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Healing Circle 
Planning Guide:
for community-led, grassroots healing circles.  
Creating lighthouses for healing all across our neighborhoods
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Background
Who we are
The Healthy Neighborhoods Study  
(hns.mit.edu) is a community-led participatory action research 
consortium made up of residents, community-based organizations, 
and institutional partners who have been working together since 
2015. We are learning about and taking action to support healthy 
communities. We are based in nine communities in Massachusetts: Everett, 
Chelsea, Lynn, Roxbury, Dorchester, Mattapan, Brockton, New Bedford, and 
Fall River. We’re trying to bring healing circles to more people by helping 
organizations and residents start healing circles in their communities. 

About Healing Circles
Healing Circles are community conversations that provide 
a safe space for people to gather, share experiences, 
listen deeply, and support each other in healing. The origin 
of the healing circle practice can be traced back to the 
traditions of Native American and Indigenous cultures. 
Some of our partners have run healing circles for many 
years, and found that it’s an effective and important way 
to have community-level healing. 

Why do a healing circle
If you feel like your community can benefit from more care, 
social support, or healing, then you should host a healing 
circle! Our research has shown that in order to have a 
healthy community, it’s important for people to have 
communal spaces to help them care for themselves and 
one another. We’ve learned that healing happens best with 
social support from others. When people have safe spaces 
to talk, listen, and care for one another, it strengthens the 
whole neighborhood. 
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Who Can Host?
Anyone! You don’t need to be an expert, just someone who cares about your community. We’ll walk you 
through everything you need to get started in this guide. 

If you feel like your community can benefit from more care, 
social support, or healing, then you should host a healing circle!

How to use this guide

1.	 Read our tips and guidance in this guide to learn 
more about healing circle facilitation

2.	 Walk through the step-by-step checklist to help you 
plan and lead your circle

3.	 Use the planning worksheet to design your healing 
circle questions

4.	 There are example conversation prompts and tools to 
support your planning

5.	 Join our growing network of community healers!

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSei8SDYNPPkRDxC2Sd52Y6Lst2vUjrMMH3w72GQqlody_x3aw/viewform?usp=header
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HEALING CIRCLE  

Tips and Guidance

Healing Circles Are
� A place to express yourself, and how you feel
� A place to connect with other people and know

that you’re not alone,
� Very old practices, rooted in Indigenous

knowledge
� The circle shape is considered sacred

and is used as a space for sharing stories,
seeking healing, and fostering community
connection. This practice is deeply rooted in
their connection to the natural world and the
concept of interconnectedness

� About  just coming together and having trust,
conversation, and connectedness

General Tips on Circles
� Participants sit in a circle
� Each healing circle can have a specific topic
� Be open to everyone’s thoughts and feelings
� Uphold the group agreements
� People can exit the circle if they need to take

a moment or space to gather themselves. Let
them take a minute if needed, and make sure
somebody checks on them

Guidance For Facilitating  
a Circle
� The facilitator should introduce themselves and then the group agreements
� Ask everyone else to introduce themselves, then do your icebreaker
� You can have people talk in the order that they’re sitting in or you can “popcorn” and people

can talk when they are ready
� The facilitator can control the level of depth that we go into based on the questions they ask,

it really doesn’t have to be that deep
� If you’re nervous, lean on a partner: find someone you work well with because at times,

when you’re not feeling good that partner may be feeling great for you, and vice versa. Your
partner might be able to relate to different experiences and you can share and teach each
other along the way

� Repetition and consistency will make you more comfortable and confident: it’s about
experience. So the more experience you get in having these healing circles or coming
together and having these conversations, the better you’re gonna get at it

� The purpose of the circle is to give people a safe space to be open, the role of the circle and
facilitator is not to solve issues for people
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HEALING CIRCLE  
Planning Checklist

	� Read through this entire list: The first step is to read through this entire list before you start to plan. 
If you have any questions about what to do or any step is confusing, reach out to us at research@clf.org 
to ask questions.

	� You should fill out the Healing Circle Planning Worksheet as you go through the checklist. 

          Circle Purpose & Design

	� Set an intention: What do you hope 
participants will gain from the circle? 

	� Define the circle’s focus or theme: What 
specific issue or theme will the circle address?

	� Pick an opening question or ice breaker: This 
can be from the list at the back of this guide or 
one you find elsewhere.

	� Decide on prompts or questions: based on 
your intention or theme, decide on about 10 
open-ended questions that you might ask 
the group and write them down. There are 
example questions for some themes at the 
back of this guide.

	� Design a closing: This can be a reflection 
question from the back of the guide or another 
activity of your choosing. You should ensure that 
the closing will end the circle on a positive note.

	� Read through the group agreements: Make 
sure you are familiar with the agreements listed 
in this guide and can explain them to others. 

	� Consider the needs of participants: What 
support tools or resources might be needed?

      Participants & Scheduling

	� Think about who you would like to attend: 
These could be friends, family, neighbors. 
Write down everyone’s names so you have a list 
of people to invite. 

	� Invite people to attend: Reach out to people 
by text, phone call, email, or let them know 
in-person that you are hosting and you’d like 
to invite them. Ask them what time works for 
them or suggest a time to the group.

	� Select a time that works for everyone: Reach 
out to people and ask about their schedules and 
availability. (More about this in the next step)

	� Ask them to RSVP: Ask folks to let you know if 
they will be attending or not.

          Location

	� Choose a space: Ensure it’s comfortable, safe, 
and calm in order to encourage healing. This 
could be your home, a room at the library or 
community center, a local park, or another 
place in your community.

	� If using a private space, ensure you have it 
reserved: if you are having the circle outside of 
your home, you want to be sure to confirm that 
you have reserved the space ahead of time. 

	� Consider accessibility: Ensure the location is 
easy to reach for everyone (near train, bus, 
walkable, or has parking nearby).

	� Decide on the length of your healing circle: 
Ensure you will give each person a chance to 
respond to all questions. We recommend you 
plan for around 8 minutes per person attending.

1 2
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          Materials & Resources

� Gather necessary items: Comfortable seating,
a talking piece, and any props like pillows or
blankets, you plan to use.

� Prepare handouts or resources: Print your
Planning Worksheet and Script, copies of the
Group Agreements from this guide to hand out,
and any other resources you might need.

� Have a plan for refreshments: This could be
drinks like  tea, water, or other beverages,
snacks or a meal.

           Circle Structure & Flow

� Remind people about the healing circle: A 
week before and a day before, remind people
by text, email, or phone call.

� Welcome participants: Create a warm and
inclusive atmosphere.

� Introduce what healing circles are
� Share why you chose to host one
� Go over the group agreements and ask the

group if they agree to uphold them.
� Optional - Introduce a talking piece: You

can use a physical object to facilitate equal
participation. This object would be passed
from person to person. Whoever is holding the
talking piece is speaking while others listen.

� Enter into your circle: Do a grounding activity,
a welcome, or icebreaker.

� Ask questions/give prompts to the group:
These can be from your list, or you can ask
questions that arise in the moment. Leave
room for people to respond.

� Close your circle: Do a group reflection,
ask a final question, or another closing of
your choice.

          Post-Circle Support

� Provide everyone with a copy of this  guide:
Invite them to run their own circle with your
support.

� Provide resources for ongoing healing: If
anyone is struggling with a specific issue,
direct them to appropriate resources in your
community for accessing help.

� Check in with participants: You can follow
up to see how they are doing and offer
continued support.

� Post-Circle Reflection Discussion: After you
have completed your circle, have a reflective
conversation or journal on what worked well
and what could be improved for future circles.

Healing Circle 
Planning Guide:
for community-led, grassroots healing circles 
creating lighthouses for healing all across our  
neighborhoods
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HEALING CIRCLE

Planning Worksheet and Script
Use this worksheet to collect your thoughts as you work through the Healing Circle Planning Checklist. 
Once it’s filled out, you can use it as a script during your healing circle. This worksheet is adapted from 
the “Practice of Healing Circles: How to hold a basic circle” guide  created by Healing Circles Langley.

Describe what healing circles are, in your own words:

Why did you decide to host a healing circle?

What is the intention of your circle? What do you hope participants will gain from the circle?

What is the theme for your healing circle? What specific issue or theme will the circle address?  
Is there a specific issue that you, your friends and family, or your community are passionate about or that 
you are all facing?

Now is when you would remind people of the group agreements and ask if they agree to uphold them.
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Based on your theme, decide on opening, discussion, and closing questions:

What is your opening question or icebreaker?

What questions or prompts might you ask the group?  
Try to list ~10 even though you might not use them all.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

What is your closing question or reflection?



Healing Circle Planning Guide 9

Group Agreements
� We will hold stories or personal material in confidentiality

� We listen to each other with compassion and curiosity

� We treat each other with kindness and respect

� We ask for what we need and offer what we can

� We agree to pause at a signal, and to call for that signal

when we feel the need to pause.

� (Optional) We agree to employ a group Guardian to

watch our needs, timing, and energy.
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HEALING CIRCLE 

Facilitation Question Bank
Opening

	� What are some highlights that you have from the week?
	� What brings you to this circle today?
	� What are some things you’re curious about?
	� I feel happy when…
	� Today I feel…
	� Rose, bud, thorn = Something that was good this week, 

something to look forward to in the future, and something that 
might be a challenge for you right now

Circle questions by topic

Community
	� What does your community mean to you? 
	� Who is your community? 
	� How does your community care for you? 
	� Do you love your community? Why/why not? 
	� Do you think your community loves/appreciates 

you? Why or why not? 

Healing
	� What are ways that you choose to heal?
	� Do you find ways to heal on a weekly basis? 
	� Are there places you go to heal in your 

community? 
	� Is there anything from this week  that you are 

healing from?

Care
	� Do you feel appreciated in your work? If you 

don’t feel appreciated, what is it like for you to 
get self care? How are you finding peace for 
yourself? How do you find a way to regroup if 
you had a hard day?

	� Do you feel like you have enough support to 
balance what you need to do in your life and what 
you do to take care of others? 

	� Are there resources available in your 
community to help you? Do you feel like you 
have information about those resources? 

	� What are some highs and lows of caregiving?
	� What makes you love what you do? Give me 

some happy memories. Do you have any great 
things, good thoughts coming up that you want 
to share?

	� What are some feelings or positive things that 
you get from the work that you do?

Closing:
	� How did you enjoy the healing circle?
	� Are there any things that you would like to see 

if there was a next healing circle? Suggestions? 
(ask the big group as a whole)

	� Challenges that you want to speak about? 
Things you enjoyed? (This will allow ppl to 
connect with others)

	� What’s one thing that you’re taking away from 
today’s conversation?

	� Things that motivated you? Made you feel 
good?
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Example set of questions for a healing circle

1.	 (Opening) What are some highlights that you have from the week?

2.	 What does your community mean to you? 

3.	 Do you think your community loves/appreciates you? Why or why not? 

4.	 What are ways that you choose to heal?

5.	 Do you feel like you have enough support to balance what you need to do in 
your life and what you do to take care of others? 

6.	 Are there resources available in your community to help you? Do you feel like 
you have information about those resources? 

7.	 What are some feelings or positive things that you get from the work that you do?

8.	 (Closing) What’s one thing that you’re taking away from today’s conversation?
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Questions?
If you have any questions about what to 
do or any step is confusing, reach out to 
us at research@clf.org

hns.mit.edu
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