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The report provides an analysis of the transformative impact of the Nonviolent 
Communication (NVC) model on the functioning of the Alternative Dispute 
Resolution (ADR) centre in Baidoa, Somalia, providing an overview of results, 
lessons learned and recommendations for the future.

The Joint Justice Programme (JJP) has supported the establishment of ADR centres in 
locations across the Federal Member States to increase access to justice for marginalized 
groups, in particular women. However, as discriminatory practices and harmful social 
norms are deeply embedded in tradition and culture, a deeper transformative process 
is needed to truly create change. To support this, the JJP initiated a pilot project in 
Baidoa ADR centre using the NVC model, with the aim of empowering participants to 
empathetically explore their own and each other’s needs to support changes in the ADR 
mechanism to address these needs sustainably. 

The initial training was carried out by a certified NVC trainer and focused on women 
leaders, traditional elders and religious leaders. Sessions were in-person at first, later 
shifting online in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, and were a combination of single-
gender and mixed-gender sessions. The training consisted of a range of activities to 
help develop empathetic listening, challenge norms and assumptions, and to better 
understand participants’ needs.

The report found that the training brought changes at three different levels: (i) personal;  
(ii) the ADR centre; and (iii)  social change:

(i)  The training supported the participants’ inner transformation process, which covered
   the following aspects:
		§ It enabled the uncovering of inner contradictions and unconscious bias that participants
    were not initially ready to see, particularly regarding the way women and minority clans
    are treated in the communities. Although this initially created defensive reactions, it
    was a fundamental step for the transformation process to occur. 
		§ Participants have shown an increased awareness and capacities to deal with their
    emotions. This enabled male leaders to realize, for example, that their traditions might
    not be in line with the Quran, something that they could not perceive before. The
    participants repeatedly acknowledged how the training enabled them to recognize
    their emotions, particularly anger, to delve into them in order to identify the unmet
    needs to transform these feelings into something more life-serving. 
		§ The inner transformation process triggered a transformation in the participants’
    relationships with their families, particularly with children and spouses. Many of them
    observed that they were now able to communicate and connect with their children
    or partner.
		§ The training helped increase women’s empowerment by enabling them to acknowledge
    their feelings and emotions, welcome them even when negative as a sign of unmet
    needs, and identify these needs. It also helped them take responsibility for looking
    at strategies to meet these needs, and provided them with the tools to communicate
    them to others so as not to create further conflicts. This strengthened their self-
   confidence to the point that they became more active in the communities, particularly
    in solving cases. 

(ii)  It also brought changes in the functioning of the ADR centre: 
		§ Given that ADR members now view disputes in a more holistic manner, there is a
    change in the way cases are processed. They acknowledged that prior to the training,
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    they rushed to conclusions, whereas now they took the time to listen deeply to the
    parties to identity the feelings and needs of those involved. This was confirmed by
    beneficiaries who stressed how they had felt listened to during the dispute resolution
    process. Since the training, it was also observed that women leaders took a more
    active part in the resolution process since the training. While previously, their role in
    the centre was limited to interviewing women or resolving disputes between women
    they were now participating fully and actively in all the cases. While it cannot be said
    that there is complete equality between women and men leaders, as this is a long  
   transformation process, notable progress has nonetheless been made. 
		§ By using the NVC model, ADR members noted that they could resolve disputes at a
    deeper level and find more sustainable solutions. For example, couples who used to
    return regularly to the centre because of domestic disputes stopped coming once
    the ADR members used NVC. The use of NVC also triggered a transformation of the
    parties to the disputes, because they could empathize more with others, which in turn
    contributed to a stronger connection and sometimes healing in relationships. Finally,
    ADR members made efforts to ensure that parties were were comfortable with the
    case resolution, something they treated as a mere formality before. 
		§ The legitimacy of ADR members increased after they applied their newly acquired
    skills and underwent their transformation process. ADR members are now regularly
    contacted for advice by members of their communities and elders from internally
    displaced persons (IDP) camps, as well as from remote villages for advice. Also, the
    number of cases referred each month by the courts to the ADR centres has doubled
    since December 2019.

(iii)  It has established the foundations for social change. However, it cannot be said at this
  stage that there has been a tipping point for social change regarding women’s place
  and cultural and social norms. Nevertheless, the NVC training has produced a strong
  group of committed individuals who underwent a deep inner change and are
  determined to see such change at a larger scale in their communities and to contribute
  to it. One evidence is that trainees started to reach out to their communities and IDP
   camps without the payment of incentives. 

Several lessons can be drawn from the experience in Baidoa to be used for the expansion 
of this initiative: 

		§ Inner transformation requires human beings to bring to the surface mental models
    or biases. This is a very difficult process that triggers pain and/or anger, and which
    requires a trainer with very strong experience and groundedness to support the
    group at the appropriate pace on its transformative journey. 
		§ NVC is helping parties and communities to develop the necessary empathy during
    the process, which is often not taken into account in dispute resolution although it is
    fundamental in an individual’s life and in life of the community.  
		§ Transformative changes can only occur through sustained engagement over a long
    period of time. One-off training cannot produce any meaningful results. A transformation
    process is not linear, but rather undergoes a period of stagnation or seemingly
    regression, followed by a breakthrough. This should be considered and acknowledged.
		§ An individual such as the ADR coordinator in Baidoa to act as a driver to keep the
    momentum during the intervals between the training. 
		§ The setup of the ADR centre is very important, and the one in Baidoa (a compound
    with one house for the men, and one for the women) offered the ideal conditions for
    the relationships between the elders and women leaders to develop. 
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		§ Support from the Ministry of Justice is key to ensure that not only is there no obstacle,
    but that the participants truly believe in the change process. 
		§ Initiatives taken to share what trainees learned with others without the payment of
    incentives is key evidence of the relevance of any intervention. It promotes self-
   responsibility as well as self-empowerment because the primary responsibility of
    developing the community does not lie with international partners or authorities, but
    with its members.
   
Way forward and recommendations:
		§ Organize quarterly mentoring sessions with the training beneficiaries to further explore
    and transmute power imbalances and dynamics, mental models and bias, and increase
    their capacities to share their insights, increased self-awareness and skills with the
    other community members. 
		§ Organize visits from other ADR centres to Baidoa and travel for Baidoa elders and
    women leaders to share their experience with other leaders and develop a road map
    to duplicate the model in other centres.   
		§ Invite people, particularly youth, to the ADR centre to provide them with training on
    NVC so as expand the group of committed individuals to support social change and
    also to increase diversity.
		§ Move forward to increase changes in the dispute resolution process and outcomes
    by introducing participants to restorative practices and dialogue as a way to further
    unpack the different layers of conflict, explore and address power imbalances between
    the parties, and between the ADR members and the parties, as well as promote active
    participation of the parties in finding creative ways to resolve cases.
		§ Institutionalize NVC training at one of the universities such as Baidoa University to
   build up a generation of NVC and social workers who can contribute to social change
    and to the development continuum in Somalia.
		§ In future justice programming, all ADR centres should be connected to NVC training and
    community dialogue to ensure that the empowerment process of the local community
    groups is undertaken concurrently with the mediation and legal empowerment process,
    which is provided through the ADR centres.
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Introduction

Background 

The United Nations in Somalia has sought to increase women’s access to justice through 
different activities in both the formal and traditional justice systems as part of the United 
Nations Joint Rule of Law Programme, which in turn was followed by the United Nations 
Joint Justice Programme. The interventions focused on establishing Alternative Dispute 
Resolution (ADR) centres that include of women leaders, traditional elders, and religious 
leaders, and training them on different topics that covered women’s rights, women and
Sharia law, and women’s rights and customary law. It quickly became clear that discriminatory
practices and harmful social norms are so deeply embedded in Somali culture due to the
inequality between men and women that meaningful change can only occur through a 
deep transformative process in individual and collective consciousness. This cannot be 
achieved by increasing knowledge or one’s behavioural repertoire, but rather only by 
bringing unconscious thoughts and bias as well as blind spots to the surface, as only 
what comes out into the light can be transformed.

To support this transformation, the programme initiated a pilot project in Baidoa 
aimed at supporting access to justice and dispute resolution outcomes that take into 
account human – including women’s – needs at a deeper level using the Nonviolent 
Communication (NVC) model.

Objectives of the report

This report seeks to:
	§	take stock of the results and changes that occurred with the beneficiary groups and
   within the ADR centre, based on the objectives of the pilot project;
	§	identify lessons learned;
	§	make recommendations for the next phase. 

This report is based on information collected from April 2019 to June 2021 in the reports of
the NVC training sessions, debriefing sessions with the NVC certified trainer, case reports 
from the ADR centres, observations of ADR sessions and interviews with the ADR coordinator
and members of the ADR centre, as well as with some of the centre’s beneficiaries. 

Rationale 

The rationale for this approach is twofold: First, it is based on the work of Robert Kegan 
and Lisa Laskow Lahe,1 two Harvard professors whose research focuses on people’s 
immunity to change, explaining that while most people genuinely want to change, they 
often fail to do so. The concept of ‘immunity to change’ suggests that individuals bring 
their personal history, emotions, and subjective views about the world with them.

According to both scholars:

1 Robert Kegan is a psychologist specialized in adult development and learning, and professional development.
  He also holds a faculty appointment at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. Lisa Lahey, Ed.D. is a faculty
  member at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. 

2 Immunity to Change – Overcoming Unconscious Assumptions (mindtools.com)

Some of these assumptions are so fundamental that people may find it 
hard to separate them from facts, and … they underpin a set of ‘competing 
commitments’ that can conflict with a genuine commitment to change. This 
means that while someone may consciously want to change and even 
outwardly agree to change, they have an equally strong internal desire not 
to do so, of which they may be completely unaware.2

https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/immunity-to-change.htm
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The two researchers further explained that most training that focuses on bringing new 
theoretical knowledge and professional skills does not produce the expected results 
because it seeks to address a technical challenge (e.g. lack of knowledge or professional 
skills) instead of an adaptive one (changes within a human being). The challenge 
becomes, then, how to change one’s mindset; they explain that “this is obviously not only 
cognitive matter alone, but requires connecting the head and the heart, thinking and 
feeling to unravelling the emotional ecology of a problem”. To achieve this, the United 
Nations determined that NVC was the appropriate model because it provides individuals 
with the tools to connect with their deeper feelings and needs. Second, it is based on 
the understanding of the multiple layered nature of conflicts, as shown in Figure 1. ADR 
mechanisms have largely focused on the visible aspects of conflicts (e.g. facts, events, 
positions), usually failing to explore the invisible part. This typically leads to superficial 
outcomes that neither address the deeper needs of the parties to a conflict nor the 
context of the conflict.

Figure 1: The iceberg of conflict

Objectives of the pilot project  

The pilot project had three objectives:
	§ To provide women leaders, traditional leaders, and religious leaders with the tools to
   explore their deeper needs and feelings as a means for inner transformation.
	§  To increase the capacity for empathy by giving them the tools to connect with other’s
   needs and feelings as a catalyst for social change. 
	§  To support changes in the alternative dispute resolution mechanisms to deliver more
   sustainable outcomes by addressing the needs of the parties to the conflict, as well
   as the context of the disputes. 

Nonviolent Communication as a tool for social change and conflict transformation 

NVC was developed by the American psychologist, Dr. Marshall Rosenberg, based on 
the long tradition of nonviolence as modelled by Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. (see Annex I, The Basics of Nonviolent Communication). NVC has proven to be 
a powerful tool to empower human beings to transform systems that perpetuate injustice 
and violence:

It [NVC] is based on the principles of nonviolence – the natural state of compassion. 
NVC begins by assuming that we are all compassionate by nature and that violent 
strategies – whether verbal or physical – are learned behaviours, taught and supported 
by the prevailing culture. NVC also assumes that we all share the same, basic human 
needs, and that all actions are a strategy to meet one or more of these needs.

It [NVC] is based on the principles of nonviolence – the natural state of 
compassion. NVC begins by assuming that we are all compassionate by 
nature and that violent strategies – whether verbal or physical – are learned 
behaviours, taught and supported by the prevailing culture. NVC also 
assumes that we all share the same, basic human needs, and that all actions 
are a strategy to meet one or more of these needs.
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Unstated opinions

Experiences
Assumptions

Biases
Values
Needs
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Source: Mediators Beyond Borders International, https://mediatorsbeyondborders.org
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3 Rosenberg, M. (2015). Nonviolent Communication: A language of life. 3rd Edition, Puddle Dancer Press.

The aim of NVC is to increase individuals’ awareness of their own needs and needs 
of others to enable them to make more conscious choices about how they behave 
and choose more life-serving strategies. It also aims to increase understanding within 
communities, deepen connections and facilitate conflict resolution.

As such, the NVC model is the symbiotic integration of four main components:3
	§ Consciousness: A set of principles and perspectives that support living a life of
   compassion, collaboration, courage and authenticity, both within ourselves and in our
   interactions with family, friends, co-workers, or anyone with whom we might interact.
	§  Language: Understanding how our words as well as those of others contribute to
   either connection or distance, helping or hurting, compromise or conquest in an
   interaction or situation.
	§	Communication: Knowing how to ask for what we want without threatening, demanding,
   or coercing, how to hear others (even during a disagreement) without absorbing
   self-criticism or blame, and how to move toward mutually beneficial and positive
   outcomes for all parties involved in an interaction or situation.
	§  Mean of influence: Learning how to share our power with others instead of using our
   power over others, to facilitate an environment where all parties feel equally honoured,
   valued, respected and safe.

NVC is based on a four-step process – (i) observations; (ii) feelings; (iii) needs; and 
(iv)  requests (see Figure 2).

�	Clearly expressing how I am without   
 blaming or criticizing

 Observations

1 What I observe (see, hear, remember,   
 imagine, free from my evaluations) that 
 does or does not contribute to my 
 well-being: “When I (see, hear) …”

 Feelings

2 How I feel (emotion or sensation rather  
 than thought) in relation to what I observe: 
 “I feel …”

 Needs

3 What I need or value (rather than a   
 preference, or a specific action) that 
 causes my feelings: 
 “… because I need/value …”

 Requests

�	Clearly requesting that which would 
 enrich my life without demanding

4 The concrete actions I would like taken:  
 “Would you be willing to …?”

�	Empathically receiving how you are   
 without hearing blame or criticizing

1  What you observe (see, hear, remember,  
 imagine, free from my evaluations) that  
 does or does not contribute to my 
 well-being: “When I (see, hear) …
 (sometimes unspoken when offering empathy)

2 How you feel (emotion or sensation rather  
 than thought) in relation to what you   
 observe: “You feel …”

3 What you need or value (rather than a   
 preference, or a specific action) that 
 causes your feelings: 
 “… because you need/value …”

�	Emphatically receiving that which would  
 enrich your life without hearing demand

4 The concrete actions you would like taken:  
 “Would you like …?”

Figure 2: The four steps of Nonviolent Communication

How you can use the NVC process
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Organization of training sessions

The training was conducted by an international NVC trainer certified by the NVC 
international centre.4

The first group of trainees consisted of 30 women leaders and 30 traditional elders 
and religious leaders representing ten lines (units below the sub-villages) in Baidoa. The 
second group also included 30 women leaders and 30 traditional elders representing 
the remaining lines of Baidoa.

The first group was initially to undergo a series of three training sessions, each consisting 
of four days for women leaders, four days for religious and traditional elders, and one 
combined session with women leaders and religious and traditional leaders together. 
The second group was to undergo two sets of training sessions also consisting of four 
days for women leaders and four days for religious and traditional elders, and one 
joint day. After the completion of the training, beneficiaries were to undertake three 
days of mentoring sessions. Due to different constraints, including interruptions due to 
elections and security issues, the training plan needed to be readjusted. The first group 
was trained between April 2019 and November 2019. The training of the second group 
was to start in March 2020, but had to be postponed because of COVID-19 restrictions. 
After the restrictions eased, it was decided to organize the training sessions online with 
the international NVC expert providing the training to the participants gathered in one 
location. In the meantime, the programme decided to organize mentoring sessions with 
the first group.

The training sessions consisted of lectures, case studies, group discussions and 
presentations, role playing and other activities, and brainstorming key priorities and 
potential solutions. Single-gender meetings aimed to leverage NVC empathic listening 
skills, recognition of the universality of needs, and improved expression of one’s needs 
into a fuller understanding of the barriers to women’s access to justice and how to 
address them. Activities often put participants in atypical positions and challenged them 
to consider foreign perspectives. For example, in one session, elders were asked to play 
different roles (the first wife, the husband, elders from each side, the first wife’s father, 
and the husband’s father) and to amicably resolve a marriage dispute over a husband’s 
secret marriage to a second wife. With careful guidance from the facilitator, a solution 
was reached to which all sides agreed – a fine would be paid to the first wife in the 
presence of her elders, while the needs of both sides (of the wife, for acknowledgement, 
appreciation and financial support for her children’s education; of the husband, to grow 
his family) were acknowledged without blame or judgment.

Participants were tasked with empathically listening to daily-life issues presented by 
others, such as a wife’s dissatisfaction with her husband’s financial contributions, and 
with accurately reporting them back to the group. In addition, participants shared events 
that had made them angry, such as when a woman leader intervened in a neighbour’s 
violent domestic dispute and she was frustrated that her husband did not support her in
this intervention; together with the group, she walked through the four steps to better 
understand the situation and how it could be improved. Scenarios were sourced 
organically from group discussions, consistent with NVC’s core tenet that participants 
need only to be supported, not directed (or imposed upon). 

4  See Annex II: Training Dates and Mentoring Sessions.
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Each wave of the training consisted of usually 3 to 4 days of gender-segregated training 
(only female leaders or only male clan and religious elders), culminating with one day 
of mixed-gender sessions. At the conclusion of the single-gender meetings, men and 
women separately compiled lists of gender-related priority issues and actionable demands
for how to best address them. During mixed-gender sessions, each group shared their 
list and demands, and the other group had an opportunity to respond.

UNDP-supported ADR 
centre coordinator, 
Khowla Mohamed, 
and traditional elders 
discuss a case of 
physical assault being 
handled by the centre 
in Baidoa. 
Photo: Said Fadheye
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Findings

Inner transformation

Bringing to the surface inner contradictions and unconscious bias 
The NVC training provided the space for participants to uncover hidden bias and 
contradictions in order to face them. For example, in the first training session, traditional 
elders and religious leaders were keen to portray their communities as highly respectful 
of women’s rights and needs. During the first mixed gender session between the groups 
of men and women participants, women talked about their issues such as female genital 
mutilation (FGM), forced marriage and husbands secretly marrying a second wife, and 
explained how they felt about these issues, and how their needs were not met. The 
women made requests for change, which provoked defence mechanisms from the male 
participants, with strong emotions of anger to the point that the meeting was on the 
verge of collapsing. It took all the experience and centredness of the international trainer 
to keep the group together and re-establish the connection. At the end of the meeting, 
the participants succeeded in understanding each other, and the male participants 
were able to accept what the women had to express. The first mixed-gender session of 
the second group of trainees was equally challenging. Those meetings were critical in 
bringing to the surface many issues that male participants were not previously ready to 
see, preferring to entertain the image that their society treated women well. 

In another session in June 2019, the issue of equality between clans was raised. Similarly to
women whose discrimination against them was minimized, the traditional elders who took
the floor during the session asserted that minority clans were respected equally in Baidoa 
and that “members of minority clans do not complain”. One participant said, “There is no
discrimination of minority clans, as they have seats in the parliament and have ministers 
in the Government”. The international expert explained that we often do not see 
inequalities because they are so much part of our environment. This is equally true for 
members of the minority clans, who might be so used to them and disempowered that 
they might not see how things could be different. The conversation stopped there, and it 
was clear that the group did not want to delve into the issue. Afterwards, however, one of 
the religious leaders approached the trainer and told her, “Those inequalities are like a 
chronic disease; you are so used to it that you don’t recognize that it is there. Only when 
it is getting more acute do you remember that it is there. That is where we are now.” In a
later session in September 2019, the group of elders and religious leaders expressed 
the wish to come back to the topic of clannism.5 The trainer was initially reluctant to do so
because they had denied such inequalities before but decided to move ahead and offered
to test a different approach by dividing them into small groups and ensuring that at least 
one person belonged to a minority clan. This person would share a story where he or 
someone of his family was disadvantaged due to being a member of a minority clan. The
others would listen, take it in and try to recount what they had understood (empathic 
listening). The trainer clarified that the members of the majority clans would not be accused
personally and that this was systemic power issue. They shared several examples: 

5 Clannism (in Somali culture, qabiilism) is system of society based on clan affiliation. The Islamic world, the Near
  East, North and East Africa in general, and Somali culture specifically, is patriarchal and traditionally centred on
  patrilineal clans or tribes.

Two boys were fighting. A boy from the minority clan injured a boy from the 
majority clan, although it was not a serious injury. However, the family of the
injured boy brought a high bill for an X-ray, which very likely was not necessary, 
considering the injury, and medicine, and said they wanted compensation 
from the family of the minority clan. 
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The examples shared gave them some insights about how power over relations 
permeates their daily life and relations with others. The conversation revealed that the 
change of consciousness would take time, but that this session was a starting point.

The sessions demonstrate how challenging it can be to openly address some fundamental 
issues that a society is facing and the defence mechanisms it provokes among its 
members. However, no change process can occur without this preliminary stage, and the 
NVC training succeeded in providing a safe space for community members to explore 
these dynamics.

Increased awareness and capacities to deal with one’s emotions

Reports from the sessions and interviews with beneficiaries in the centre showed that the 
NVC training triggered the process of deep inner transformation within the beneficiaries. 
By learning and applying the NVC model and particularly self-empathy, the beneficiaries 
increased their self-awareness and changed their perception of reality. For example, in 
February 2021, the Chairman of the elders stated:

A farmer from a minority tribe constructed a fence around his land. A man 
from the majority tribe who was also a soldier took the land by force. The 
owner was threatened to be killed if he took the case to court. He tried to 
negotiate with the majority clan but was warned that there would be violence 
if he refused to leave the land.

Group 1: 

§ Minorities do not obtain justice because  
 they are members of a minority clan.
§ Minorities have developed less talent   
 because of how they are treated (less   
 chances for education).
§ They are not well prepared to play their  
 role in society.
§ According to the prophet/religion, clans  
 exist so that people to know where they  
 belong and that all are equal.
§ All of the above are not specific to   
 Somalia, but occur all over the world.   
 Religious leaders should be listened to.

Group 2: 

§ Statement from a minority clan member:  
 “We are the victims. We have never been
  talked about (never received attention).”
§ In conflict between two majority clans, if
  someone is murdered, the religious leaders  
 

 are called to resolve it. If the conflict is   
 between people from a majority and a 
 minority clan, the minority clans members  
 are not invited to take part in the conflict  
 resolution.
§ Minority clan members are not invited to  
 play their role in society or to be leaders.
§ If the Ministry of Labour seeks uneducated  
 workers such as cleaners, minority clan
  members are not considered. The majority  
 clan members sit with each other and share  
 job opportunities among themselves. 
§ If a girl from a majority clan falls in love with  
 a boy from a minority clan and marries him,  
 she is cast out of her clan.
§ If a child from a majority clan has a fight with,
  and is wounded by, a child of a minority  
 clan, and if the child from the majority clan  
 has been suffering for many years from a
  chronic disease, the majority clan members
  claim that his wound had caused it.

Results of discussion group on clannism

[D]uring and after the training there was a lot of change in Baidoa; the elders 
and youth now follow religion more than tradition. Before they considered 
a woman as ‘just a lady’ [tradition], but now they realized that in religion it 
says that ‘a lady has rights’. Through the training, they were able to see the 
contradiction between some of their traditions and the Quran, something 
they could not do before.
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6 Training session, November 2019.

7 Training session, November 2019.

8 Training session, November 2019.

The trainer further explained that when we are angry, we are connected with the past. 
Our focus is on that past, on what happened, and then the mind can mull over the same 
issue for ages. The trainer taught women the importance of breathing consciously to 
come back to the present moment as a preliminary step to connect with oneself and 
think clearly. During sessions, a practical exercise was performed whereby women 
participants were given a challenging statement and suggested to apply NVC by first 
breathing, connecting with themselves, and looking at their own needs (self-empathy) 

I was unable to build positive relationships with others. I used to overthink 
everything people said to me. I remember fighting with my siblings over small 
matters about my behaviour and blaming others for my mistakes. I gained 
a lot from the training, which improved my relationships and connections with 
others and self-control. I have become a better leader by understanding how 
the community perceives my behaviour.  

The training sessions strongly focused on how to deal with anger. The NVC expert 
engaged in numerous role plays with participants using daily life situations, mostly about 
couples’ issues, jealousy, money, or the husband coming late at night. Through these role
plays, the participants learned to pause when they felt anger, look at the pain beyond the
anger, to identify the unmet needs and the strategies to meet them. One of the elders said
in a session, “We have learned that an angry person can’t solve cases. We learned to breathe
to clear our mind.”6 In another with the male group,7 when the topic of anger came up 
and an elder brought up a situation with his wife, the NVC expert started to engage in a 
role play with him, which enabled him to understand that beneath the anger lied feelings 
of jealousy and fear of losing his wife. A couple of months later in another session,8 he 
shared that the role play on jealousy was “the most important thing that ever happened 
to him in his life”. He has now a peaceful mind. When feelings of jealousy arise, he starts 
breathing and clearing his mind; he realizes that he made up this story in his mind and 
now thinks in positive ways. This topic was particularly important for the women because 
they appeared to have a great deal of unaddressed anger. The trainer explained that when
they sacrifice and suppress their anger, they will eventually pay for it, for example, with 
health issues or bitterness, and that their relationship will not be as fulfilling as it could be.

They are also able to empathize and better understand why they are behaving in a 
certain way. For example, women in the training sessions reported that they often started 
shouting at their husband when he came home late. They could identify feelings of fear, 
jealousy and anxiety as they were constantly afraid of him marrying a second wife in 
secret. Regarding the issue of children, many participants recognized that they often beat
their children when they were not doing their homework. They came to understand that 
their behaviour was driven by fear and worry of not seeing them succeed in life and the 
need to see them thrive through formal education. 

One religious leader explained that before the training, he had problems expressing his 
feeling and emotions. Since he learned about NVC, he reported, “I am more aware of my
emotions and perform daily self-reflection. I also ask my family and friends to describe me.”
Another traditional elder told the evaluation team:
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9  See Annex III for a sample of transcript from the training sessions.

I used to get angry often, since I was living in difficult marriage. My anger issues 
were so uncontrollable that I was hurting my family, which further increased 
depression, anxiety and stress. Taking deep breaths when feeling angry and 
expressing my frustration became a medicine for me; it actually changed my life. 

It takes a lot of energy that they [the women] don’t have in order to suppress their emotions, 
which might lead to depression. They unconsciously use this strategy to meet a need (i.e. for 
safety or belonging), due to the fear of conflict with their husband or that he might divorce them; 
however, in the long term, they will suffer much more. 

They suppress anger and do not use as much energy as in the first case, but anger builds up. 
Since the suppression is not as strong, they might explode at some time, causing a lot of harm.

It is important therefore that the women learn to deal with anger by self-empathy, express their 
needs and requests clearly and are ready to receive the other’s reaction with empathy, without 
giving in.

About anger

and the needs of the husbands (empathy).9 These exercises were very difficult at first 
because they would burst into anger very quickly, but in time, they improved and applied 
it in their daily life. One woman leader from Berale reported:

Realizing the need for appreciation was also life-changing, particularly for women 
whose work is hardly appreciated and recognized in society. One woman leader said, 
“I have gained a lot from the NVC training for myself, my family and the community. I 
realized I could appreciate myself for what am doing for my family and don’t need to get 
appreciation from others.” 

Inner transformation as the starting point for transformation in one’s relationships 

By applying self-empathy, participants were able to create the space to face their 
behaviour without blame or guilt and remove defence mechanisms, which enabled them 
to connect with others’ needs and change their behaviours towards connection and 
compassion. For example, on 3 June 2021, in one training session, one of the female 
participants shared that before the training she would beat her children when they were 
missing dugsi school (Quran school). After the training, when one of her children missed 
school, she sat down and talked with him to understand what happened. He told her 
that he had been punished in school, so she went to talk to the teacher. The teacher 
stated that the child didn’t want to  learn anything and did not participate in the lessons. 
The mother told the teacher that the child is afraid to go to school because he would be 
punished. The teacher understood the problem and invited the child to come back to 
school. The child now participates in the lessons, and the mother reported that since this 
event, she and the teacher have changed and have realized that punishment might not 
be the best solution. One of the elders in the ADR centre stated that before receiving 
NVC training, he was not aware of how he could deal with his family, especially the 
children. Since receiving the training, “I started interacting with my family, my children 
asking about their study, homework revising for them. I bonded with them, creating a 
good connection between them and their mother.” By applying NVC, he understood his 
own needs and those of his family members for connection and support.  
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Learning and experiencing the importance of appreciation and gratitude, and how to 
express it was also critical to improving relationships with others. One woman shared 
how she learned how to thank her husband when he gave her something or when he 
usually did but that she had taken for granted, for example, when he gives her money  
or buys clothes for the children. “My husband was surprised for the first days, but when I 
introduced to him to NVC, he was so happy and acknowledged my efforts for our family. 
He later adapted it and become more and more considerate with me.” 

An elder at the ADR centre informed UNDP that because of the training, he behaves 
differently with his wives: “I now work closely with my wives to provide emotional and 
financial support, and most importantly, I am more present with them and the children.” 
One of his wives, also a woman leader who was trained in NVC, confirmed these changes: 
“My husband started making me feel that my opinions and beliefs were respected, and 
acknowledged my efforts for the family”. In one discussion, another elder stated:

Increased women’s empowerment 

NVC contributed to significantly increase women’s empowerment by enabling them to 
acknowledge their feelings and emotions, welcome them when negative as a sign of 
unmet needs, identify these needs, and take responsibility for seeking strategies to meet 
them, as well as understanding that they themselves can meet many of these needs (e.g. 
the need for recognition through self-appreciation). It also provided them with the tools 
to communicate their needs to others in a way that would not create further conflicts with 
others. One woman leader shared how NVC helped her become a more joyful person.

Through this increased self-confidence and assertiveness, women started to use NVC 
in their daily life and make requests to their husbands. A woman trainee told the UNDP 
team how the training in NVC helped her to have her needs met: 

I never thought of having a fruitful conversation with my wife on family issues, 
but after training, I understood that family issues were not only for men, but 
rather for both man and woman of the house. I have even decided that I 
will talk to my wife about our daughters’ upbringing, future and marriage, 
preventing them from exploitation likely to occur like FGM.

Before I was trained in NVC I was demoralized, thinking that I didn’t deserve 
happiness and peace, because I was disappointed with the kind of life I 
was living, that has no appreciation or acknowledgement of whatever I do. 
Later, after being trained, I understood that happiness comes from within. 
I remember my trainer telling me that, whatever you’re going through, you 
need first to have a talk with yourself, ask yourself [about] your needs, your 
feelings. After knowing your needs and feelings, promise yourself that you’re 
going to ask yourself what the needs are of the other party. Since that day, I
started asking for my needs in the right way, without hurting anybody’s feeling. 

The trainer told us that we needed to understand that our partner couldn’t 
read our minds. We have to communicate with them what we need calmly and
clearly. That helped me so much! I started explaining to my husband what the
situation looked like from my point of view and how it made me feel. Luckily, 
my husband was surprised at my [new] way of requesting things, because 
before I received NVC, I used to be harsh and not clear on what I was 
requesting. Now my husband values my emotions and asks if I need anything.
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Another woman leader informed us that, before the training, she had difficulties in making 
requests: 

The women also started to resolve more cases in their communities,10 particularly 
regarding marriage issues. For example, in December 2020, women leaders intervened 
in a case where the wife threatened to go to Al-Shabab after her husband, who is in the 
military, refused to give her money for the household. They learned that the husband 
refused to give money because he was earning less at that time and was not able to pay 
the bills and pay for the khat he was consuming. The women leaders talked with both 
of them and resolved the matter quickly with the man agreeing to send the money.11 In 
another example shared during a training session,12 a husband whose wife run away 
with her little child contacted the women leaders for help. After talking to her using NVC, 
the women leaders understood that the wife thought that her husband did not want to 
be with her because he turned his back to her when sleeping at night. It appeared that 
the husband was not aware of this and reassured her that he wanted to stay with her. 
The couple was reconciled, and during the session in January 2021, the women leaders 
expressed their joy in being able to resolve such conflicts.

10 See also section, Increased legitimacy of women leaders and traditional elders.

11 Mentoring session report, January 2021.

12 Training session, June 2021.

I learnt a lot from the training, especially when requesting things. I remember 
that whenever I would make a request, people disappointed me by not 
fulfilling my request the way I wanted it. Later, the trainer encouraged us 
to always be clear and specific when making requests. I started with my 
children, by requesting them to do their homework and read well. To my 
surprise, they accepted my request because I requested them so nicely, but 
before I would shout or beat them to read, and they used to pretend that they 
were reading.  
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Changes in the functioning of the ADR Centre and case resolution

NVC training led to some changes in the ADR centres at two levels – in the conflict 
resolution process and in the outcome of cases.

Changes in the dispute resolution process 

Following the NVC training, the ADR centres started to implement changes in the 
resolution process. They helped the parties prepare inwardly for the case by doing 
breathing exercises before the session. This enables them to calm down, connect with 
themselves and become more conscious of their emotions, and also to increase their 
capacity to listen to others. One woman beneficiary confirmed, “The elders encouraged 
me to breathe. I felt more at ease even before my case was solved.” 

In the process, ADR members have reported that since they received the training, they 
are resolving disputes. During the different training sessions, they acknowledged that 
they had previously looked at the facts of the dispute very superficially and rushed to a 
conclusion about who was right and wrong. Since receiving the training and due to their
 increased awareness of their own needs and feelings, they have been able to understand
that there are many hidden emotions, feeling and needs beyond the facts of a dispute, 
and that their role was to uncover them to better address the issue. They have learned 
to take the time to listen to each party and go deeper. For example, one elder said during
training sessions: “Before the training, I did not have the knowledge. I now speak separately
to the conflict parties, trying to find out about their feelings and needs.” Another elder, a 
camp leader who was also part of the group of trainees, expressed how listening to the 
parties and making them listen to one another helped him resolve many cases:

One male beneficiary stated in an interview, “I appreciate how the elders of the ADR 
centre solved my case by giving me the chance to relax and by making the effort to 
hear everything I say.”

Another female beneficiary reported that she was highly impressed by the elders:

NVC has been highly beneficial in helping ADR members understand that conflicts and 
disputes are more than just what they seem at first. They are still at the first stage of 
their journey, however; as they develop their skills and practice, they will increase their 
perception of reality, enabling to slowly unpack deeper and deeper layers of the conflicts.
As they do so, they will facilitate more transformative outcomes.   

Additionally, the connection created during the joint sessions between women leaders 
and men leaders led to a better integration of women leaders in the process. The elders 
mentioned that women now solve some of the cases themselves. Before the training, 

I benefited a lot from the NVC training. Whenever I receive a case, the first 
thing I do is to listen to both parties, which I never used to do before NVC. 
I used to rush to conclusions. But luckily, now I am well trained. Letting the 
parties listen to one another makes them resolve their matters on their own, 
without needing a third party. Using that technique reduced the cases we 
received after we shared NVC with the community. 

They gave me full attention and made me feel comfortable and less worried. 
The good thing I liked about the elders when they were solving my case 
was that they always listened to what the other person said, without thinking 
about what to say next. 
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traditional and religious leaders did not involve the women actively in the resolution of
cases and decision-making. The role of the women was limited to sitting as observers 
during the case resolution process, or acting as an intermediary between the female 
party to a conflict and the elders by interviewing her before the case resolution process, 
or to resolving conflicts among women. A woman leader of the ADR centre told UNDP 
about her journey after NVC and how the elders from the ADR centre as well as the 
village elders started recognizing women’s role and granting them their right to help 
their community:

We as women leaders are used to resolving cases that occur in our 
neighbourhood, but we never had the courage to become engaged with the 
traditional and religious elders. NVC built our confidence and encouraged 
us to protect our community by reaching out to every person who was 
facing difficulties. The elders also started acknowledging us after they were 
introduced to NVC, knowing that communicating with women can help them 
build a peaceful community. Now as a woman leader, I am handling a lot of 
cases that occur in our society. Also, we are taking part in decision-making 
regarding the cases that we are solving with the elders.

Traditional elders 
discuss community 
disputes, with staff of 
the UNDP-supported 
Alternative Dispute 
Resolution Centre in 
Baidoa, Somalia. 
PHOTO: SAID FADHEYE
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Changes in outcomes 

By using the NVC model and exploring the needs and feelings of the parties, ADR 
members realized that the perception of disputes and conflicts change as they are 
explored further. In a discussion in June 2021, the elders stressed that listening to both 
sides to understand their needs makes it easier for them to resolve conflicts. This led to 
different outcomes consisting of different solutions that also transformed the parties to 
the disputes, since they could empathize more with the others, which in turn contributed 
to stronger connection and sometimes healing in relationships. 

For example, in one case, a 13-year-old girl who was forcibly married by her father to a 
much older man ran away, and the husband requested that the dowry money be returned 
(US$1,000). Since the father had already spent all the money, he could not reimburse the 
man, and the husband refused the divorce until he was reimbursed. The case came to 
the ADR centre, after which the clan decided to collect the money so that the young girl 
could be freed.

In a similar case, a daughter and her mother came to the ADR centre to complain that the 
young girl’s father wanted her to marry while she was not ready. The elders listened to 
both sides and understood the young girl’s need to choose her own life partner, and the 
father’s need to protect his daughter from the risk of sexual relations outside marriage.  
The elders empathized with the father but also suggested that it was always better that 

In February 2021, during a mentoring session, the elders shared that they and the women 
leaders recognized each other and their contribution. “Some people come to the centre 
to see if this was really happening [the involvement of women leaders].” They also said
that they went out of their comfort zone to tell other elders to collaborate with the women, 
and they wanted to share. Their recognition that it was a difficult step for them to tell 
other elders to collaborate with women shows how far they have come from the start of 
the project, where they first asserted that there was no issue regarding women’s place 
in society, to today, where they can recognize the challenges that need to be overcome 
to ensure better participation of women. 

It is difficult today to assert that there is equality between men and women leaders in 
the case resolution process in the ADR centre because some power imbalances are 
so ingrained in the culture that national observers cannot perceive them. Considering 
the time that it took (and is still taking) in other countries to achieve equality, it can be 
concluded that not all of the power dynamics and unconscious bias have yet been 
transformed. However, by supporting the self-development process and increasing self-
awareness, NVC is supporting a change process that comes from within, rather than 
imposing a new set of behaviours, which is likely more sustainable.  

Regarding the issue of equality between members of minority and majority clans working in
the centre, the programme could not assess whether the training sessions had an impact
on the relationships between ADR members. However, it is clear that more work is needed 
with the elders and women leaders to uncover the power dynamics and transform them.  

Also, while there has been progress in the resolution process in improving equality of 
the parties, further training will also be needed to help ADR centre members consciously 
identify beforehand the power imbalances between the parties that might lead one party 
to be unable to fully express herself or himself and find ways to address them during the 
resolution process.
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13 The Science of Empathy, Helen Riess, Associate Professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School and Director
  of the Empathy and Relational Science Program at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston,   
 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2374373517699267 

14 Idem.

he consult with her to know her needs and feelings as well. They emphasized the risks 
of forced marriage, which can lead to domestic violence and sexual abuse. The father 
understood and decided to let her choose her partner in her own time. According to the 
ADR coordinator and the elders, the difference that NVC made in both cases did not lie 
in the decision itself, since the elders would have opposed the forced marriage even 
before the training, but in the connection created between the father and the daughter 
through the empathy process. By using the NVC process, the father understood the pain 
to which his daughter were subjected by being forced to marry and promised not to do it 
again with any of his daughters. This process helped repair the relationship between the 
daughter and father and the trust she had in him, which is critical in restoring her sense 
of security that had been damaged by his attempt to force marriage upon her. 

In another case, where two neighbours fought over a small plot of land, the elders 
explained that they investigated the matter as usual though interviews with witnesses 
(since no ownership document was available) and on this basis, allocated the land to 
one of them. Using NVC helped each party listen and connect with each other, which 
restored harmony between the two. 

One indication that cases were solved at a deeper level is that some parties who would 
come regularly to the centre for the same issues have stopped coming. For example, the 
ADR coordinator recalled that at least five couples who came on average once a month 
had stopped coming after the ADR members introduced them to NVC and explained to 
them how to recognize their own emotions and needs, and how to communicate more 
clearly. This has helped these couples address the challenges they face in their daily life 
on their own. 

Additionally, the ADR coordinator noted that the elders have made greater efforts to 
ensure that the outcome will meet the needs of both parties (particularly the women) 
after participating in the NVC training. She pointed out that elders previously treated it as 
a mere formality to ask the parties if they were satisfied with the outcome. The women 
involved in cases usually said yes, since they would not dare to contradict the elders. 
Today, elders take this point more seriously and request the women leaders to check 
with the women again if the outcome really is in line with their needs. ‘’I am glad of the 
changed system of the resolution process of the ADR centre that empowers women 
and tries to remove their fear and doubt.’’ It is not yet possible to determine whether the 
fear of disappointing an elder has been completely removed when accepting a decision. 

While it is difficult to affirm that NVC has contributed to impacting the decisions of the 
ADR centre regarding cases, the empathy process used through NVC has often been 
highlighted by ADR members and beneficiaries as a major benefit to parties and the 
community. Today, science is increasingly focusing on the ‘power of empathy’ as a 
critical element that “leads to replenishment and renewal of a vital human capacity.”13 
Accordingly, NVC encourages empathy, a fundamental but often overlooked element 
of the resolution process, vital to “strengthening of individual and community bonds”.14

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2374373517699267
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Increased legitimacy of women leaders and elders 

Both the women leaders and the elders reported that since they received the training 
and started using these newly acquired skills and sharing them, they have received 
more recognition in their communities and increased their legitimacy. Traditional elders 
are being contacted by villages leaders from remote villages for advice to solve cases, 
which was not the case before. They even reported solving cases on the phone using 
the NVC model by asking people about their feelings and needs. On 26 May 2021 in 
a training session, one of the elders living close to an internally displaced person (IDP) 
camp reported that he shared his new way of solving conflict with the camp leaders, who 
then requested NVC training. In an interview in June 2021, a village leader from Owdinle 
explained to the evaluation team: 

Their increased recognition has recently resulted in a high number of cases being sent 
from the court to the ADR centre, which they attributed to their increased effectiveness. 
Recently, a case between a female hotel manager and a client over money that had been 
forgotten in the hotel was referred to the Supreme Court to the ADR centre. Recently, 
during a training session, the Chairman of the centre stated: 

I heard from different people that the ADR elders had a unique way of resolving 
cases, so since I am an elder who mostly engages in solving disputes for my 
community, I decided to reach out to the Chairman of that centre to help us 
with the methods of conflict resolution and with using techniques that they 
learnt from the training. I am glad to receive support from the ADR elders; 
honestly, this greatly changed our way of mediating the cases.

Since the end of 2019, beginning of 2020, the ADR cases referred by the 
court have increased from 10 to around 15 to 20 cases monthly. The court 
acknowledged us the elders by referring the difficult cases to the centre and 
appreciated how we were helping our community. Also, most of the leaders 
of  Rabdhuure 1 and Towfiq camps communicate with me as the Chairman of 
the centre to send them some elders when they are negotiating cases. 

UNDP-supported ADR 
centre coordinator, 
Khowla Mohamed, 
meets a member of 
the community and 
discusses allegations 
of physical assault 
against a local woman 
who has brought her 
case to the ADR in 
Baidoa, Somalia.
Photo: Said Fadheye
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The elders from the camps invited ADR elders to join them during negotiations to learn 
about how they solved cases so that they and the community of that camp could benefit 
from them. 

Women leaders have also observed increased recognition by the elders and also the 
community as a whole. In an interview in May 2021, a woman leader from Berdale who 
received NVC training said: 

Before the training on NVC, I was not concerned about anyone who was 
facing difficulties in their life nor with helping others, but after NVC, I became 
a more responsible person. I have resolved so many cases that occurred in 
my community through the use of specialized communication and negotiation 
techniques of NVC, starting with my family, friends, neighbourhood and the 
community at large. After resolving so many cases with my fellow women 
leaders, the community acknowledged our impact. They [the community 
members] always call me to assist them in reaching settlement when a 
conflict occurs in my line [sub-village]. For example, recently I have solved 
a marriage dispute. I efficiently interviewed the two parties to look for the 
solution to the problem. They quarrelled over a minor issue: the wife claimed 
that her husband always came home late at night and did not explain why 
he was so late. I decided to learn from the other party what was the reason 
for their differences. The husband claimed that his wife did not welcome 
him well when he came back from work and just shouted and asked him 
where he was. After listening to both parties, I introduced them both to 
NVC and made them understand that they both needed acknowledgement 
and that it’s always good to listen to one another. This can lead to a good 
understanding between them, knowing each other’s needs and feelings. I 
acted out a role play to show to them how it’s important to listen to one 
another and acknowledge each other. Acknowledgment.

UNDP-supported ADR 
centre coordinator, 
Khowla Mohamed, 
and traditional elders 
discuss a case of 
physical assault being 
handled by the centre 
in Baidao, Somalia. 
Photo: Said Fadheye
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Signs of social change

Many theories have posited that social change can come from a small group of committed 
individuals, and recent empirical evidence confirms this, with evidence that the tipping 
point for change can be reached with a 25 percent of the population.15 While there is no 
evidence that the tipping point has been reached in Baidoa for such changes to occur, 
the NVC training not only opened the eyes of the participants on many issues such as 
FGM and forced marriage, but also gave them the tools and confidence to speak out and 
that their actions can bring changes. One woman leader form Darusalam, Baidoa stated:

 

Another one added: “I learned how to face my fears and admit them. From NVC training 
I boosted my confidence to speak out in the community and demonstrated my courage 
when I become more vulnerable.” 

Following the training, trainees organized themselves to speak about these issues, which 
looked at numerous issues through a NVC lens, particularly those regarding women’s 
rights, and also collaboration between men and women, and share NVC. For example, 
just after the first day of the first session in Baidoa in April 2019, one of the women 
leaders took the initiative to go around her community to talk again about FGM. As 
mentioned above,16 trained elders were now reaching out to the other elders to speak 
about the collaboration with women. Both women leaders and elders reach out regularly 
to their neighbours to share about NVC and speak about FGM and forced marriage. In 
October 2019, women participants gathered together and agreed to go to Rabdhuure, 
Towfiq and Khasab 2 IDP camps to talk about certain issues like FGM, early marriage, 
GBV, hygiene in the camp and NVC. They divided into groups with each group speaking 
about a specific topic. 

In November 2019, the elders and women leaders formed small groups to reach out to 
the remote villages of Owdinle and Midow as well as Qahira, Xanano and Towfiq IDPs 
camps two days a week to host events, speak about the issues of FMG, forced marriage 
and jealousy, and share NVC to help reduce conflict in the community. Elders focused 
particularly on the issue of jealousy and explained the need to pause and breathe 
when they become angry instead of using violence. After one of these sessions, A.A, a 
traditional FGM doctor, shared with the ADR coordinator how she quit her work, which 
included circumcising young girls: 

15 Centola, D. How Behavior Spreads. The 25 Percent Tipping Point for Social Change. New research on social norms
  shows how to reach critical mass. Psychology Today. 28 May 2019. www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/
 how-behavior-spreads/201905/the-25-percent-tipping-point-social-change

16  See section II-B.1.

I have power to bring positive change in my community, which helped the 
people mould their sense of responsibility and concern for their community.  
NVC training helped me to reach out the people facing difficulties in their life 
to become a voice for them. 

My job was [to perform] circumcision for years because the community 
practises it. And I had no way to stop it since I couldn’t fight alone against 
FGM. I knew it was dangerous and that [the girls] may experience difficulty 
and pain when they menstruate or have sexual intercourse, but I also needed 
a way to survive, to provide for my family, which made me to silently perform 
that act. Later, some women leaders who were well trained in NVC had the 
courage to talk about FGM, and decided to speak out about the risk and 
realities of FGM. [They said] that religion did not demand FGM, but that it 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/how-behavior-spreads
www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/how-behavior-spreads/201905/the-25-percent-tipping-point-social-change
www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/how-behavior-spreads/201905/the-25-percent-tipping-point-social-change
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The programme has not evaluated the impact of the training on the communities, but it 
is doubtful that a tipping point had been reached. Nonetheless, given that all of these 
initiatives came from the trainees,17 it is suggested that NVC has produced a strong 
group of committed individuals who underwent a deep inner change and are committed 
to see these changes occur on a larger scale in their communities and to contribute to 
it. One woman leader stated, “I hope to see a complete change in my community that 
rewards us women leaders with joy, peace and confidence in the future.” 

One of the trained elders stated, ‘’I think that NVC will bring a lot of transformation in 
households in terms of husbands and wives working together as a team and putting 
ideas together for the wellbeing of their house and community.”

Focus will be placed on using the centre and supporting its members to extend NVC 
training to other members of the community, including youth within the centre and also 
within the communities, to expand the group of change-makers to reach the tipping point.

was just a norm that society blindly believed in, that girls and women no 
longer had to suffer. They reached out to me to stop circumcising the young 
girls because it would ruin their future, I was happy that I found people who 
also believed that FGM was dangerous for girls and appreciated their work. 
From those days on, I stopped circumcising young ladies and started to raise 
awareness among my fellow women in our community. I now wash clothes 
and participate in constructive work to earn a living.

17 The ADR centre only provided the transport and helped in the organization, but did not provide any   
 incentives.
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Lessons learned

Several lessons can be drawn from the experience in Baidoa to be used for the expansion 
of this initiative: 
	§ Inner transformation requires human beings to bring to the surface mental models
   or biases that are usually deeply buried so that they can look at them and potentially
   transmute them. This can only be done in a trustworthy environment and can be a
   very difficult process that triggers pain or anger, as evidenced in the first joint sessions
   between men and women leaders. Additionally, there is a right time to explore a
   sensitive issue: one needs to sense when the time is ripe and when the group is ready
   to delve into it and needs a small push. This requires a trainer and/or facilitator with
   a very strong experience and groundedness to be able to create this safe space,
   hold the group together when anger and frustration emerge, and to feel what the
   group needs and how to move with it at the right pace on its transformative journey.
	§ NVC is “giving” conflicting parties and communities the necessary empathy during
   the process, which is often not taken into account in disputes resolution process even
   though it is fundamental to individual lives and the life of the community as a whole.  
	§ Transformative changes can only occur through sustained engagement over a long
  period of time. One-off training cannot produce any meaningful results. One of the
   reasons the training programme was successful is that it included numerous sessions
   with intervals of a few months between them, allowing participants time to absorb
   what they had experienced, and to develop and practise what they learned. A trans-
  formation process is not linear, but rather undergoes period of stagnation or even
   seemingly regression (i.e. when human beings fear change and try to cling even more
   to old patterns) and breakthrough. This should be considered and acknowledged.  
	§ There is a need for an individual to act as the driver to keep the momentum during
   the intervals between the training. The ADR coordinator who took part in the sessions
   and integrated NVC very quickly played a key role in ensuring that NVC was kept
   alive and practised in the centre. 
	§ The setup of the ADR centre is very important, and the one in Baidoa (a compound
   with one house for the men and one for the women) provided the ideal conditions
   for the relationships between the elders and women leaders to develop. 
	§ Support from the Ministry of Justice is key to ensure that not only is there no obstacle,
   but also that the participants believe in the change process. 
	§ The fact that there are initiatives to share what they learned with others without the
   payment of incentives confirms their belief in the programme. It also confirms what
   the NVC expert said: that there is the human need to contribute to the wellbeing of
   the community and that people will do it on their own when they receive something
   they are convinced is meaningful. For example, after the  second day of the first training
   session, as participants were still complaining about the non-payment of transport
   costs, one the elders said, “Stop fighting. You will receive something more valuable
   than money.” For the programme, this was a very important point for several reasons:
   (i) the inner motivation to move into action (without incentive) is the only real proof
   that a project is meaningful to the beneficiaries; (ii) initiatives will be taken at a very
   low cost and are therefore more sustainable, without depending much on funding;
   (iii) it promotes self-responsibility and self-empowerment, which is critical since
   because the primary responsibility for developing the community does not lie with
   international partners or authorities, but with its members.  
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Way forward and recommendations

	§ Organize quarterly mentoring sessions with the training beneficiaries (one session for
   male participants, one for female and one combined) to further explore and transmute
   power imbalances and dynamics, mental models and bias, and increase their capacities
   to share their insights, increased self-awareness and skills with the other community
   members. 
	§  Organize visits from other ADR centres to Baidoa and the travel of Baidoa elders and
   women leaders to other leaders to share their experience and develop a road map
   for the expansion of the model to other centres.   
	§  Invite people, particularly young people in the ADR centre, to receive training on NVC
   so as expand the group of committed individuals to support social change and also
   increase diversity.
	§  Move forward on increasing changes in the dispute resolution process and outcomes
   by introducing participants to restorative practices and dialogue. The NVC training
   sessions have produced highly encouraging results in reforming the dispute resolution
   process to ensure greater equality between the parties and deep listening. However,
   more focus should be placed on unpacking the different layers of the conflict, exploring
   and addressing power imbalances within the parties, as well as between the ADR
   members and the parties, and promoting the active participation of the parties in
   finding creative solutions to cases. Restorative practice is a powerful tool to achieve
   this. The programme is currently starting a pilot on restorative justice by training a
   small group of practitioners in Baidoa as a first step. 
	§  Institutionalize NVC training at one of the universities such as Baidoa University to
   build up a generation of NVC and social workers who can contribute to social change
   and to the development continuum in Somalia.
	§  In future justice programming, all ADR centres should be connected to NVC training and
   community dialogue to ensure that the empowerment process of the local community
   groups is undertaken concurrently with the mediation and legal empowerment
   process, which is provided through the ADR centres.
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Annexes

Annex 1: The basics of nonviolent communication

Nonviolent Communication (NVC) principles

	§ Everyone is a human being.

	§  Universality of needs – everybody shares the same needs, independent of culture,  
  religion, gender and age.

	§ There are many ways/strategies to meet one’s needs.

	§ Feelings are rooted in needs; they are a signpost for underlying needs (met or unmet).

 §  I am responsible for my feelings and needs; the actions of others are a trigger, not  
  the reason for my feelings.

	§  There is no good/bad, right/wrong; an action or non-action is either serving or  
  harming life.

	§  Each action, even when harmful, is an attempt (strategy) to meet needs; there is a  
  good reason for it.

	§  Empathy is a consciousness, being fully present with myself or others.

	§  Empathy doesn’t mean approval of someone’s action.

	§  Empathy for myself is the foundation for empathy for the other.

	§  Conflicts arise on the level of strategies (or actions). Understanding underlying needs
   usually provides solutions that usually take into account everyone’s needs.

	§  Welcome judgment and blame as a signpost to my and others’ needs.

	§  I have a choice in how I act and if I take criticism personally or as an expression of
   others’ unmet need.

A traditional elder at an
internally displaced 
people (IDP) camp in 
Baidoa, Somalia.
Photo: Said Fadheye
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Physical needs:

§  breathing  
§  sleep, rest 
§  nutrition, food, water 
§  shelter/protection/ warmth/safety 
§  touch  
§  movement, exercise
§  light  
§  sexual expression
§  urination, defecation

Individual needs 

(can be met exclusively by ourselves): 

§ autonomy 
§ enthusiasm
§ Integrity: to live according to my value
§ self-confidence, self-worth 
§ creativity   
§ meaning   
§ authenticity 

Social needs 

(can be met by actions of others and by 
ourselves)

§ interdependence: acceptance (of how 
 I am), appreciation (for my actions),   
 contribution to the enrichment of life 
§ closeness  
§ community, belonging
§ empathy, trust, emotional safety
§ education  
§ love: closeness, tenderness, safety,   
sexuality
§ intimacy  
§ support

Spiritual communication

§ celebration of losses (mourning) 
§ peace    
§ beauty  
§ order/ritual 
 (i.e. something I can rely on such as the  
 seasons, day/night)
§ inspiration, vision 
§ spirituality, transcendence

1 A talks about her issue telling what needs to be said.
2 B listens and only listens for 5 minutes (No comments, no questions).
3 After 5 minutes, B repeats what she heard A saying; B additionally perceives the feelings  
 and needs (did you feel... because your needs for.... were (not) met?).
4 A appreciates the feedback and gives feedback if  she wants to be heard in a different way.
 Then you take a short break and exchange how you now feel about the exercise.
 Then you change roles, and A listens to B.

Empathic listening = being heard

Universal human needs
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• absent     
• angry, frustrated  
• cold    
• concerned  
• confused, perplexed, 
 desperate
• disturbed  
• exhausted 
• fearful

• helpless   
• impatient
• indifferent  
• lonely, desperate 
• lost    
• melancholy, grieve 
• pain, annoyed, hurt 
• pessimistic  

• sad, bored, miserable
• sick, ill    
• shocked 
• surprised
• tired    
• troubled   
• weak    
• worry    

Feelings

Feelings when needs are not met

Feelings when needs are met

Feelings related to thoughts

• astonished  
• awake   
• blissful  
• calm   
• comfortable 
• communicative 
• courageous  
• curious   
• energized, enthusiastic 
• fascinated 

• angry  

• fine  
• free  
• fulfilled  
• gentle, 
• glad, cheerful, excited,  
 grateful  
• hopeful  
• interested       
• lively  
• motivated        
• moved 

• embarrassed 

• optimistic 
• peaceful     
• relaxed             
• relieved  
• safe, secure   
• tender  
• thankful   
• touched 
• trusting
• warm 

• guilt, shame 

Examples of words or expressions we use to describe feelings in our society that also 
express thoughts, evaluation, diagnoses, analysis or interpretations (with the possible 
feeling in brackets)

§ abandoned (alone, lonely) 
§ rejected (sad, lonely)     
§ abused, misused (sad, hurt)
§ loved (warm, happy)  
§ attacked (hurt)                
§ appreciated (warm, happy)
§ misunderstood (irritated, confused) 
§ deceived (sad, disappointed)           

§ betrayed (irritated, helpless)
§ offended (shocked, anxious)
§ discriminated (helpless, sad)          
§ worthless (lonely, sad)
§ neglected (lonely)  
§ incompetent (helpless)          
§ stupid (helpless, confused)

These words are usually received as blame, judgement or criticism. This makes it more 
likely that our needs won’t be met.

“Every criticism is the tragic expression of an unmet need, tragic in that it is unlikely that 
anyone will get their needs met. Criticism is more likely to provoke defensive arguments 
or counter-criticism than cooperation”. (M. Rosenberg).

You can call the language above ‘life-alienated’ because it is connected with thoughts, 
evaluation, analysis or interpretations (sometimes it is also called ‘jackal’ or ‘wolf’ language).
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• Competence  dignity  duty  

• Equality ethic fairness

• Honour justice man’s dignity

• Pride productivity propriety 

• Regard, esteem  to have regard for someone respect 

• Solidarity tolerance

Values (about which you may have a conflicting or fruitful discussion)

The NVC language that is serving, connected with, or contributing to life is the language 
that connects the feelings with our met or unmet needs (sometimes called “giraffe” 
language)

The difference between needs and values is that needs are independent from cultural 
background although the strategy to meet them might be different from culture to culture. 
They create physical tension when they are not met, so they eventually influence our 
well-being, our health. 

Values may be different from culture to culture, and may also change in the course of 
time (e.g. honour)

Some key differentiations:

needs  � values
needs  � wants, requests
requests  � demands
feelings  � thoughts (evaluation / interpretation / analysis
observation  � evaluation
empathy  � sympathy, approval
appreciation  � praise
(NVC) feedback  � blame, reproach

Some explanations:

needs  � must be met to stay (become) healthy.
request     � If it was a request or a demand, I can tell through my reaction when
   the other says “no”. In the case of a demand, when they say no, I
   feel angry!
  • The request is expressed in a positive action language, and is  
   concrete, and to be met at a specific time.
  • The request is a strategy to meet needs.
observation       �   What everyone not involved in the situation can see in a picture/ 
  hear on a tape (without any emotion or judgment).
self-empathy     �   To be present with myself.  
    To ask myself what I saw, heard.
    Sense my feeling in my body.
    Be clear about my need, which might be met or not met. 
    Examine my request to see if it is for myself or for others.

Without self-empathy (i.e. or empathy for myself) I cannot be emphatic to others in a situation
of conflict, self-empathy is the foundation/key for empathy with the other.
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Empathy � To be present with someone
                                  To perceive, what he/she saw or heard, 
      how he/she feel 
     which need is not met, 
  A request does not mean that one approves of what the other has
   done nor should one force the other to accept the request   

Appreciation is about which of my needs was met and how I feel in that moment, whereas
praise is connected with evaluation as well as blame.

The four steps of Nonviolent Communication

With this process we:
§ take responsibility for how we are feeling, because we connect our feelings with our  
 needs instead of connecting them with the other one’s action) and how our needs can
  get met, and give the other one the chance to be responsible for their feelings and
  needs to be met;
§ avoid guilt and blame;
§ increase the possibility of being heard/to hear;
§ increase the possibility that our needs (mine and the other’s) are met;
§ protect ourselves.

From all of the above, we create a safe space in which we are able to deeply connect with
the other, which will enrich the lives of all of us.
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Annex 2: Training dates and mentoring sessions

Duration Target group

 

4 days for male beneficiaries,  1st group of trainees
4 days for female beneficiaries, 
1 day male and female beneficiaries combined 
 
4 days for male beneficiaries,   1st group of trainees
4 days for female beneficiaries, 
1 day male and female beneficiaries combined 
     
3 days for male beneficiaries,  1st group of trainees
4 days for female beneficiaries, 
1 day male and female beneficiaries combined
 
1 day for male beneficiaries,  1st group of trainees
1 day for female beneficiaries, 
1 day male and female beneficiaries combined 
 
4 days for male beneficiaries,   2nd group of trainees
4 days for female beneficiaries, 
1 day male and female beneficiaries combined 

Mentoring session with women elders  1st group of trainees 

Mentoring session with male beneficiaries  1st group of trainees

3-day training session with male elders   2nd group of trainees

3-day training session with women leaders 2nd group of trainees

1 day male and female beneficiaries combined 2nd group of trainees

Date

6–15 April 2019

8–15 June 2019

30 August – 
6 September 2019

28 November – 
1 December 2019

12, 23, 25, 26 and 
30 November; 
7, 9, 14 and 17 
December 2020

26 January 2021

9 February 2021

16 February 2021; 
26–27 May 2021

2,3 and 6 June 2021 

8 June 2021

Date  Duration  Target group



36 | BUILDING ALTERNATIVE DISPUTE RESOLUTION CENTRES – BAIDOA

Annex 3: Transcript from training sessions on anger, June 2019

Figure 3: The NVC dance floors

The 13 step dance

Receiving you Expressing myself

Connecting 
with my 
Request

Connecting 
with my 
Need

Connecting 
with my 
Feeling

Connecting 
with my 
Observation

Listening to my 
Judging and
Blaming

Connecting
with myself 

Receiving your 
Observation

Receiving your 
Feeling

Receiving your 
Need

Receiving your 
Request

Expressing my 
Observation

Expressing my 
Feeling

Expressing my 
Need

Expressing my 
Request

T: “ I am your husband and I tell you, “Stop
   telling me to come home early, I come
   home when I decide to come home.”
A: “ I will be patient, but after the third time
   he tells me this, I will be angry.”
T: “ Now it is the fourth time. How is this for
   you?”

A stepped into the “being angry” card on the
floor, shared her judgments and blame, and
then stepped into yellow card, taking some 
deep breaths and feeling more relaxed. She
underwent the self-empathy process with T’s
support, identifying the feeling behind the 
anger (sad) and the need (companionship), 
and the request was for her husband to 
come home early to spend quality time 
together. She also could undergo the inner-
empathy part, imagining that her husband 
had a need for belonging (to be with his 
friends) and autonomy. She could accept this.
 
The trainer and A then performed a role play
where T played the husband. A started the 
role play crying. 

Husband (as trainer): “I decide for myself. 
Stop telling me what to do.”

This was more than A could deal with, and 
she became angry and started blaming me.
She stopped there, and another participant 
jumped in and gave it a try. She was less 
provoked by the husband’s answers, and 
she could ask him if he wanted his freedom 
and he said yes. He even offered to come 
home early three times a week.

Then A wanted to try again. This time she was
able to stay connected to herself, take some
breaths when provoked, and could also 
perceive his need for freedom. She proposed
that he spend time with her before meeting 
his friends. In this way, the husband was 
willing to stay with her three times a week 
for the whole evening and spend time with 

12 June 2019 session.

Exercise between the trainer T and a participant A to go through the NVC dance floors.
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her before he visited his friends on the other
days. A noticed the difference between the 
two attempts: whereas in the first round, she
concentrated on what she wanted to get out 
of it, and she would be the one to benefit, 
and in the second round, she wanted both 
of them to benefit.

13 June 2019 session 
The trainer gave challenging statements to 
enable women to practise deep listening 
(identifying the need behind the statement) 
as a way of dealing with anger. As Marshall 
Rosenberg said, behind each sentence there
is either a please (ask for unmet needs) or 
a thank you.
 
The trainer playing the husband:

First statement: “Why is the bath not ready
yet?” in a louder voice.

One of the women participants reacted with 
anger. It was difficult for her to hear this. She 
practised empathy and then could under-
stand that the husband needed care.

Second statement: “I am the head of the
family. I make the decisions.” Most of them
could accept this, and said that would be
true according to religion. The next statement
was challenging for most to hear:

Third statement: “I am the head of the 
family and decide about the money. I buy 
khat and sit with my friends.”

This was very challenging; many were angry.
One underwent a self-empathy process, 
connecting with her needs to care for the 
family, e.g. being able to pay her children’s 
school fees, buying her food, etc. Then she
expressed it to her husband in a clear, 
empathic way. She even didn’t get provoked
when the trainer roleplaying her husband 
answered: “I want to sit with my friends. 
I will buy khat and sit with them twice a 
week.” She stated that she also cared for 
his health, and was concerned about it and 
wanted me to stay away from these friends. 

She was able to recount what she had 
understood from him. “This as a husband 
gave me the confidence that she had really 
heard and understood me, and I was willing 
to let go of Kat” (trainer role playing). 

The trainer then divided them into groups 
of five with the exercise consisting in to 
telling each other challenging sentences 
statements that they would normally hear 
from their husbands and to see if they get 
angry. If they did so, they were requested to 
breathe and practise self-empathy. If they 
could hear it without getting provoked, they 
would simply verify if they had understood 
him correctly and try to guess what he 
needed, to hear the “please” behind the 
sentence.
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The Joint Justice Programme (JJP) has two main goals: federalization
across the country and increasing the provision of basic justice chain 
services to the population. 

The goals aim to ensure enhanced and accountable justice institutions are operating in
accordance with the principles of rule of law, increasingly able to deliver affordable justice
services in key population centres in cooperation with local populations. As such, 16 
Alternate Dispute Resolution Centres were established through the JJP which provides 
the foundation of locally managed dispute resolution for a range of local issues such as 
land disputes, inheritance, loan etc. Inclusive community dialogue on justice and security 
issues leads to the development of action plans at local the level that inform the support for 
institutional strengthening, federalization of the justice sector, financial sustainability, and 
the establishment of accountability mechanisms. The programme focuses on delivery of
the actions that will improve access to justice for vulnerable groups, especially women and
minority groups. These local plans would then lead to the emergence of basic principles 
for Somalia’s justice framework, in a community-based change process..
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United Nations Development Programme 
Somalia.
One United Nations Plaza, New York, 
Ny 10017, USa

As the United Nations lead agency on 
international development, UNDP works in 
170 countries and territories to eradicate 
poverty and reduce inequality. We help 
countries to develop policies, leadership 
skills, partnering abilities, institutional 
capabilities, and to build resilience to 
achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals. Our work is concentrated in three 
focus areas; sustainable development, 
democratic governance and peace building, 
and climate and disaster resilience.

Learn more at www.so.undp.org
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