Creating
Welcoming
Spaces

‘WELCOMING SPACES’ is a phrase referring to
spaces that help connect people and create a sense
of community. These are places where women can go
to foster connections with each other, share resources
and information and have a sense of belonging. A
welcoming space can reduce a woman’s feeling of
isolation, enhance the capacity of women to build
health and wellbeing, and serve as a haven from
stigmatization and discrimination.
Check off the physical components present in your space.

One aspect of a welcoming space is the physical environment. The
physical space at your organization is important for a few reasons:
• it sets the tone for the impression women will have of your
organization
• the physical organization of space directs the flow of people,
encouraging engagement
• the way space is designed has an impact on how women
will experience your organization and develop a sense of
connection
Research has shown that physical environments, when well designed
around welcoming concepts, lead to higher rates of engagement
and satisfaction. This means that welcoming spaces not only attract
more women to come and participate in the organization, but that
health outcomes for women can improve as well.

Is there easy access to and
from your organization (i.e.
public transportation)?

Does your organization include
mixed uses - places to hangout,
walk, eat, etc. for diverse user
groups at different times of day?

Is there lighting so
that women can
see and be seen?

Are there easy to read
signs to help women
find their way?

Having these systems-level discussions isn’t necessarily easy. Even
when the policies exist, there are challenges in day-to-day practices
that can negatively impact the women coming through your doors.

Do you have warm
colours and art on
the walls?

Do you have resources
and posters available and
displayed in a variety of
languages?

Is there lighting
outside the
building?

Do you have safer sex and/
or harm reduction supplies
available in public and
private places?

Do you have
gender neutral
bathrooms?

Do you display
art that has been
created by the
community?

Is there a place where women
can sit privately, either by
themselves or with others?

Did women
participate in
creating the space?

Is your space
physically accessible
for everyone?

Do you have posters and
information that reflect
women from various cultural
and religious backgrounds,
gender identities, racialized
communities, abilities and ages?

Do you have
comfortable
seating?

Is there easy movement
within your organization
with clear, well-kept paths
where people can easily see
each other?

Organizational
Culture and
Atmosphere
Organizational culture and atmosphere also play an important
role in creating welcoming spaces. Consider the ways in which the
structure and systems within your organization create a culture and
atmosphere that normatively governs how people exist and operate
in that space and how that can affect women living with and facing
systemic risks for HIV.

Does your organization feel safe? Is
there general visibility of the entire
space, free from hiding places a
person could wait unseen?

Do you have
coffee
available?

Physical Space

Do you have
sharps containers
in your bathrooms?

Having inclusive policies and making a commitment to working
within a welcoming organizational culture makes your organization
more appealing to women. These policies are the foundation of how
people interact with each other in your space.

Individual Staff
Actions
As workers in community agencies, body language and what we say
can impact the experience that women have when they come through
the door. Being kind, warm, and treating people with patience and
dignity can make a world of difference for women living with HIV,
regardless of whether you know someone’s status or not. Individual
staff actions can be an important pathway to building trust and in
creating space for women to share their experiences and expertise.
These strategies also foster a trauma-informed approach in your
community organization.

Are there activities or
toys for children to
play with?

Does your organization have provisions for
young children and the elderly (because
women are often caretakers). e.g. wide
hallways for strollers, wheelchairs and
walkers, and childcare?

To read the full
Welcoming Spaces
Toolkit, visit WHAI.CA

