
Creating Safe / Brave Spaces 
by Matt N

Alt Text: Logos featured are  
British Art Show, Hayward Gallery 
Touring, Southbank Centre, Arts 
Council England, The University  
of Manchester, the Whitworth



Creating Safe /  
Brave Spaces

About the project

During the Summer of 2022, 
alongside the opening of the British 
Art Show 9 (BAS9) in Manchester, 
artist MATT N has been working 
with the Whitworth to bring together 
a group of Queer & Neurodivergent 
individuals, exploring the concept of 
Safe Space(s) as a tactic for Care & 
Togetherness. 

Since July, the group has been 
meeting weekly for sessions, both 
online & in-person at the Whitworth. 
The group has taken part in a series of 
conversations and creative workshops, 
developed a shared ‘Safe Space 
Agreement’ and produced insightful 
responses to the project’s themes. 

The final outcome of our work 
on this project has resulted in the 
creation of this zine publication, 
which aims to highlight the journey 
and findings of our group whilst 
also acting as a toolkit for other arts 
organisations. The zine shares the 
approaches and methodologies our 
facilitators have used on this project 
and intends to demonstrate how 
other organisations can develop ‘Safe 
Spaces’ for Queer and Neurodivergent 
identities in their own establishments 
and engagement practices.

  @MATT_N_CREATIVE
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The Language of  
‘Safe / Brave Spaces’

Every individual’s needs will 
be different, every group will have 
a different process to creating their 
own Safe / Brave Spaces. Our needs 
are not fixed, they can change day-
to-day and over time. 

Safe Spaces are: 
•	 A place (digital or physical) 

where group participants feel 
safe to exist and are empowered 
to express their individual and 
collective needs.

Brave Spaces are: 
•	 A place (digital or physical) 

where group participants feel 
comfortable to express their 
thoughts and ask challenging 
questions - even when there is 
a risk of offending or denying 
another group members 
experience - in order to foster an 
environment which encourages 
group learning and promotes 
social justice. 

There are conversations around 
whether ‘Safe Spaces’ or ‘Brave 
Spaces’ are more effective. A 
criticism of ‘safe spaces’ is that they 
usually protect those with privileges 
and don’t allow for challenging 
conversations and group learning.

To learn more about the 
conversation around Safe vs Brave 
Spaces, have a look at From Safe 
Spaces to Brave Spaces: A new way 
to Frame Dialogue Around Diversity 
and Social Justice (Brian Arao and 
Kristi Clemens, 2013).
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Creating a group 
agreement 

When bringing a group of 
participants together, it is helpful for 
the individuals and the group to have 
an agreement in place. This allows 
both individuals and the facilitators to 
know how to engage with the group, 
share ideas and what they can expect 
to receive from other group members.

The agreement should allow 
individuals the opportunity to 
share any barriers they may face 
to accessing the group, the group 
should then validate these concerns 
and take action to resolve them.
 
Your process of creating an 
agreement should include: 

•	 Establishing guidelines that 
outline the ways the group will 
engage, work with and behave 
towards each other. 

•	 These should be created 
and shaped by the group 
themselves, prioritising 
their collective and 
individual needs in the 
space.

•	 Opportunities throughout 
to reflect on and update the 
agreement, as the group or 
individual needs change.

•	 A system to ensure the guidelines 
are upheld. This could be the 
role of a facilitator, a designated 
person within the group, or the 
group as a whole.

Some questions you may ask 
your group at the start: 

•	 How will we work together? What 
agreements should we make?

•	 What type of environment  
do we want to create? 

•	 How will we behave with  
each other?

•	 Why are we here?  
What is our purpose?

•	 How do we ensure we are being 
inclusive and not discriminating?

•	 How do we navigate freedom  
of speech and discuss our  
lived experience? 

•	 What do we do when the 
agreement isn’t being respected?

•	 What do we do when something  
in the agreement isn’t working  
or presents as a barrier?

There should be opportunity 
for the group to return to and 
adapt this agreement regularly. We 
recommend a regular check in with 
the question: ‘Is there anything in 
the agreement that you’d like to add, 
change or adapt?’ This is especially 
helpful if there has been a change or 
breakdown in the group.
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Reflections 

From the outset, you should 
allow people to feel comfortable 
to participate how they want to. 
This might include: not forcing 
participation, offering alternative 
ways to communicate, and allowing 
space for individuals to be present 
without masking.

These are the steps we took to 
create our Safe Space for our group. 
It’s important to remember every 
project, group and individual has 
different needs, and therefore your 
journey should always be tailored to 
your specific context.
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Further reading and resources: 
1 Wellbeing Umbrella
2 Action Research Cycle
3 Facilitating Encounter Groups. Rogers, C. (1971). Carl Rogers Describes His Way of Facilitating 
Encounter Groups. The American Journal of Nursing, 71(2), 275–279.
4 Queer Spaces, An Atlas of LGBTQIA+ Places & Stories. Co-edited by Adam Nathaniel and Josh 
Mardell, and published by RIBA Publishing



Image: Strudleville, YAYA @yourallrightyouare, 2022



‘Safe Space  
is somewhere 
where we  
feel heard 
and valued’.


