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Bristol SU Safe Space Best Practice Guide 

What is safe space?  

Bristol SU holds a safe space policy which means that:  

Each and every member should feel welcome to participate in empowering, non-

judgemental and non-threatening discussions, activities, services or events. Members 

should be free from fear of threats, intimidation, harassment and the deliberate, or 

negligent, creation of unsafe or unwelcoming conditions.  

The full policy can be found on the Bristol SU website.  

The policy is a useful guideline but is quite broad and abstract. In June 2014 Student 

Council passed a motion to introduce a best practice guide to show how safe 

space can be implemented in practice. This document is the first incarnation of the 

guide, which will be updated annually by the Equality, Liberation and Access 

Officer. The aim of the guide is for it to be a fluid document that can be added to 

and improved - so if you think there is something missing do get in touch.  

It’s important to note that safe space does not mean ‘no debate’ - instead it means 

thinking about the way we discuss issues so that people don’t feel threatened or 

unsafe. Upholding a safe space policy means that all students can have their say 

without intimidation.  

This guide is broken down into four sections:  

1. Language  

2. Running events  

3. Social media  

4. How to react to challenges around safe space  

If you have any questions about the contents of this guide don’t hesitate to get in 

touch with me – Jamie.cross@bristol.ac.uk.  

1. Language  

It can be quite easy to make others feel uncomfortable through language given 

that many problematic terms are normalised in our vocabulary. For example I have 

heard many people who don’t seem homophobic slip into using the term ‘gay’ as a 

word to mean ‘bad’. And I’ve heard people of all genders talk about certain 

women as ‘sluts’ and ‘whores’, terms that are very derogatory towards women. 

Often there is a lack of awareness around the use of certain terms. Until recently I 

was unaware that using words such as ‘crazy’ and ‘mad’ in a context such as ‘this 

band are so great it’s crazy!’ can be upsetting to those with mental health issues - 

since being made aware I have worked hard to alter my language.  

I had a Facebook interaction with someone the other day who didn’t know the 

words “tranny” and “she-male” were offensive terms to describe trans people, 

despite being a member of the LGBT community themselves. As members of a 

diverse student community it’s important that we make an effort to educate 

ourselves and learn from others.  

http://www.bristolsu.org.uk/democracy/events/policy/
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Find out more: watch this video from Stonewall.  

Another important thing to bear in mind is making sure you are using the right 

pronouns to refer to someone (e.g. she/he/they). This issue is particularly important 

for transgender people (those who identify as a different gender to the one they 

were assigned at birth). You should always use someone’s preferred pronouns, even 

if they are not around. If you’re not sure about someone’s pronouns just ask them - 

they’ll probably be really happy that you thought to ask!  

Find out more: watch this video from Australian group Minus18.  

Unlearning problematic language is difficult and none of us are perfect. All we can 

do is be aware and do our best not to use terms that are offensive or upsetting to 

others. Listen to your peers - if they say they don’t like a particular term then don’t 

use it - the English language is absolutely vast, there is sure to be a term you can use 

instead!  

2. Running Events  

This section explores some ways you can implement the safe space policy when you 

are organising events for your society, sports club or student group.  

Checklist: Debates, speakers and workshops:  

Before the event  

- If you have any reservations about a speaker ask your members what they 

think about them.  
- Make sure you fill out an external speaker form and submit it to 

ben.wraith@bristol.ac.uk  
- Email your speakers and tell them about the safe space policy.  
- Consider putting a statement about safe space in your handbooks, on your 

website, Facebook account and Facebook events.  

During the event  

- Get the chair/introducer to mention the safe space policy at the start of the 

event.  
- Ask panelists to give their pronouns when they introduce themselves.  
- Establish some ground rules - ask everyone in the audience to turn to the 

person next to them for a minute and come up with a ground rule for the 

session e.g. ‘don’t interrupt’, ‘respect each other’s pronouns’. These can be 

written on a whiteboard or piece of flipchart paper and stuck up at the front. 

Planning socials: things to think about  

- Do you organise a mixture of alcohol and non-alcohol focussed socials? Only 

holding socials focused on alcohol can unintentionally discriminate against 

certain groups, such as Muslims.  
- Are your socials at a variety of times (student parents or carers may not be 

able to make evening events)?  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=agLrVvCUkzI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3xpvricekxU
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- Are there plenty of chances for new members to integrate themselves into 

the group? Joining a new society can be very intimidating if there is a inner 

clique.  
- Could the theme of your event interpreted in an offensive way? E.g. I once 

went to a Mexican themed party and one guest had blacked up (changed 

the colour of his skin with paint).  
- Could the theme of your event make sexual harassment more likely? e.g. 

traffic light parties.  
- Does everyone have the chance to socialise? For example at a games night 

those with mobility issues might not be able to play twister, but if you have a 

variety of games everyone has the chance to play.  

3. Social Media: Moderating a Facebook page:  

Moderating a Facebook page or group can be a real challenge, particularly when 

your online group is made up of a much bigger pool of people than your 

membership. Below are some tips on how to make your online space a safe one.  

Some tips on moderation:  

- Post the safe space policy in the description  

- Assign at least one moderator  

- Make it clear to members of the group how safe space online will be upheld - 

for example that if someone has violated the safe space policy they will get 

one warning and after that they will be removed from the group.  

- All administrative actions upon members of the group should be noted 

publicly in the interests of letting members know that something is being done 

about unacceptable behaviour. This also makes the running of the group 

more transparent.  

Some tips on interacting with others in a safe online space:  

- Keep comments supportive and constructive.  

- Tone very easily gets swallowed in text; err on the side of good faith and 

charitable readings of others' comments; sometimes a comment that seems 

critical is actually intended to be supportive.  

- Before assuming the worst of a comment, seek explicit clarification.  

- Several people arguing forcefully or at length against another person can 

seem intimidating or alienating to that person, and possibly even discourage 

them from participating in the group; consider this when commenting.  

- If you are posting a comment or article that refers to upsetting things such as 

abuse, selfharm, rape or eating disorders, post a ‘content warning’ at the top. 

This helps to prevent people who have a strong response (such as post-

traumatic flashbacks) to certain subjects having to encounter them unaware.  

- You can use content warnings in debates offline as well - but make sure you 

give people a chance to leave the room if they want to before proceeding 

to talk about the issue.  
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4. How to react to challenges around safe space  

If someone raises with you that they have been made to feel unsafe in a space that 

you organised it is important to take that seriously and listen to what that person has 

to say even if you do not agree with what they are saying. It can be quite daunting 

for people to call out behaviour that makes them feel unwelcome so it’s important 

that their experience of doing so is positive.  

Ask the student what behaviour made them feel unsafe and what action they 

would like to see as a result of them raising it. You can also apologise on behalf of 

your group if that is appropriate and reassure them that you will make sure that the 

issue will be noted and something similar will not happen in the future.  

If you have any questions around safe space or would like to contribute to the guide 

get in touch!  

Jamie Cross 

Equality, Liberation and Access Officer 

Bristol SU 

 

 


