Sustaining
Social Change

Episode 6 Discussion Guide

COMMUNITY BUILDING PROMPTS

Holding Space Without Taking It Up

Episode 6: Reflection & Discussion Guide

How to Use These Prompts

These prompts invite honest conversation about the ways leaders accidentally dominate rooms — even with
the best intentions. Use them in facilitator circles, leadership cohorts, or team debriefs where people can
speak truthfully about power, presence, and space-taking.

Ways to engage:

— Facilitator peer circles

— Leadership development cohorts

— Team retrospectives

— Written reflections in shared learning spaces
— Post-event debriefs

Discussion Prompts

When have you accidentally taken up space you meant to hold for others?

Tell a specific story. What were you trying to do? What actually happened? How did you know you'd taken over the
room? This isn't about shame — it's about seeing the pattern so we can interrupt it.

How do you know when silence is productive versus when it needs to be filled?

Most leaders rush to fill silence because it feels uncomfortable. But silence can be thinking space, processing time,
or the moment before someone speaks. What signals tell you the difference? How do you practice staying in the
discomfort long enough to find out?

What does "holding space" actually look like in practice?

Move beyond the phrase. What specific behaviors signal "I'm holding space for you" versus "I'm taking over"?
Think about body language, tone, questions asked, interventions made. What does it feel like to be in a room
where space is truly held?
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What percentage of airtime do you actually take — and how do you know?

Most leaders underestimate their airtime by 30—50%. Have you ever measured it? What surprised you? If you
haven't measured, what do you think you take — and what might the actual number be?

Guidelines for Dialogue

Start with compassion Be specific, not general
Everyone has taken up space unintentionally. This is " talk too much" is less useful than "l jumped in after 2
about awareness, not judgment. seconds of silence and cut off the conversation."
Name the nervous system piece Challenge the "helpful"” narrative
Taking up space is often about anxiety, not ego. What Rescuing, fixing, and over-explaining often feel like
were you feeling in your body when you took over? helping — but they shut down group capacity.

BONUS

For BIPOC Leaders

BIPOC leaders face unique pressures around holding space. If you're in a space where this conversation can go
deeper:

“How do you navigate the pressure to over-prove your competence while also trying to hold
space for others?”

There's often pressure to fill silence, to have all the answers, to demonstrate value constantly — because silence
or stepping back might be read as incompetence. How do you navigate that? What practices help you resist that
pressure and stay in presence rather than performance?

Follow-up question:

“What does it cost you — personally and professionally — to hold space in predominantly
white spaces?”

Holding space while managing scrutiny, tokenization, or caretaking expectations is exhausting. Name the cost
honestly. What support would actually help?

BONUS
For Facilitation Teams
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If you're debriefing as a facilitation team, try this collective reflection:

“Who took up the most space today — and was it intentional?”

Don't skip over this because it feels uncomfortable. Name it clearly and without blame. Was it the facilitator? A
team member? Someone with positional power? Was it strategic — or reactive? What would change if airtime were
distributed differently?

Follow-up question:

“What's one rule we could try next time to hold space better?”

Make it concrete. "l speak last." "We ask 2 questions before offering 1 idea." "No one speaks twice until everyone
speaks once." Pick one and practice it.

ADDITIONAL REFLECTION
The Rescuing Response

The episode names a key pattern: leaders who rescue people from discomfort. Consider:

“When do I feel the urge to rescue — and what am | actually protecting?”

Are you rescuing them from discomfort — or yourself from the discomfort of witnessing their struggle? What if the
struggle is actually part of their learning? What would it mean to stay present without fixing?

“What happens in the room when | DON’T rescue?”

Tell a story about a time you resisted the urge to fix, explain, or step in. What unfolded? Did the group find its own
way? Did someone else step up? What did you learn about the capacity already in the room?

The room needs your presence, not your performance.
Hold the space. Trust the group.
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