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Years ago, my daughters and I visited the home of a family we knew.  On a street of 
modest but nicely kept houses, their house stood out because it looked sad and 
neglected.  The scraggly plants in the front were drooping, the paint was an ugly color, 
and the house just looked unappealing.  My daughter said, “That house has low self-
esteem!” 

What kind of self-esteem does your facility have?  Is it a bright, cheerful space that 
enhances a sense of well-being for your clients, or does it look institutional or 
unattractive? 

Beyond the cosmetic issues, when people 
come to your door for the first time, they may 
wonder, “Is this place for me?  Can I get 
around, despite my disabilities?  Am I going 
to be judged here, if I am LGBTQ?  Are my 
kids welcome?  Will people understand my 
language?  Do they know that, as a teen, I 
might see things differently than an adult?  Is 
this a safe space for me, after everything 
that has happened to me in my life?  Can I 
figure out where to go and what to do in this 
place?  Will people help me?” 

The little things (and big things) you do to create a client-friendly environment can 
make a huge difference in how clients perceive you and the services you offer.  You 
may say, “But we have such limited resources, and we rent our facility.  How can we 
possibly make it better?”  There are work-arounds to many of these issues.  Ignoring 
them may be tempting, but getting creative is a better way to handle these challenges.  
For a fresh perspective, start by approaching your facility the way clients approach it, 
and ask yourself these questions that clients may have in mind: 

http://www.levy-peckconsulting.com/
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Do I Feel Good in this Space? 

Paint is usually not that expensive, and a warm and 
pleasant color scheme can make a big difference in 
the “feel” of your space.  If you can’t paint because 
your landlord won’t let you, use artwork and textiles to 
add color and character to what might otherwise feel 
like an institutional space.  Consider asking 
community groups to contribute what you need.  
Quilters may be happy to create wall hangings, and 

children’s art is usually a mood-lifter. 

Consider what your artwork says to clients.  If you have photographs or drawings of 
people, are they as diverse as your clientele?  It’s hard to achieve a balance, so you 
may prefer to stick with a nature theme or abstract art.  Programs that serve domestic 
violence and/or sexual assault survivors now strive to keep decorations more gender-
neutral so that survivors of all genders feel welcome. 

Be careful about culturally or religiously specific items, unless your program serves only 
a specific population.  You may think that Christmas or Easter decorations just make 
your space feel festive, but a Jewish or Muslim client may feel excluded. 

Do you have a space that indicates children are welcome, if that is the case in your 
program?  A small nook in the waiting room with a colorful rug, a small table and chairs, 
and some easily-cleaned toys can make parents feel more comfortable bringing their 
kids.  If the budget is tight, a local charitable group might welcome making this their 
project. 

If you can include live plants or an aquarium in your décor, they will add a sense of 
serenity and provide visual interest.  Even a simple large pot with flowering plants 
outside your front door makes your facility more attractive.  If interior design isn’t your 
strong suit, ask for help.  A few small changes by someone with an artistic eye can 
have a big impact. 

Can I Get Around? 

Beyond ADA compliance, how easy is it for people with disabilities to navigate your 
facility?  If your front door is not an accessible entrance, do you have a clear sign that 
indicates where the accessible entrance is located?  It doesn’t do any good to have a 
great entrance in the rear of the building if people with disabilities pull up to your place 
and think, “I can’t get up the steps.  This place is not for me.” 
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Remember that mobility impairments are varied.  Handicap 
parking spaces with a long ramp up to the door may work okay 
for someone in a wheelchair, but are not ideal for an individual 
who walks with difficulty.  Heavy doors can be barriers.  If you 
don’t have the funds to install an automatic door, consider a 
doorbell and a sign so that people can summon assistance for  
opening or getting through the door.  You can purchase an 
inexpensive wireless doorbell that doesn’t require permanent 
installation. 

Inside your facility, try to make access for people with 
wheelchairs or walkers as smooth as possible.  Keep things 
picked up off the floor and watch where you place furniture.  

Even if staff members are great about rearranging things for visitors with disabilities, 
fussing to create access can make a person feel self-conscious or like a bother.  
Consider asking a disability advocacy group or several people from an assisted living 
facility to do a “roll-through” of your facility in various types of wheelchairs and provide 
feedback about any obstacles they encounter. 

Consider your furniture.  Is it size-friendly?  If all your chairs have arms and are narrow, 
a person of size is going to be uncomfortable at best.   Do you have seating at a variety 
of heights for ease in getting up and down?  (My own achy knees have made me more 
cognizant of this need.)  

Finally, remember to ask people, “Is there anything we can do to make you feel more 
comfortable or give you better access?”  They are the experts on their own needs.  

Do You Respect My Trauma-Related Needs? 

Being trauma-informed means considering whether your space feels safe for individuals 
who may have experienced trauma.  Considering the prevalence of sexual abuse and 
assault, domestic violence, exposure to violence, and combat trauma, you can be 
assured that you will have trauma survivors seeking your services, even if you are not 
directly focused on those issues. 

Privacy is a psychological safety issue.  If your services involve people discussing 
sensitive, private issues, they should be able to do so 
without fear of being overheard.  Consider what you 
can do to soundproof your client service rooms.  
 Use white noise machines, music in the waiting 
area, and other sound screens if they help.  If staff 
must work in partitioned spaces, reserve an 
enclosed conference room or office for sensitive 
meetings.
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If work-arounds are not enough, make sure your Board of Directors, funders, or 
whoever else holds the purse strings is aware of the need for a new or renovated 
facility.  Would you like to have to talk about your most difficult experiences within 
earshot of others?  Of course not. 

If you hold educational or support groups in your facility, does the seating allow people 
to regulate their distance from each other?  Couches in your group room may seem 
homey, but survivors of violence may feel uncomfortably close when the only seating 
option is a couch.

Is the lighting sufficient (inside and out) to create a clear, bright atmosphere?  This may 
create a feeling of safety.  Can you arrange furniture so that clients and staff both have 
easy access to office doors, without anyone feeling boxed in?   

Some programs that work with adults around sensitive 
issues such as victimization have a children’s space with a 
window into the area where the parent meets with staff.  
Parents and kids can see each other, while the parent can 
talk about difficult topics without the child hearing all the gory 
details. 

If you have a choice of different spaces where you can meet with a client (a conference 
room, an office, a bench in a courtyard), you may want to ask clients where they would 
prefer to be.  The National Center on Domestic Violence, Trauma & Mental Health 
(2011, p. 2) makes this point: 

When we arrange the physical environment to accommodate a wider range of 
feelings, interactions, and behavior, we make our programs more accessible to 
all. If the program staff recognize that anyone might want a quiet place or need to 
move around more, or that noise or very cluttered environments can be 
unsettling, it communicates that a wide range of people are welcomed and 
wanted in your program. 

Can I Figure Out Where to Go and What to Do? 

Creating a less confusing environment is a trauma-informed practice, but it is also a 
generally helpful way of welcoming people to your facility.  Please remember that you 
are familiar with your own facility and services.  The people who are seeking services 
were not born knowing how to navigate your space.  Take a step back and try to see 
your building through the eyes of someone who is brand-new to your program and is 
experiencing serious stress.  Do you have clear signs about where to go and what to 
do?   
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Is any of your signage misleading?  
I once visited a program that 
offered free advocacy services, 
along with fee-for-service therapy.  
The waiting room contained signs 
about payment (such as what credit 
cards were accepted, and that co-
pays should be paid at the time of 
service) without anything indicating 
that this information applied only to therapy services.  A client looking for advocacy 
services might get the erroneous message that there was a cost involved (and might 
not stick around to find out). 

In addition to signs, the human touch is so important in creating a welcoming 
environment.  I recently had a specialist appointment at a branch of my medical care 
practice that I don’t normally use.  Every staff member I encountered greeted me (in 
the elevator and hallway), and several asked if I needed any help.  (I did – it was a 
long drive and I really needed to find the restroom!)  I felt acknowledged and 
supported, and it made a difference. 

If you have a complicated intake process or an unusual building layout, make sure you 
have well-designed materials on hand to help people find their way.  Consider creative 

options like short videos or infographics, or color-coding 
signs leading to a particular area.  Post helpful tips from 
former clients to signal that you listen to clients’ feedback.  
Display information about your range of services – people 
don’t know what to ask for if they don’t know what you 
offer.  If one of your restrooms is not accessible, provide 
clear directions to the accessible restroom on the door.  

Try to strike a balance between providing useful information and creating information 
overload.  Remember that people who are highly stressed can’t process too much 
information at once.  Be prepared to offer information in various formats and to repeat it 
if necessary. 

Do You Offer Practical Items I Need or Want? 

I visited a domestic violence program that had a kids’ clothing table outside the support 
group room.  Participants were welcome to take any donated items they could use.  The 
senior center where I take a yoga class has a “giveaway” area where books, 
magazines, nonperishable food, clothes, and other items are available at no cost.  
Seniors bring in things they don’t want or can’t use, and usually they are gone in an 
instant!  The senior center also has cabinets in the rest rooms with incontinence 
supplies and signs encouraging people to use what they need.  Some agencies have 



6 
Copyright 2017 by Jennifer Y. Levy-Peck.  All rights reserved.  May not be copied without permission of 
the author (levypeckconsulting@gmail.com). 

baskets in their rest rooms with free toiletry items.  Offering practical items that your 
clients can use and feel comfortable to take discreetly can make them feel welcome. 

Everyone from banks to car repair shops now 
has coffee, tea, or snacks available for 
customers.  If there is a practical way to offer 
refreshments, people usually appreciate them.  
Some programs are able to provide one or more 
public-access computers that can be enormously 
beneficial and attractive to clients.  Again, a 
community group or merchant may be willing to 
donate these items. 

Check to make sure that the information you 
provide about community services is relevant, updated, useful for your clients, and 
attractively displayed.  Something as simple as a bus route map and a handful of bus 
schedule brochures can give a clear message to your clients that you understand their 
transportation challenges.  If you serve parents, posting information about a car seat 
giveaway or safety check shows that you are paying attention to their needs.  Ask some 
community members or volunteers to review the material you offer and provide 
feedback.  Remember that your brochures and posters convey a message about what 
topics you are open to talk about.  If you have materials from various cultural groups 
and about difficult-to-talk-about topics such as reproductive health or substance abuse, 
that may open the door to a conversation. 

Will My Sexual Orientation or Gender Identity Be Respected? 

A “Safe Zone” sign by your door or brochures on LGBTQ+ issues can signal that you 
are a welcoming place for folks of all sexual orientations and gender identities.  Of 
course, you should back up your signs or stickers with staff training so that your 
practices reflect your promises. (See What is Safe Zone? for more information.)  

When it is possible to make rest rooms gender-
inclusive, do so.  This will help not only trans people, 
but also some people who need to assist a 
companion in the bathroom.  At the very least, you 
could have a sign like our local library does, saying 
that people are welcome to use the bathroom that 
matches their gender identity.  According to 
Reconciling Ministries Network (2012),  “…the trans 
community views the establishment of gender 
neutral bathrooms as a critical sign they have 

http://thesafezoneproject.com/about/what-is-safe-zone/
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entered a space that is sensitive to the needs of those who are outside of the 
male/female binary.”  FORGE has a two-page “tips sheet” on Creating a Trans-
Welcoming Environment that offers excellent suggestions for service providers. 

Make sure any forms that people must complete out offer alternatives to the 
male/female dichotomy.  Partner with local advocacy agencies to find out any other 
ways in which you can make your space say, “This place is indeed for me,” to the 
widest range of people.  While facility changes are just a part of creating an inclusive 
environment, they are important. 

Will You Understand Me? 

In addition to providing bilingual service staff and access 
to interpreters, having signs and written materials (such 
as brochures) throughout your facility in the most 
common languages in your community will help to 
answer clients’ questions about whether they will be 
understood.  Multi-language signs indicating that 
interpreter services are available are a must.  It is 
important that this information be immediately available 
when someone enters your space, so they know that 
they will be understood. 

Consider having a screen (tablet or TV) with a short looping video providing a message 
that sign language services or interpretation are available. 

Do You “Get” Teenagers? 

If you serve any adolescents at all, consider how comfortable and welcome they might 
feel at your agency.  Privacy is super-important to teens, so that is a high priority (as it 
should be for all clients).  Take a look around at your magazines, posters, and 
information materials to see if you have included those that will appeal to teens.  Even 
better, ask a local teen group (such as a Planned Parenthood Teen Advisory Council 
or a high school service group) to tour your facility and make suggestions.  The 
Healthy Teen Network provides information about Characteristics of Youth-Friendly 
Health Care Services that can be adapted for human service agencies as well. 
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https://static1.squarespace.com/static/566c7f0c2399a3bdabb57553/t/566ca4112399a3bdabb6e3e9/1449960465503/2011-FORGE-Creating-a-Trans-Welcoming-Environment-A-Tip-Sheet-for-SA-Service-Providers.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/566c7f0c2399a3bdabb57553/t/566ca4112399a3bdabb6e3e9/1449960465503/2011-FORGE-Creating-a-Trans-Welcoming-Environment-A-Tip-Sheet-for-SA-Service-Providers.pdf
http://www.healthyteennetwork.org/blog/characteristics-youth-friendly-health-care-services/
http://www.healthyteennetwork.org/blog/characteristics-youth-friendly-health-care-services/
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