiply. If NVC is known by most actors of a system, the ability/security to
express and be heard increases. If an individual knows they are more likely to be heard, the
courage barrier needed for the vulnerability of honest expression lowers. If people holding key
positions in the system, such as managers, are trained, the positive effects that NVC has on
learning can spread to other levels of the system. Another factor contributing to support safety
of expression that was a pertinent outcome of the survey and interviews, is the deliberate
creation of secure environments for practice, potentially under guidance of a facilitator.
These findings are of value for our key research audiences, NVC trainers and organisations
seeking to improve their adaptive capacity. Findings offer important information to trainers of
NVC who can use this research when considering NVC as a system level approach in
organisations, by referring to adaptive capacity or by referring to its effects on specific
communication dynamics. Additional findings of this study applicable to the trainers, who are
already aware of the role needs play in impacting feelings and behaviour, are the insights
presented in this thesis on the contextual factors needed to implement NVC successfully in an
organisational setting and the implementation process itself.
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Organisations looking to improve their resilience are definitely recommended to consider
implementing NVC, but are cautioned to understand that it takes time and practice for
individuals to become familiar with the method until it gets established at the organisational
level as a shared language. Organisations should pay especial attention to contextual factors,
such as spaces for practice and widespread knowledge of NVC , which are essential in making
it such a shared language. NVC can be seen as a specific model with strict guidelines to be
followed as a complete package. This research at three very different organisations, however,
shows that it is adaptable to the organisational environment. This adaptability may be especially
important for people who may be uncomfortable with the language of needs and feelings or the
degree of vulnerability necessary to use NVC.
As outlined in the introduction to this paper, organisations form a key part of the social system,
and their adaption to the rapid and unpredictable changes of the sustainability challenge is a
necessity. Research on adaptive capacity shows the 5 elements that are needed in social systems
facing change. NVC appears to be a communication tool of value to help organisations directly
or indirectly support all 5 elements. This can help organisations in the face of change resulting
from the effects of the sustainability challenge. Furthermore, it can allow organisations to more
easily make the changes that are necessary to change the course of the sustainability challenge,
and thereby help the social system as a whole.

5.1 Suggestions for further research
During the course of this research several topics and insights arose which the researchers
consider to be of value for further research.
As adaptive capacity of a social system, with the 5 elements that support it, as described by
(Missimer, Robèrt, and Broman 2017a, 2017b) is a relatively new concept, not much research
has been done yet on how communication influences those 5 elements. This research is a first
exploration on how organisational communication can influence AC and how the specific
communication tool of NVC can support the elements of AC of an organisation. The researchers
suggest more research on how organisational communication influences the elements of AC, to
further establish this link.
One especially promising topic for further research which arose were the theories of Miyashiro,
expressed in the Change Handbook with Rosenberg (2007), ‘The Empathy Factor’ (Miyashiro
2011) and in an interview (2017) as part of this research. Miyashiro’s work is drawn from
extensive work in international organisations, and explores, amongst other things, how NVC
and the principles and assumptions behind it, can be applied on an organisational system level
in an approach titled Integrated Clarity. By saying that NVC explores the needs of the ‘I’ and
the ‘You’ she says that it is missing the needs at the level of the ‘We’ i.e. the
group/team/organisational level. This approach, as it is concerned directly with the
organisational systems level, offers new ways in which NVC can support the adaptive capacity
of organisations, and further research is needed to look at how Integrated Clarity as an
organisational culture, not a person-to-person practice can support the elements of adaptive
capacity.
A further finding, which seems worthy of research are the mixed results with regards to the
communication dynamic ‘Effective use of ICT’. Cox and Dannahy (2005) show the potential
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of NVC for building meaningful relationships in e-mail communication. They state that
explicitly naming feelings and needs can be effective to serve as a substitute to non-verbal cues.
The value of NVC to ICT is supported by some responses to the employee survey, but overall
NVC’s effect on ICT received a low average score (+0.52). This unexpected outcome of results
is of note and especially worthy of research due to the rise of e-communications in all its forms.
A suggested research focus would be to look at whether NVC training and/or practice sessions
explicitly reference e-mail and if/how NVC can support with the writing of effective emails.
Future research on NVC in organisations could be extended over a longer period of time in
order to study an organisation before NVC training and at different intervals after
implementation. Researchers could also take a more embedded approach to their research,
operating at closer proximity to organisations. In this scenario greater consideration could be
given to the contextual factors discussed in this research, such as the relevance of particular
organisational structures; the ratio of trained to untrained staff; the extent and relevance of
shared language; NVC training and management; and the views of those untrained in NVC.
Included in these contextual considerations could be the scoping to include multiple industries,
also competitive ones and non-western cultures.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Example of feelings vocabulary used in NVC training
A vocabulary sheet naming different terminology for feelings. These cards (or a variety of) are
usually provided at any NVC training. Sheets are usually provided translated into native
language of those on the course.
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Appendix B: Example of needs vocabulary used in NVC training
A vocabulary sheet naming different terminology for needs. These cards (or a variety of) are
usually provided at any NVC training. Sheets are usually provided translated into native
language of those on the course.
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Appendix C: Overview of NVC trainers who were interviewed and
their experience with NVC
List of NVC trainers interviewed and a description of their experience and key fields of
expertise.
Name of
Trainer

Number of Years
Teaching NVC

Area of interest/notes

NVC Trainer Sweden
1

20+

Works on all kinds of levels and
organisations, from individuals needing
help in private life through to management
teams and organisations.

NVC Trainer Norway
2

N/A (Certification
expected to be
completed within 1
year)

Not certified in NVC but a very
experienced conflict mediator and teacher.

NVC Trainer The
3
Netherlands

20+

Works in a business and municipality
environment. Draws upon theatrical
techniques to include and teach
participants.

Marie
Miyashiro

Country of
Residence

USA

Leading expert on using NVC and empathy
in business. Author of “The Empathy
Factor”.
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Appendix D: Example of trainer interview questions
List of prepared questions for semi-structured interviews with NVC trainers 1,2 and 3,and
expert on empathy in organisations Marie Miyashiro.
Questions for interviews with NVC trainers (NVC trainer 1, 2 & 3)










What is NVC to you?
What elements of NVC do you see and use?
How is NVC used in organisations?
Is NVC used differently in different organisations?
How do you implement NVC in organisations? At what scale?
What are organisation’s motivations for adopting NVC?
What are communication challenges in organisations? Can NVC solve them?
(After explaining the 5 elements of adaptive capacity) Can you say how NVC relates
to the 5 adaptive capacity elements?
Is there any organisation that you can put us in touch with for our research?

Questions for the interview with Marie Miyashiro
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What is the difference between empathy and the whole NVC package?
What is the difference between NVC and the whole Integrated Clarity (IC) package?
Do you think NVC in organisations is helpful without IC?
What potential have you seen for NVC in organisations? Can you give any examples?
Do you have an example that NVC did not work to its fullest in organisations? Why
was that?
How do you implement NVC in (big) organisations?
How long does it take to embed NVC in individuals? - Organisations?
Why do organisations adopt NVC?
According to your experience what type of organisations uses NVC?
Is there a difference when NVC is implemented in different cultures? Or locations? Or
industries?
When you look at the quantitative results that we found for the effects of NVC on the
communication dynamics, do you find these results surprising?
Is there a clash when only some employees in an organisation are trained in NVC?
Did you see some trends with regards to NVC in organisations over your career? How
and where?

Appendix E: Example of employee survey question
Screenshot of survey sent to employees of sample organisations. A question like this was asked
for each communication dynamic with a short definition. After the ratings question there was
an opportunity to expand the answer with an open ended question.
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Appendix F: Survey coding structure
List of all codes, with description, used for coding the qualitative data emerging from the open
questions of the employee survey. These codes were also used as guidelines for analyzing
interviews.
Code

Description

Components of NVC used
4 steps of NVC

Mentions all 4 steps of NVC (observation, feelings, needs, request)

NVC step: Observation

Directly mentions observation(s)

NVC step: Feelings

Directly mentions feeling(s) or emotion(s)

NVC step: Needs

Directly mentions need(s)

NVC step: Request

Directly mentions request(s)

Communication mode: Selfconnection
Communication mode:
Listening
Communication mode:
Expressing
Empathy

Refers to connection to oneself or listening to oneself

Taking responsibility for
feelings
Recognizing judgement

Refers to listening to the other
Refers to expressing themselves
Refers to empathy directly or in a wording which implies
empathy’s use.
Refers to taking responsibility for own feelings
Refers to recognizing judgements. One’s own or other’s

Effects of NVC
Increased understanding
More awareness
Progress in work and/or
relationship related issues
Space for conversations that
were not held before
Increased openness and
sharing
Higher ability to see/work
with different perspectives
and working styles
Sense of safety

Refers to the ability to better understand a situation and/or person
due to NVC. Includes, nuance.
Refers to changed awareness of people or situations, due to using
NVC.
Refers to the ability to move forward positively in a situation,
either regarding work tasks or personal relations. Also includes
reference to working more effectively or efficiently.
Refers to the use of NVC to create conversations not previously
possible. E.g. easier conversations, ‘speaking the unspoken’, or
breaking silence
Refers to emotional opening up to others or willingness to connect
Refers to being able to better communicate with people holding
different perspectives or working in different ways to oneself.
Refers to the use of NVC creating an increased feeling of safety

Space for honesty

Refers to honesty with innerself and with others

Sense of connection

Specifically naming connection as an effect
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Communication Dynamics/
Working in a diverse team

Refers to Working together within a diverse team

Giving and receiving
feedback
Effective use of ICT

Refers to Giving and receiving constructive feedback

NOT ICT

Refers to not using NVC in ICT

Team decision making

Refers to Team decision making

Sharing feelings in the
workplace
Different levels of power

Refers to Space for sharing feelings and being open in the
workplace
Refers to Different levels of power due to different positions in the
organisation
Refers to Internal competition between colleagues and/or
departments
Refers to Navigating and resolving interpersonal conflict

Internal competition
Navigating interpersonal
conflict
Context/setting
(when/where NVC is used,
or not)
Secure environment needed
NVC Requires Practice
Shared NVC Language
Facilitator Present
Context: time needed for
NVC conversation
Organisational structure

Refers to Effective use of Information Communication Technology

Refers to the need for a ‘safe/secure environment’ to practice
NVC. Can include reference to ‘space’ being needed.
Refers to the need for, and/or the ability to practice NVC
Refers to the presence or lack of presence of a shared
language/understanding to be able to use NVC.
Refers to situations in which a facilitator is present. The facilitator
can be a professional or someone nominated for that circumstance.
Refers to whether there is time to apply NVC or not
Refers to the structure in which NVC is applied

Other
Challenge to apply NVC

Refers to someone expressing it is a challenge to apply NVC or to
get positive effects when applying NVC in/due to a certain
situation
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Appendix G: Example employee interview questions
List of pre-prepared questions for semi-structured interviews with employees at sample
organisations after the completion and coding of survey.
Questions for the interviews with School employees








Does NVC add to the resilience of individuals or the organisation as a whole?
How long does it take for the new teachers to be able to use NVC?
How does NVC support learning in general?
What would you miss if you would use NVC without the sociocretic structure?
What makes your colleagues feel safe, have the space to share?
How does NVC support with decision making in your school?
Which elements of NVC do you use the most?

Questions for Employees (NGO, Research institute)
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Can you please tell us about your experience with NVC so far?
Are you able to apply NVC in your daily life?
What is it like to talk NVC with those who have not been trained?
What is it like when someone applies NVC when talking to you?
What space do you have for practice?
How embedded is NVC in your organisations?
Do you see benefits from colleagues who are practicing NVC. Or do you experience
any difference?
Which elements of NVC would you say you use the most?
When you express how a situation makes you feel, do you follow up with needs and a
request?
What do you think was the reason for your organisation to offer NVC trainings?
How is NVC used in your organisation? Primarily in one to one meetings? Or in team
meetings? Or differently?
Which are the steps you feel most or less comfortable with?
How often do you join the space for NVC practice in your organisation?

Appendix H: Communications dynamics with descriptions, subdynamics and references
This table shows a list of the 8 communication dynamics used to test NVCs effectiveness in
organisations (including a 9th dynamic ‘Navigating the professional/informal relationship line’
which was removed prior to distributing employee survey). The table provides a full title of
each dynamic as well as the description used in the employee survey. In the right hand column
examples of challenges/dynamics from the literature (with their references) are named. These
examples from literature were used by the researchers to form the communication dynamic
titles, and descriptions, used in the rest of this research.
Communication
Dynamic

Description

Examples and references

Working together
within a diverse
staff team

Teams require shared understanding to
work together effectively. This shared
understanding can be difficult to achieve
with diverse groups. Diversity includes
ages, languages, genders, backgrounds,
religions, working styles, expertise, etc.

Formal communication vs informal communication
(Hedman and Valo 2015); Language Barriers and forms of
communication (Brett et al. 2006) New hires (Asma Zaineb
2016); Cultural subtleties (Eisenberg et al. 2016); Cultural
diversity (Vangen 2017)

Giving and
receiving
constructive
feedback

This question is about managers or team
members giving and receiving
constructive feedback, in formal and
informal settings, to improve ones work
or working environment.

Formal communication vs informal communication
(Hedman and Valo 2015); Communicating boredom
(Thompson 2009); Language Barriers (Asma Zaineb 2016).
Information overload (Eisenberg et al); Both deviationcounteracting and deviation-amplifying feedback needed
(Eisenberg et al. 2016); lifeless appraisals focused on narrow
evaluations not aspects of identity (Laloux 2014)

Effective use of
Information
Communication
Technology

ICT, (e.g. email) has created new options
for communication which bring its own
possibilities and challenges. E.g. due to
lack of face-to-face contact, it can create
feelings of disconnection.

Formal communication vs informal communication
(Hedman and Valo 2015). Face-to-face communication vs
ICT assisted communication (Hedman and Valo 2015);
‘Urgent Organisations’ shortening customer/staff response
times (Eisenberg et al. 2016);

Team decision
making

In order to make well informed decisions, Groupthink (Jones and Roelofsma 2000). False consensus
it is important to create a space for all
effect (Jones and Roelofsma 2000). Group polarization
voices to be heard.
(Jones and Roelofsma 2000). Group escalation of
commitment (Jones and Roelofsma 2000). lack of clarity in
the decision-making process, participation in decision
making and the absence of joint decisions (Jones and
Roelofsma 2000) Equally distributed participation vs
polarized participation (Hedman and Valo 2015) Consensus
decision-making vs unilateral decision-making (Hedman and
Valo 2015) Language Barriers (Asma Zaineb 2016);
‘scripts’ lead to Non-equitable exchange of ideas (Eisenberg
et al. 2016); assumption of all ideas being implemented and
lack of closure (Eisenberg et al. 2016)

Space for sharing
feelings and being
open in the
workplace

Humans are emotional beings, affected
by circumstances inside and outside of
work. This is not always considered or
communicated in work environments.

Formal communication vs informal communication
(Hedman and Valo 2015) Negative humor and
sarcasm.(Thompson 2009) Communicating boredom
(Thompson 2009); Personal Issues (Asma Zaineb 2016);
Talking seen as ‘interfering with productivity’ (Eisenberg et
al. 2016); learned behaviours guard against intimate
disclosure (Eisenberg et al. 2016); Professional mask hides
vulnerability (Laloux 2014); Fear of embracing individuality
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leading to chaos (Laloux 2014)

Different levels of
power due to
different positions
in the organisation

Interactions and language used between
different positions in an organisation are
influenced by the different levels of
power that come with those positions.

Internal competition Internal competition for positions,
between colleagues resources, budget, information, etc. can
and/or departments lead to strategic use of language and
relationships.

Jockeying for power (Thompson 2009); Language Barriers
(Asma Zaineb 2016); Strategic ambiguity (Eisenberg et al.
2016) deniability and preservation of status quo by power
positions (Eisenberg et al. 2016); suppression of voices
leading to sabotage/whistle blowing (Eisenberg et al. 2016);
untransparency of information (Laloux 2014)
Debating expertise (Thompson 2009); Language Barriers
(Thompson 2009); Increased pressure for constant staff
availability (Eisenberg et al. 2016); Power as scarcity leads
to mistrust, fear, greed and/or resignation, resentment lack of
motivation (Laloux 2014)

Navigating and
resolving
interpersonal
conflict

Conflict can be either explicit or implicit. Communicating boredom (Thompson 2009); Language
We also consider experienced tension
Barriers (Asma Zaineb 2016)
due to subliminal and unspoken conflicts
as conflict.

Navigating the
professional /
informal
relationship line

Work relationships often have many
dimensions at the same time, e.g. friend
and manager, mentor and colleague.
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Communicating boredom (Thompson 2009); Language
Barriers. Personal Issues (Asma Zaineb 2016). Formal
communication vs informal communication (Hedman and
Valo 2015); Blended relationships (Conrad and Poole 2002)

Appendix I: Communication dynamics to adaptive capacity
relationships table
This table shows the communication dynamics in relationship to the 5 elements of adaptive
capacity. Researchers asked themselves the question ‘How does X communication dynamic
influence, positively or negatively, X element of adaptive capacity?’ The upper row shows a
description, sourced from literature, of how each element is influenced in a system and why it
is important. Each relationship box holds a + and/or – symbol, these were guides for the
researchers to understand the nature of the relationship and the communication dynamics
contribution.
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Appendix J: Quantitative data from employee survey
This table shows the quantitative data from the employee survey. The relationship of NVC to
each communication dynamic was asked with a potential rating of -2 to +2, the average score
is shown here. Respondents also had the option to answer ‘no experience’ with regards to their
experience of NVC to that communication dynamic, this data is also shown as a percentage of
total respondents. Standard deviation is shown in the column titled SD.
NGO
Total 25 responses

Research Institute
Total 7 responses

School
Total 8 responses

Total
40 responses

Me
an

Me
an

Me
an

Me
an

SD No
Experie
nce

Working
1,00 0,5
together within a
2
diverse staff
team

SD No
Experie
nce

SD No
Experie
nce

SD No
Experie
nce

8% 1,00 0,0
0

14% 1,75 0,4
3

0% 1,16 0,5
5

7,5%

Giving and
receiving
constructive
feedback

1,14 0,6
4

12% 1,29 0,4
9

0% 1,57 0,4
9

25% 1,25 0,6
0

12,5%

Effective use of
ICT

0,44 0,6
3

36% 0,33 0,5
2

14% 0,86 0,6
4

0% 0,52 0,6
3

25%

Team decision
making

0,72 0,5
7

28% 0,83 0,4
1

14% 1,00 0,8
7

0% 0,81 0,6
4

20%

Space for
sharing feelings
and being open
in the workplace

1,25 0,4
4

4% 1,00 0,0
0

14% 1,88 0,3
3

0% 1,34 0,4
8

5%

Different levels
of power due to
different
positions in the
organisation

0,71 0,5
9

32% 1,00 0,0
0

28% 1,25 0,8
3

0% 0,90 0,6
6

25%

Internal
competition
between
colleagues
and/or
departments

0,44 0,6
3

36% 1,00 0,7
1

28% 1,40 0,4
9

25% 0,73 0,7
2

7,5%

Navigating and
resolving
interpersonal
conflict

1,25 0,4
4

4% 1,00 0,6
3

14% 1,86 0,3
5

12.5% 1,32 0,5
3

7,5%
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Appendix K - Coding structure total numbers - survey.
This table shows all codes of the qualitative data from the employee survey. Totals of codes are
broken down by communication dynamic.
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Appendix L - Quotes from employee survey
This table provides additional quotes, from the qualitative data set, to those presented in the
results section of this thesis. Presented here by communication dynamic as well as additional
quotes which refer to challenges related to using NVC. These challenges are selected from
data across the communication dynamics.
Working
with
diversity

A colleague
who does not
take deadlines
into account -->
I have called
attention to the
consequences
of this and to
my own
feelings and to
my need for
more structure.

Help solve
problems in some
cases of
miscommunicatio
n, because of
better
understanding of
the underlying
needs of the other
person.

E.g. we are now
starting up a
program in
Uganda, and my
need is a wellstructured process,
while some of the
partners in Uganda
like to 'go with the
flow'. By looking
at their needs, and
trying to align them
to mine, we can
move on.

I feel in a diverse
team making sure
everyone feels heard
is especially
important.

we have
formed an
'intervisie'
group to help
each other
understand
and
formulate
feelings and
needs to
effectively
communicate
with others

Giving
and
receiving
constructi
ve
feedback

A couple of
people are
quick to anger.
I always pay
extra attention
to using the
(NVC) method
in the right way
and not judging
their behaviour,
but only
describing what
is my need and
how I feel.

it is being made
concrete by the
sender, which is
why it is easier to
receive it (or
undertsand it).
This is valid for
both giving and
receiving.

This way you keep
observation and
feelings separated and you keep it
close to yourself.
As a result the
"feedback" is not
received negatively
by the other.

I recently had a
performance review
with my manager, in
which I felt NVC
helped me a lot. It
made it easier to
receive both positive
and negative
feedback.

All things
can be said,
even in
jackal.
There's
always
someone who
can mediate
or translate in
giraffe

Effective
use of
ICT

this would be
possible, if I
have more
experience with
it [NVC]. Now
the text in an
email is still a
little too much
black-andwhite/unnuance
d.

I only use email
for formal
communication,
as soon as we
seem to end up in
a discussion I
stop mailing and
choose to have a
personal
conversation.

I am using NVC
regularly in my
mails, e.g. when
trying to get
something done
from someone who
I cannot speak to in
person. I then try to
connect my needs
to the needs of the
other person. It
helps!

After my most
recent NVC training
I started writing
NVC style thank
you's in some emails
and they were
clearly experienced
in a much more
positive light than
classic thank you's,
which tend to be
formalities.

Team
decision
making

things are being
mentioned, that
earlier on
would remain
un-mentioned.

It is easier to talk
about difficult
things in a good
way and
therefore better
decisions can be
made.

I think so. So that
you get to know
better the
argmuments/reason
ing underlying an
idea. This brings
interests to the
surface, which can

less talking, more
listening to one
another
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We already
work with
CONSENT,
a sociocratic
decisionmaki
ng model.
NVC adds to
this by giving

more readily
convince another
person.

space to pain,
frustration,
anger, etc.

Sharing
Feelings
and
openness

Especially
because you
keep it close to
yourself - you
can share your
own feelings
and opennes
about this without
attacking the
other.

[NVC] gives me
the courage to do
so and knowing
others have done
the training,
where it is
coming from

Emotions have a
large influence on
how you function.
This is why it can
be important to
know from each
other which
emotions are at
play at a given
moment.
Communication
will improve
because of this.

With NVC the
threshold to name
emotions becomes
lower.

[NVC] gives
me the
courage to do
so and
knowing
others have
done the
training,
where it is
coming from

Different
power
levels

yes instead of
getting
frustrated, look
at how the other
person would
like the
situation to be
and what we
can do to both
be happy with
the outcome

I think there is
better
understanding
and more mutual
respect.

Openness, making
things open to
discussion

I was able to express
myself to my
manager regarding
unease without
him/her feeling
affected/threathened
in his/her power
position. On the
contrary, when I
called for
help/support I got
what I needed.

depends on
whether
everyone
applies this

Internal
competiti
on

looking at
'competition'
from a healthy
perspective not
defensive

As long as most
people put their
own interest
ahead of that of
the
group/organizatio
n, people will
play games to
make themselves
appear better than
the rest.

Navigatin
g Conflict

Conflicts are
generally about
expectations
and
misunderstandi
ngs and NVC
helps in getting
these out of the
way.

It brought
underlying needs
to the surface,
through which it
became clear
what was the
cause/essence of
the conflict.

Due to form
of
organization
we have
chosen with
NVC and
sociocracy
with full
transparency,
these issues
get addressed
quickly and
we resolve
our conflicts
peacefully
(There was a) hurt,
angry employee
who felt
misunderstood and
unheard. Having a
conversation made
a lot of difference,
because this person
felt heard.

E.g. the other day I
had to ask someone
to shorten a piece
for the annual
report, which he had
already shortened
twice. I knew he
wouldn't be happy
about this, so I used
nvc in my request. It
worked!

In this, I
notice that
I'm still a
beginner with
NVC. The
application of
NVC in
conflict
situations,
costs me a lot
of energy.
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Challenge
s
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If not everyone
practices NVC
you efforts will
not pay off

Applying NVC in
a one on one
situation is easier
for me.

I have the notion
that feedback is
being given in a
way that is too
careful or too
positive, which is
why perhaps too
few critical
comments are
being shared.

NVC in my opinion
is mostly for
personal
contact/communicati
on. E-mailing is
friendly and
effective. Observing
via email I find
difficult.

Not everyone
needs to be
heard. On the
contrary,
everyoine has
his/her own
expertise and
responsibility.
Let's make
effective
decisions. We
are not a group
of friends, but a
working
environment.

If this is guided
well by someone
who gives all
participants the
space to say his
or her thing, this
can make it easier
to take a
decision.

I've become more
alert about
empathically
listening to people,
but it doesn't really
work the other way
around when
talking to untrained
people. People tend
to offer sympathy
and other
ineffective
strategies.

it is challenging to
apply NVC in a
setting with unequal
power positions.
There is a threshold
to start a
conversation in a
different way all of a
sudden.

Unfortunately,
the managers
who need it,
aren't doing the
NVC training.
On your own
you can make
things move,
but the effect
would be
trippled if both
managers and
employees
would apply
NVC.

I think people are
sometimes more
aware and I see
people using
NVC....but not
sure how
sustainable this is
when the going
gets tough - I
already notice
some slack
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