Guidance Note: Creating and Maintaining Safe Spaces

What Are Safe Spaces? 
Meeting places for youth-centered programming should be safe spaces. Safe spaces are physical, emotional, social and imaginative spaces that foster young people’s abilities to make healthy life choices that promote their overall well-being (Cole, 2013). The WHO (World Health Organization) defines a safe space as:
A safe and supportive environment is part of what motivates young people to make healthy choices. “Safe” in this context refers to the absence of trauma, excessive stress, violence (or fear of violence) or abuse. Supportive means an environment that provides a positive, close relationship with family, other adults (including teachers, and youth and religious leaders) and peers  (Brady, 2003).

Safe spaces are places where youth can:
· Be safe from sexual, physical and emotional harassment, abuse and violence;
· Gain new knowledge and skills;
· Build their self-confidence;

· Expand their social capital by building friendships with their peers; 

· Access a trusted adult who can guide and mentor them;
· Explore their creative expression.
Why are Safe Spaces Important? 
In many places around the world young people lack safe and accessible public places.  Social isolation tends to be more severe for young women in many contexts. Once they reach puberty, girls are increasingly confined to the domestic sphere. Concerns about their safety and social norms that govern their mobility contribute to this isolation. Boys and young men may have greater access to public spheres, but they may congregate in unsupervised or unsafe spaces that encourage risky behaviors. 
Safe spaces can facilitate social, emotional and cognitive development for young people. Safe spaces increase protective factors (e.g. having access to a mentor, an expanded network of friends, new skills and knowledge) and decrease risk factors (e.g. social isolation, exposure to violence, etc.) that youth experience in their daily lives. Safe spaces may be particularly important in fragile and conflict settings to improve healing and minimize trauma. These spaces provide a "sanctuary" for youth to explore their feelings, share experiences, engage creatively and build essential and empowering life skills. 
How Should Safe Spaces be Designated? 
Safe places can be established in formal (e.g. classrooms, training centers, religious buildings, community centers, etc.) or informal settings (homes, outdoors, etc.). These spaces may be public spaces that are free of cost, spaces that are donated by the community, constructed by the project, or rented with project resources. The important factor in creating safe spaces is that it serves as a place where youth are able to freely express their experiences in an environment that is safe, healing and supportive. When choosing a safe space for youth, the criteria for making it safe are more important than the physical attributes of the space.  
Safe Spaces should be:

· Convienently located and accessible to the youth; 
· Safe from physical, sexual and emotional threat;
· Secure, private and allows youth the opportunity to share confidentially;
· Culturally appropriate and acceptable to parents/caretakers and key decision-makers in the community. 
The process of selecting a safe space should be community-based and consultative. When the community is engaged and supportive, they can serve as  advocates for the project, support the maintainence and supervision of the space, and encourage youth to attend. In addition to consulting with the community, it is important to consult directly with youth to understand their constraints and preferences. It may be appropriate to hold youth and community consultations separately so that young people can freely voice their preferences and concerns.
Consultations (community meetings or focus group discussions) should educate youth and community members on the purpose of the safe space and clarify what activities will be held. This will prevent backlash and disuade suspicions. The concept of a safe space might be foreign and the project may need to make a case to the community on why such a space is important for young people, and particularly for girls. Both the youth and the community stakeholders should be involved in choosing the physical space, as well as in setting the ground rules for the space (rules on who has access, appropriate activities to be held in the space, hours of operation, community oversight, etc.). 
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Safe Spaces Checklist


Process of Selecting a Safe Space


Have consultations been held with youth and  other community members to clarify the purpose of the space and understand their preferences, constraints and concerns?


Has the commmunity (including parents) been involved in the selection of the safe space or approved of the space once selected?


Does the project have permission (by the owner, the community, or other authority) to use the space? 


Have the youth visited the space and are they comfortable with it?


Has the space been visited, assessed and approved  by project staff?


Criteria for Selecting a Safe Space


Is the space and surrounding area safe and secure for youth?


Is the space large enough to accommodate all youth to engage in experiential learning activities?


Is the space available for youth to meet regularly and routinely?


Does the space provide youth with privacy and security where they can share their feelings and experiences openly?


Maintaining a Safe Space


Have the space/club hours and the rules on who has access been made public?


Is the space staffed by a trusted adult during the club hours? 


Is the space is continually monitored by project staff for safety and privacy? 


Have safety precautions been establised to ensure safe passage to and from the space (e.g. travelling in pairs, providing youth with the emergency contact numbers, etc.)? 


Does the project hold routine community meetings or events to maintain buy-in for the safe space and address any commuity concerns that may arise? 








