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A Note Before We Start 
This guide is made by people wanting to practice kindness. In this guide, the word “we” means us 

wishing to make more kindness in the lives of ourselves and each other.  

This guide is meant to be used, not just read. We can write in it, question it, change it, and make it 

our own. It's here to help us in our daily lives and can be shared with anyone wishing to build more 

kind community.  

Sometimes we want to connect with people but don't know how. This guide offers simple and 

practical ways to build relationships that feel safe and kind. 

Kindness doesn't happen by accident. It grows when we understand ourselves, understand each 

other, and look out for each other's needs and limits. No one person can build a kind community 

alone. 

If the tools from this guide lead to even one conversation that feels a little safer, one relationship 

that feels more balanced, or one new way to take care of ourselves or someone else, then we have 

already taken steps to build more kind community. 
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Part 1: Getting Started 

Why this guide?  
More and more, we're pushed toward apps, websites, institutions, and paid services to get our 

needs met. Those things can be useful, but they can't replace real relationships with other people. 

When we see someone struggling and there's no clear way to help, it can leave people feeling stuck 

and worn out. Many of us never got to practice the skills that make relationships work well- 

listening, noticing what we need, respecting limits, and helping each other out. 

Healthy relationships are the building blocks of a kind community. This guide can help us practice 

listening closely, figuring out what we need, respecting boundaries, and helping meet needs when 

we can. First, let's define what we mean by “kindness.” 

What Do We Mean by Kindness? 
We're not trying to write the one true definition of kindness. We are just building a shared 

understanding for the purpose of using this guide. 

Here's how we're using the word: kindness means noticing when someone (including ourselves) 

has a need that isn't being met, and responding with care, curiosity, and respect. 

Sometimes kindness means doing something practical. Sometimes it just means listening without 

jumping in, respecting someone's “no,” or simply saying “I want to understand.” 

There's no one set of instructions for how to be kind. Kindness depends on the people, the 

situation, and what's actually needed. 

Kindness is different from being “nice.” When people think of being nice, they usually think of 

following social rules, being polite, and being agreeable. Kindness asks a different question: “What 

does this person actually need right now?” The answer may be different from what is socially 

expected. 
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Sometimes the kind answer isn't the nice one. Sometimes kindness looks like saying no, protecting 

someone's privacy, or being honest when we can’t offer help right now. 

This guide is about practicing the skills that make kindness possible – being curious about one 

another, communicating with consent and respect, and working together to notice and meet 

needs.  

What is a Functional Community? 
A functional community is one where people actually try to understand each other's needs and 

boundaries and help each other out within our limits. When people work together like this, we can 

do things that none of us could do alone. 

For example, when someone in the community is sick, we could send good wishes. Or, in a more 

functional community, we could actually arrange the help for driving them to urgent care, sitting 

with them at the appointment, picking up their medication, or making them a meal. 

These kind communities are built when people offer what we can, within our limits: practical help, 

a listening ear, company, standing up for someone, sharing what they know, or just showing up. 

This is different from a transaction, like paying someone for a service. Paid help can be useful, but it 

can't replace the equality, belonging, and everyday support that come from real relationships in 

community. 

The purpose of this guide is to practice building relationships that function to create kind 

community! 

How We Can Use This Guide 
We can write in it, change it, and make it fit our lives and the people around us. We can talk about 

these ideas with others and adjust them to fit our own situations. 
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Part II: Knowing Our Limits and Rights 
No matter how we grew up, most of us have spent our lives in a world that demands that we learn 

how to be good workers before noticing our own needs.  

Many of us learned to take care of everyone else before ourselves. Some of us learned to ignore 

what our bodies were telling us, doubt our own perceptions, or shut down our feelings just to get 

through hard times. Some of us have barely had the chance to ask, “What am I feeling? What do I 

need? What matters to me?” 

Wherever we are starting from is okay. Getting curious about ourselves is the first step. It helps us 

notice our own experience more clearly, and understand our limits, needs, wants, and what we’re 

capable of right now. That understanding helps us take better care of ourselves and share about 

our needs more clearly with each other. 

Every bit of self-curiosity helps build a kinder inner life and kinder relationships with others. 

Setting Limits (Boundaries) 
Our rights are the “why” and limits (boundaries) are the “how.” Rights tell us what deserves 

protection; limits tell people how to actually respect that in everyday life. They translate our needs, 

capacity, and preferences into something other people can understand and respond to. 

Setting limits and respecting other people's limits helps prevent a lot of accidental hurt in 

relationships and helps relationships feel healthy for all. 

Picture a house with no doors, no windows, no locks. Anyone could walk in anytime. There'd be no 

privacy, no choice about who comes in or when. Eventually, sealing the whole house in concrete 

might feel like the only safe option. Without healthy limits, complete isolation can start to feel safer 

than being close to people. 

Boundaries don't just help the person whose "house" it is—boundaries help caring visitors know 

where to knock and how to enter respectfully. Most people don't want to accidentally hurt 

someone. Boundaries reduce the guesswork by showing others how to approach with care. 
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Healthy limits aren't walls that shut people out. They’re more like doors and windows. They let us 

choose when, how, and with whom we connect. That's why limits don't push people away. They 

actually create the safety that trust and closeness need in order to grow. 

Our Rights 
What do we mean by “rights”? 

We mean the basic things every living being needs in order to exist, grow, and take part in our own 

lives. Rights protect our relationship with ourselves, and our relationships with other people, by 

naming what we need in order to feel safe, free, connected, and well. 

Rights only mean something when they're actually recognized and respected and that takes safe-

enough people and safe-enough places to practice them. 

There are two kinds: 

• Inner rights: our ability to know our own feelings and respond to our own lives from the 

inside. These protect our relationship with our own experiences and support us in tending 

to ourselves with care and respect. 

• Social rights: how our experience is recognized in relationship with others. They mean we’re 

treated as real people with authority over our own lives and not as objects, tools, or 

obstacles for someone else. These rights don't depend on whether other people “get” us or 

approve of us. These do not depend on what other people think about us.  

The Right to be Treated with Dignity and Respect 
Dignity means: every living being matters and has value, just by existing. Respect is how that gets 

put into action. 

We don't earn dignity and we can't lose it. It’s built in, whether or not other people recognize it. 

Respect means treating people in ways that honor their needs, limits, and rights. Respect is not the 

same as obedience. Nobody has the right to demand that you obey them. 
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When “respect” gets used as a stand-in for obedience or gets paired with threats, humiliation, or 

violence, that's actually a violation of someone's dignity. This is not respect. 

Treating someone only as an object of your own opinions or plans, whether by putting them down 

or putting them on a pedestal or reducing them to just their job also violates their dignity. 

The Right to Make Our Own Choices (Autonomy)  
We have the right to direct our own lives, choices, decisions, and actions. We might need support or 

help along the way, and that's fine. Good support expands our ability to make your own choices; it 

doesn't take over for us. 

Past mistreatment can make it hard to exercise this right. Fear, feeling stuck, or unsupported 

environments can all get in the way. Even when the wider world doesn't respect this right, you can 

still practice it in a kind-enough community. 

The Right to Say Yes or No (Consent) 
Consent means giving a real, informed “yes.” Informed means we actually understand what's being 

offered and why. And our “yes” can change. It’s not locked in. 

For example, if someone we don't know well offers us a hug, we might say no. We don't know their 

intentions, and that's a totally fine reason to decline. Even if someone we know well and trust 

offers a hug, we can still say no. We might understand what they mean and just not want it right 

now. And we can change our mind a few minutes later, in either direction. 

Consent comes from what's actually true for us inside, and not from politeness or social pressure. 

It's our, and only ours, to give. 

Consent also has to be active. If we’re not really aware of what's happening, there's no real 

consent. And it's specific. Saying yes to one thing is not saying yes to everything, and it can change 

from moment to moment or situation to situation. 

Something to think about: Is there something you currently say yes to that you actually wish you could 

revisit or change? 
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The Right to Define Who We Are 
We get to decide how we understand ourselves. Our identity comes from our own lived experience–

– and because we’re the ones living our lives from the inside, we’re the ones with the final say on 

what it means. 

Mistreatment and manipulation often work by replacing our own understanding of ourselves with 

someone else's story about us. This teaches us to distrust our own experience and take on an 

identity that actually serves someone else's interests. Agreeing with someone else's story can be 

experienced as the only way to get care or reduce harm. 

Building our own sense of self creates an inner boundary. We don't have to accept someone else 

telling us who we are. And if we don't have a strong sense of self yet, that's okay. It can be built 

slowly in relationships where people believe our experience, respect how we see things, and give 

our own instincts room to grow. 

The Right to Seek Safety  
We have the right to look for safe situations and to leave ones that are hurting us. If there's a way to 

make things safer or less harmful, we have the right to pursue it and to accept help doing so. 

Sometimes we’re stuck because of disability, dependence, being controlled by someone, or 

circumstances outside our control. In these situations, the focus shifts to reducing harm and 

protecting our inner rights until a path to safety opens up. 

Other people might see the danger we’re in and care deeply but not have the power to get us out of 

it. That doesn't mean the harm is okay. We still have the right to keep looking for a way out. 

This isn't a complete list of rights. It’s a starting point for naming ways we can protect ourselves 

and each other. 
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Part 3: Needs, Listening, and Feedback 

Finding Out What We Need 
A need is something we actually require to function, grow, and feel okay. Needs are just part of 

being human. They are natural expressions of being alive. Most needs get met through 

relationships and outside resources, not by ourselves alone. 

It can be hard to know what we need, in general, or in the moment. If a need has gone unmet for a 

long time, especially since childhood, we might not even realize it's a need, or that other people 

could help meet it. 

A simple way to tell if a need isn’t being met is that it usually shows up as discomfort. That 

discomfort might show up in our body, in our emotions, or in our thoughts as an unmet need––

especially if it keeps repeating.  

Some examples of how this shows up in our body are: 

• Tight chest 

• Panic 

• Racing heart 

• Tense muscles 

• Feeling spacey 

• Stomachache 

In our emotions: 

• Most feelings like sadness 

• Irritability 

• Numbness 

 



 10 

And in our thoughts:  

• “I just wish...”  

• “Why can't anyone…” 

• “This doesn’t feel right…” 

Instead of trying to shut those feelings down right away, we can get curious about them by asking: 

“What need might this be pointing to?” 

Two tools in this guide, the Free Pass and Feedback, are designed to help us explore these feelings 

with curiosity, even before we have the words for them. 

The “Free Pass” 
A Free Pass is a tool for figuring out an unmet need. It's an agreement. Both people have to be on 

board. That gives someone room to talk it out imperfectly, without being corrected, judged, argued 

with, or interpreted right away. 

Often we notice something feels off long before we know why. We might feel overwhelmed, 

frustrated, scared, angry, disconnected, or confused without the words yet. A Free Pass creates 

enough safety to think out loud without needing to make sense, get it right, or have our thoughts 

be organized. 

When we ask for a Free Pass, we are asking for space to find out what our unmet need is. In other 

words, we’re trying to say: 

• “Something important is going on inside me, but I don't have the words yet.” 

• “I think there's a need here I haven't figured out yet.” 

• “Please don't assume my first words are what I meant.” 

• “I might not have the right words. I'd appreciate your patience while I take space to think 

out loud in order to find them.” 
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A Free Pass makes room to figure things without others jumping in to fix, offer feedback, or give 

advice. When someone accepts a Free Pass, they're agreeing to just listen openly and not to 

correct, explain, judge, or take personally what they're hearing. 

Discovering Our Needs Together 
Other people can help us notice needs we might never spot on our own. 

Because the people around us have different life experiences, they often notice things we can't yet 

see. A friend might notice we haven't shared a meal with anyone in months and help us realize 

we’re craving company. Someone else might see that our rights are being ignored in a situation 

that's become so normal to us that we stopped noticing it. 

This is one of the best parts of a kind relationships: helping each other get curious about ourselves. 

Together, we can spot things we'd otherwise miss. 

A “Menu” of Needs 
It's genuinely hard to figure out our own needs with nothing to compare them to. Imagine trying to 

play catch completely alone, with no wall to bounce the ball off. A list of needs can work like that 

wall. As we read through it, we can notice what feels familiar, what surprises us, or what feels 

totally foreign. Our reactions can point us toward needs we didn't know we had. 

For a lot of people, even naming a need is hard, especially if our needs were ignored or dismissed 

for a long time. This list is meant to help us try on different needs and notice our reaction, with no 

pressure. Examples of needs people have shared: 

• Someone to just listen, without pushing their own opinions on me. 

• Someone I trust to help me clean my kitchen. 

• Someone to drive with me. I find driving alone really stressful. 

• Someone to help me cover rent. 

• Someone who wants to know how I'm really doing and asks helpful questions. 

• Someone to help me feel safe from people who might hurt me. 

• Someone to notice how hard I'm trying and celebrate that with me. 
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• A friend to have fun with. I'd love to try bowling but don't want to go alone. 

• Someone who will just believe me. 

• People who are genuinely curious about me and my experience. 

• Someone to bounce ideas off of and help me prioritize. 

• Attention. Having someone's full focus, being the priority for a while, feeling truly seen. 

• Someone who actually understands finances to help me with mine. 

• Help managing what I eat, so it's not just takeout and frozen food; meal planning and 

keeping healthy basics on hand. 

• Help taking care of my car: oil changes and checking tires. 

• Help writing a resume, prepping for interviews, or figuring out a job that fits my situation. 

• Someone to come to the doctor with me and speak up for me. 

• Help keeping track of everything I need to do. Someone to lean on for staying organized. 

• Help managing a calendar, appointments, phone calls. 

• Physical comfort. For a lot of people, this has never really been part of their life. That doesn't 

make it any less real of a need. 

• Just going to pet someone's cat or dog. 

• I need someone to check in or ask if I’m okay.  
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Listening 
Why Listening Can Be Hard 
Listening is as skill that must be learned. Nobody's born knowing how to do it well. We’d be hard-

pressed to find a toddler who's actually good at listening, because it has to be learned in safe 

relationships over time.  

Listening is a skill that develops through practice, especially in a place where it's okay to try, mess 

up, and try again. This is why we're creating a low-pressure environment to practice together, 

because learning should be low-pressure! There are no grades, no “correct” responses, and no 

pressure to get it right. We're just practicing getting curious about each other. 

Kind Listening Skills 
Listening is more than just hearing words. It means getting curious about someone else's 

experience and trying to understand it from their point of view before jumping in with our own. 

Listening means agreeing, just for a moment, that we are not the focus. Listening can be: 

• Getting curious about someone else's experience. 

• Wanting to understand, instead of assuming we already do. 

• Asking questions that help the other person understand themselves better. 

• Imagining what their experience might be like before we respond. 

• Respecting that they're the expert of their own life. 

Listening is not: 

• Assuming our own experience or resources are the same as everyone else's. 

• Assuming their experience matches ours. 

• Pushing our own beliefs, values, or solutions onto them. 

• Rushing to explain, fix, or reassure. 

• Comparing their experience to our own. 

• Trying to talk them out of their discomfort or pain. 

• Turning it into a competition. 
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When Listening Feels Overwhelming 
Sometimes someone else's story hits close to home. We might feel overwhelmed, become 

emotional, have a memory surface, or freeze up and not know what to say. That's human and it 

doesn't mean we failed at listening. When this happens, it helps to just be honest. Some people like 

having a go-to phrase ready like: 

“I need some time to take in what you shared. I want you to know I care and I heard you.” 

This kind of response shows we care, without pretending we have a response we don't actually 

have right now. 

Giving and Getting Feedback 
Listening helps us understand. Feedback is a chance to express our understanding with care for 

what the other person needs. Once we’ve spent time getting curious about someone's experience, 

we can ask if and how they'd like us to respond. Kind feedback isn't about having the perfect 

answer – it's about helping the other person feel understood, and, if possible, helping their need 

get noticed or met.  

Feedback Starts with Consent 
After someone shares something, they get to decide if they even want feedback. If they do, they get 

to choose what kind. Some people just want to be heard, no feedback needed. Others might want: 

• Reflection (“Here's what I heard you say...”) 

• An emotional response (“Hearing that affected me in this way...”) 

• Encouragement 

• Help thinking it through 

• Curious questions that help find the unmet need 

• Practical help, if they ask for it 

If someone doesn't want feedback, the kindest thing we can do is not give any. 
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Feedback Is Not the Same as Advice 
Instead of telling someone what they're feeling, why something happened, or what they should do, 

we first try to understand their experience. Explaining, problem-solving, and advice can be useful 

when asked for, but they're not the same thing as feedback. 

Even well-meaning advice can end up replacing someone's experience with our own. For example, 

if someone tells us they just got a cancer diagnosis, launching straight into an explanation of how 

chemo works gives them information, but it doesn't necessarily make them feel connected to us or 

understood. Before offering knowledge, we can say:  

“I am wondering what would actually be most helpful for you right now.” 

Guidelines for Kind Feedback 
When we’re giving feedback we try to: 

• Respond to what they shared, instead of turning the conversation toward ourselves. 

• Acknowledge their experience as valid. 

• Stay curious instead of assuming. 

• Only help them think through options if they ask us to. 

• Show we understood before we offer any ideas. 

• Respect their right to make their own choices. 

Kind feedback doesn't require having the right answers. It only requires genuinely wanting to help 

meet the need. Sometimes the best thing we can offer someone is just our willingness to 

understand. Before responding, we can ask ourselves: 

1. Did I actually understand? 

2. Do they even want feedback? 

3. What kind of feedback are they asking for? 

4. Can I honestly offer that right now? 

5. Will this actually help meet their need or mine? 
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Part IV: Putting Kindness into Practice 

Using These Skills Every Day 
We can use any and all tools in this guide (knowing our rights and limits, noticing and naming 

needs, asking for consent, listening, and giving feedback) in our everyday life to build more 

kindness into our world. 

We can practice listening on purpose in ordinary conversations with friends, family, coworkers, 

strangers, or others – and also with ourselves. Just a few minutes of intentional listening each day 

can add up over time. Like any skill, our listening improves the more we practice. 

We can practice noticing our own needs anywhere, even just in our own mind. For example, on an 

everyday errand like driving to the grocery store, we can ask ourselves: “What would make this 

easier or kinder for me right now?” We can jot ideas on sticky notes to share with somebody later. 

We can also practice asking for consent before offering ideas or feedback. Everyday conversations 

are opportunities to build this habit. Instead of assuming that someone is available, we can pause 

and ask first. For example: 

• "Would now be a good time to talk?" 

• "Can I share an idea? No pressure to respond!" 

• "Would you like some feedback, or would you rather I just listen?" 

• “Is there a specific kind of feedback you are needing?” 

• "Would it be helpful to share something I noticed?" 

• “Would it be helpful for you if I asked some more questions?” 

These questions help make space for people to choose what they’re available for, and what might 

be actually helpful for them. 

 



 17 

Using This Guide to Build More Support 
Kindness isn't just something we do one-on-one. It’s also a way of organizing our relationships so 

people can meet each other's everyday needs together. 

Communities work well when people organize around shared needs. Every neighborhood, family, 

workplace, or friend group has different needs, and can build a different version of this guide to 

match. When people gather around shared needs instead of shared problems, new options open 

up. 

Everyone already has something to offer. By getting curious about each other's needs and sharing 

what we are able to give within our limits, we can build practical support systems that no single 

person can build alone. 

Some starting examples: 

• A group of neighborhood parents could set up a rotation for yard work. Cleaning gutters is a 

lot easier with help. 

• People in a support group could team up for practical help: house cleaning, groceries, and 

checking in on each other's safety. 

• Single parents could team up on childcare or meal prep. 

Other things communities can organize around: 

• Food: shared meals, grocery runs, meal prep, community gardens. 

• Transportation: carpools, airport rides, rides to appointments. 

• Connection: group dinners, walking groups, hobby nights, peer support. 

• A neighborhood might organize snow shoveling or lawn care swaps, a tool library, walking 

groups, an emergency contact list, welcoming new neighbors, shared gardens, group 

dinners, kids' playgroups, or rides for older neighbors. 

• Parents might organize childcare swaps, school pickup rotations, shared meals, 

homework help, or parent nights off. 
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• Apartment neighbors might organize pet-sitting swaps, a tool library, shared meals, 

emergency contacts, or ridesharing. 

• Coworkers might organize lunch groups, carpools, or accessibility improvements. 

• A new friend group might organize monthly dinners, learning a hobby together, or nature 

walks. 

Every conversation is a chance to practice these skills and grow our ability to care for one another. 

As our abilities grow, so does the chance of building the kind of community many of us have been 

wishing for, and many of us did not know we needed. 
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Part V: Final Thoughts 
How do we get better at taking care of ourselves and each other? We organize ways that make 

helping each other more possible. The tools in this guide become stronger through practice—

especially when we practice them together. Community isn't something we find; it's something we 

build. 

As we strengthen these skills, we become better at noticing unmet needs, organizing around them, 

and creating communities where people can ask for help, offer support, share resources, and solve 

problems together.  

When we intentionally take actions that build kind community, little by little we grow the 

conditions where dignity, belonging, freedom, safety, and kindness become possible. 
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