Tools for Creating a Safe Space in Community

Creating a safe space for open sharing of feelings, thoughts, needs, and hopes is essential in community building.  The key to creating this safe space is INTENTIONALITY.  For me, being intentional in communication feels awkward and funny at first, but it is incredibly important, especially when it comes to making community decisions (big or small) and it gets easier and feels more natural with practice and use.  Intentionality is important because it allows for everyone’s voice to be heard if and when they wish to speak.  

What follows are some intentional tools for creating a safe space in your community:

1.  Use Mutual Invitation (Like I said, it feels awkward and unnecessary at times, but is has proven extremely helpful in maintaining good communication.  The LVC staff uses Mutual Invitation for almost all of our meetings.)

2.  Share what you like/enjoy about one another.  Take a few minutes at the beginning of your business meeting or community night to give one another affirmations.  You can do this by writing your name on a piece of paper and passing it around to all the members of your house so they can write a note to you about what they like about you.  If you want, share these affirmations with each other after they are written.  You can also do this orally.  Take turns telling your housemates what you like about them.  They won’t know these things unless you tell them.

3.  Ask each other questions.  Whether discussing house business, talking about your day at work, or discussing your views about life and the world, make it a practice to ask at least two questions for each community request or bold statement.  Why do you feel that way?  Where does this belief/passion come from?  What previous experiences have you had that have contributed to you forming this viewpoint? How important is it to you?   

You can start practicing this tool at a community night by each person sharing an idea or belief that is important to them and being asked at least two questions by other members of the community before moving on to the next person.  It’s ok if the person who is sharing doesn’t have an answer.  It is the questioning that is important.  Questions show that you are genuinely interested in getting to know one another better.

After trying this at a community night, you may decide to use it as a rule in your house.  “Whenever bold statements or requests of community are made, we will seek clearer understanding by asking at least two questions.”

4.  Be silent.  If you notice tension or unhealthy communication, consider requesting a few minutes of silence.  Ask your housemates to use the time to empty themselves of other things that are on their minds so they can come back to the conversation fully present and ready to engage with the tension in a healthy way. 

5. Spend time together one-on-one.  Create a plan for spending individual time with one another.  Create a “housemate dating chart.” Figure out what two of you would enjoy doing together and make a plan for it.  Going out for coffee/tea/beer/wine would give you an opportunity for good conversation and deepening your relationship.  Strengthening individual relationships helps to strengthen a community as a whole.  Meeting one-on-one may be very important for those in your house who connect much easier with one person at a time.

