
Listening Circles: A Guide for Community 
Healing and Connection 
 
 Introduction 
 
Listening Circles are structured group processes designed to help communities 
process challenging events or issues that have impacted people in significant 
ways. They provide an equitable opportunity for all participants to have a voice 
while creating spaces for expressing, listening, processing, and community 
building (IIRP, 2024). 
 
 Core Purpose and Benefits 
 
Listening Circles serve several key functions: 
- Creating opportunities to connect and increase understanding 
- Providing space to process events as a community 
- Empowering community members to build capacity for listening 
- Cultivating empathy and a shared sense of understanding 
- Building emotional connection among participants 
 
Listening Circles offer more than conversation—they are a vital tool for communal 
resilience and relational repair. By design, they cultivate empathy, foster 
understanding, and create shared meaning in times of uncertainty or distress. 
Their structured yet spacious format allows individuals to process experience in a 
way that nurtures dignity and voice, especially in the aftermath of community 
trauma. As Beth Small of IIRP described, Listening Circles give voice to “folks who 
were left in the wake of tragedy,” acknowledging that harm rarely affects only one 
person—it reverberates through the collective. This mirrors the core restorative 
tenet that relationships—not rules—are the foundation of community. Circles 
empower participants to build capacity for deep listening, a skill often 
overshadowed in fast-paced or hierarchical settings. They meet the 80/20 principle 
of Restorative Practices by proactively investing in relational trust before crises 
escalate.  
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Structure and Process 
 
The intentional structure of Listening Circles balances ritual and flexibility to 
create safety and cohesion. The large group opening welcomes participants into a 
shared container, establishes community agreements, and often includes a 
grounding ritual that reflects the group’s spiritual or cultural identity. The 
small-group format—with trained facilitators guiding 4–7 participants—fosters 
intimacy, containment, and equitable voice. This scale allows for depth while 
protecting against overwhelm. The closing reconvenes the larger group to reflect 
on themes and acknowledge the shared journey, reinforcing collective 
meaning-making. This opening, deepening, and reconvening arc echoes the 
restorative progression from connection to empowerment, ensuring participants 
move through emotional terrain with care, containment, and clarity. 
 
 Overall Format 
 
1. Large Group Opening 
   - Welcome and introduction 
   - Review of process and questions 
   - Setting of agreements 
   - Opening ritual appropriate to the community (prayer, mindful moment, etc.) 
 
2. Small Group Circles 
   - Groups of 4-7 participants 
   - One trained facilitator per group 
   - Structured sharing using prepared questions 
   - Approximately one hour duration 
 
3. Large Group Closing 
   - Reconvening of full group 
   - Sharing of themes that emerged 
   - Closing reflections 
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 Key Elements 
 
- Use of a talking piece 
- Sequential sharing (going around the circle) 
- Focus on listening without response or dialogue 
- Confidentiality agreements 
- Voluntary participation 
 
The structural components of Listening Circles—such as talking pieces, sequential 
sharing, and confidentiality agreements—are not merely logistical tools; they are 
sacred technologies for inclusion, respect, and belonging. The talking piece 
ensures equal airtime, softens dominance dynamics, and invites mindful listening. 
Sequential sharing creates a rhythm that discourages interruption and cross-talk, 
helping participants listen with openness rather than preparing a response. 
Confidentiality and voluntary participation build psychological safety, crucial for 
authentic expression. These elements mirror ancient wisdom practices found in 
Indigenous communities and are consistent with the values of “doing with,” not 
“to” or “for,” that undergird the restorative paradigm​. 
 
 Facilitator Guidelines 
 
 Core Responsibilities 
1. Hold the space with clear structure and boundaries 
2. Maintain focus on listening rather than problem-solving 
3. Create conditions that support courageous and authentic sharing 
4. Guide the process without controlling the content 
5. Model deep listening and presence 
 
 Important Practices 
- Read the opening preamble and agreements 
- Keep time and maintain process structure 
- Take notes on themes that emerge 
- Resist the "fixing reflex" - avoid problem-solving 
- Honor silence and emotional responses 
 
Facilitators are not directors—they are stewards of presence. Their role is to model 
deep listening and hold space for silence, emotion, and mystery. Core 
responsibilities include maintaining structure without controlling content, staying 
grounded, and resisting the reflex to “fix” or problem-solve. This aligns with Carl 
Rogers’ assertion that transformation occurs when someone feels deeply heard 
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without evaluation or advice. Facilitators honor participants' agency and trust that 
the circle itself carries wisdom. Key practices—such as reading the opening 
agreements, taking notes on emerging themes, and managing time—are scaffolds 
that support freedom within containment. This model echoes the restorative 
principle that healing arises from process, not prescription​. 
 
 Considerations for Sacred Communities 
 
Listening Circles resonate deeply within sacred contexts because they reflect 
shared spiritual values: reverence for voice, community wholeness, and healing 
presence. Rooted in communal prayer and reconciliation traditions, circles restore 
individuals and the collective spirit. As T. Lewis notes, sacred circles allow both 
practical and spiritual healing to occur. By affirming that harm to one is harm to 
all, they align with understandings of communal interdependence. Rituals such as 
lighting a candle, offering silence, or invoking a blessing can be integrated 
seamlessly without compromising the circle’s structure. This makes Listening 
Circles uniquely adaptable across denominations and belief systems, offering 
sacred space for both personal vulnerability and communal courage​ 
 
Drawing from restorative fellowship practices, several elements are particularly 
relevant: 
 
1. Sacred Circle Tradition: Circles have deep roots in religious traditions and can 
serve as spaces where "both practical reconciliation and spiritual healing can 
occur." (Lewis, 2024) 
 
2. Community Wholeness: The process acknowledges that harm to any part of the 
community affects the whole, aligning with religious understanding of a 
communal body. 
 
3. Values Alignment: The core values of listening circles - respect, dignity, voice, 
and healing - align naturally with spiritual values. 
 
4. Ritual Integration: The format can incorporate appropriate spiritual practices 
while maintaining its core structure. 
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Implementation Guidelines 
 
 Preparation 
1. Assess community readiness 
2. Train facilitators adequately 
3. Prepare appropriate questions 
4. Consider timing and spacing of circles 
5. Arrange physical space thoughtfully 
 
Successful Listening Circles require thoughtful planning, skilled facilitation, and 
sensitive pacing. Assessing community readiness is essential to avoid 
retraumatization or resistance. Facilitators must be trained not only in circle 
process, but also in affect theory and shame literacy. Preparing questions that 
follow an intentional arc—from connection to challenge to 
empowerment—ensures emotional containment and coherence. The physical 
setup of the space—chairs in a true circle, absence of barriers, mindful 
lighting—signals safety and equality. Timing, spacing, and community dynamics 
must be considered to prevent fatigue and foster sustained engagement. 
 
 Supporting Authentic Participation 
- Maintain clear boundaries around confidentiality 
- Ensure voluntary participation 
- Have support resources available 
- Be prepared for emotional responses 
- Create conditions that support courageous sharing 
- Know when to refer to additional help 
 
Creating conditions for authentic sharing requires more than invitations—it 
demands intentionality around safety, consent, and emotional care. Confidentiality 
boundaries must be explicit and respected. Voluntary participation is sacred, not 
optional. Emotional readiness varies, and facilitators must be equipped to pause, 
refer, or support participants who become overwhelmed. As emphasized in the 
Tips to Enhance Connection and Communication guide, participants benefit from 
clarity about the type of support being offered and must be assured their presence 
is enough—they are not expected to fix or solve anything​Tips to Enhance 
Connect…. Courageous sharing emerges when people know they will be heard, not 
judged, and when they trust that their truth will be held with dignity. 
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Questions Framework 
 
The questions in a Resetorative Listening Circle (a circle called to connect around 
an experience of harm or challenge) follow an intentional arc that guides 
participants through a journey of connection, exploration, challenge, and 
empowerment. Understanding this arc is crucial, especially when adapting 
questions for specific situations, as maintaining this emotional and psychological 
progression helps ensure the circle's effectiveness. 
 
 The Question Arc 
 
The arc of Restorative Listening Circle questions mirrors the psychological journey 
from trust-building to empowerment. Opening questions center 
connection—establishing relational warmth and presence. Bridge questions invite 
reflection on the current challenge without plunging into overwhelm. Deep impact 
questions access the heart of the experience, fostering emotional honesty. And 
empowerment questions restore agency and possibility, helping participants move 
from story to strength. This carefully crafted arc reflects best practices from IIRP, 
Nonviolent Communication, and affect theory, ensuring participants don’t get 
emotionally stranded in reactivity or despair. By guiding people through a 
sequence of connection, challenge, and hope, the question arc transforms listening 
from passive hearing into communal alchemy. 
 
1. Connection (Opening Question) 
   - Example: "What brought you to this space today?" 
   - Purpose: Creates initial connection and allows participants to get to know each 
other 
   - Helps build trust and create conditions for authentic sharing 
 
2. Situation Introduction (Bridge Question) 
   - Example: "What have you been thinking and feeling as this situation has 
unfolded?" 
   - Purpose: Begins engaging with the situation and draws out key themes 
   - Introduces the challenge while maintaining safety 
    
3. Heart of the Challenge (Deep Impact Question) 
   - Example: "What has been the hardest part for you?" 
   - Purpose: Reaches the heart of the issue and allows deeper sharing 
   - Creates space for vulnerability and authentic expression 
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4. Empowerment (Future-Oriented Question) 
   - Example: "What is something within your control that you can do in the 
coming days?" 
   - Purpose: Brings people out of the challenge into their power 
   - Prepares participants to leave the circle and take restorative action 
 
When modifying questions for specific situations, maintain this arc to ensure 
participants move through the full journey: from establishing connection, through 
engaging with the challenge, to finding their way toward empowered action. 
 
 Notes on Scope and Limitations 
 
Restorative Listening Circles are not: 
  - Problem-solving sessions (these might be addressed in a brainstorming circle). 
  - Mediation or conflict resolution (these might be addressed in a restorative 
circle). 
  - Therapy or counseling 
  - Decision-making meetings (these might be addressed in a fair process circle). 
   
They are specifically designed for: 
  - Community processing 
  - Voice and recognition 
  - Building understanding 
  - Strengthening relationships 
 
Listening Circles are powerful—but they are not a cure-all. They are not therapy, 
mediation, or decision-making forums. Their power lies in voice, not verdict. As 
such, they are best suited for moments of community processing, grief, or 
relational disconnection, not for adjudicating disputes or negotiating logistics. 
Their limitations must be honored to protect their integrity. Trying to turn a 
Listening Circle into a resolution session dilutes its potency and risks 
retraumatization. Used wisely, however, these circles restore not by solving—but 
by making space for truth, emotion, and belonging to emerge naturally from the 
sacred act of listening. 
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--- 
 
This guide draws from IIRP's established practices. It should be used in 
conjunction with proper training and preparation. 
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