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Chapter 1: Arriving in Unfamiliar Geographies: Framing 
Space, Safety and Mobility 
What does one think of when they think of space? What does one think of when they think of 

‘safety’? My earliest recollection of the word ‘space’ has meant ‘space – the universe existing 

once you leave the Earth’s orbit’, and later with lived experiences, space has also come to mean 

something more clear and more intimate: ‘personal territory, something that could be claimed 

or withdrawn, privacy’. Safety on the other hand, has always meant different things on different 

occasions, it is something that I can measure in tangible and intangible forms – the scent of 

first rain, the taste of a ripe, fresh summer mango, a blank fresh paper where possibilities are 

endless, sunshine glimmering through leaves, and even shadows, a wall – the familiarity of 

objects, atmospheres, and sensory traces that evoke belonging. Space and safety for me, unfold 

into layered and deeply subjective meanings.  

Dictionary definition reveals this multiplicity. ‘Space’ may refer to measurable physical 

dimensions, distance, or volume, but also abstract extents of time, opportunity, and privacy. It 

can signify the expanse of universe beyond the Earth’s atmosphere, or the distance between 

individuals that is required for comfort. (Merriam-Webster, n.d.) These definitions suggest that 

space is at once material and conceptual, physical, and abstract, experiential. But these 

descriptions portray space as something neutral – a background against which life unfolds. 

Spatial theorists, although have challenged this assumption increasingly, arguing that space is 

not merely occupied but produced through social relations, practices, and meanings.  

If space is socially produced, then safety too may be understood as something 

constructed and created rather than provided or given. The notion of ‘safe space,’ widely 

invoked within contemporary discourse, raises important questions: How does one create 

comfort and belonging in places that are foreign? How do material arrangements, relationships, 

aesthetic gestures, and everyday routines participate in this process? These questions become 

particularly pressing for international students in new geographies, where the production of 

space becomes inseparable from the search for safety.   

1.1 International students and New Geographies  
International students start a journey to a new country with aspirations and uncertainty. This 

migration is often accompanied with hope, ambition, personal growth, yet also stress and 

dormant fear, often encountering language barriers and cultural differences when they try to 



7 
 

integrate in a new society and relate with the members of their host countries, resulting in 

experiences of displacement. While adjustment to a new educational and social environment is 

stressful to many students, many international students experience stronger stressors through 

additional factors such as culture shock, immigration status, homesickness, and discrimination 

(Sümer et al., 2008). Gu, et. al. (2010) argues that while going to a university is a progressive 

journey of self-discovery for students where they can access themselves and hear themselves 

being assessed in personal, social and academic settings, for international students this is a 

more complex and challenging process, as they must also adapt to new and sometimes 

threatening norms of behaviour, languages and academic pedagogies on a number of personal, 

social and emotional levels. They further challenge that international students’ intercultural 

adaptation (here in a new geography), is linear and passive as externally expected, but it is also 

a set of complex shifts between language mastery, social interaction, personal development, 

and academic outcomes.  

While existing research has documented psychological and social dimensions of this 

adaptation, less attention has been given to the material and spatial practices that support the 

process. What tangible or embodied acts enable international students to stabilise themselves 

within unfamiliar environments? How do physical surroundings participate in facilitating this 

belonging, resilience, and identity negotiation? These questions invite a spatial perspective on 

international student experiences, where adaptation is a practice grounded materially.   

My first experience of relocating as an international student to a new country sharpened 

my awareness of how safety and belonging are negotiated through everyday spatial practices. 

From the moment I decided to apply to university, I remember feeling stressed and 

overwhelmed. What followed was a long journey marked by setbacks and moments of 

momentum, where joy and anxiety coexisted and continually reshaped my experience. The 

process often felt like a repetitive learning curve that rarely seemed to move forward. When I 

finally moved into my student apartment in Minaminagareyama, Matsudo-shi, Chiba, Japan, 

my first action was spatial: I rearranged the room I was assigned. A space previously inhabited 

by hundreds of people, gradually became something intimate and recognizable as time passed. 

Through objects, textures, and small aesthetic gestures—blue bedsheets, photographs, and 

familiar belongings—the unfamiliar slowly became habitable.  

After moving to Rovaniemi, Finland, it felt that safety was easily ‘accessible,’ but 

during a period of loss and grieving I realised it was not as available as I had initially thought. 
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As a griever, safety did not emerge primarily from the spaces I had created for myself, but from 

spaces that already existed and from routines that became meaningful and necessary during 

that time. Familiar paths, repeated daily practices, and quiet moments of continuity offered a 

sense of grounding to me when emotional stability felt uncertain. My reflections are not 

presented here as anecdote alone, but as a starting point for the inquiry developed in this thesis. 

It foregrounds the central concern of my study: how safe space is actively produced within new 

geographies. For the me then, safety was not simply found – it was made gently over time. 

Within arts-based research, personal and embodied experiences are often treated as 

legitimate sites of knowledge production, shaping how questions are asked and how 

relationships between space, emotion, and practice are understood (e.g., Patricia Leavy; Shaun 

McNiff). From this perspective, everyday spatial gestures—such as rearranging a room, 

moving through familiar routes, or sustaining routines—can be understood not only as personal 

coping strategies but also as forms of inquiry into how individuals negotiate safety within 

unfamiliar environments. Positioning these experiences within the research context 

foregrounds the central concern of this study: how experiences of safety are negotiated within 

new or shifting geographies. Rather than being simply found or permanently secured, safety 

emerges through ongoing interactions with space, routine, and lived experience. My study 

therefore approaches safety not solely as a fixed condition but as a relational and processual 

experience that unfolds through everyday practices of inhabiting place. 

The following sections expand on these ideas by situating the study within broader 

discussions on space, safety, and arts-based inquiry. In doing so, my thesis engages with 

existing scholarship that examines how artistic practices and visual methods can illuminate 

lived experiences of place, emotion, and belonging. 

Safe space, therefore, is understood in this thesis not just as a physical location, but also 

a social, relational, material construct emerging through practices, objects, atmospheres, and 

interactions. Why does ‘safe space’ matter? For me, it supported my belonging, learning, 

creativity, healing, identity exploration, cross-cultural integration, and finding my place in a 

new place when I first experienced life as an international student. So, for international students 

navigating new cultural and spatial landscapes, the creation of safe space may become 

fundamental to the processes of belonging, learning and self-expression. Thus, my study 

approaches such actions not as incidental adjustments, but as meaningful spatial productions 

embedded within broader negotiations of identity and place.  
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The interpretative orientation of my research is grounded in the understanding that 

knowledge is socially constructed and shaped through interaction, experience, and context. In 

this study, meanings of space and safety are not treated as fixed or universal, but as 

continuously produced through participants’ practices, environments, and relationships. This 

approach is particularly relevant in the context of international student mobility, where 

experiences of space, belonging, and safety are shaped by shifting cultural, social, and spatial 

conditions.  

1.2 The Problem of “Safe Space” in Mobility Contexts 
The concept of ‘Safe Space’ has gained importance within higher education and broader 

cultural discourse. It is frequently used within institutional policy, inclusion initiatives, and 

classroom practices as a means of fostering psychological comfort and protection from harm. 

My own personal experience of ‘safe space’ has been in similar situations – university classes, 

work placements, inclusivity related literature and some sort of ‘reminder’ when discussions 

and debates are about to happen. In these contexts, though, safety is often framed as something 

to be ensured through guidelines, behavioural norms, or designated environments. While such 

approaches are valuable, they tend to limit safety as a provision – something granted or 

regulated within institutional structures.  

 Within mobility contexts, however, this framing becomes insufficient. International 

students living in new geographies encounter safety not only as a policy but also as a lived, 

everyday negotiation. Existing discussions rarely examine how safety is spatially produced – 

how rooms, objects, routines, and relationships participate in this process and safety formation. 

There is a limited engagement with ‘safe space’ as a material and relational production.  Hence, 

safety is often assumed rather than questioned. If safe space is simply provided, then how is it 

actually made?  

 Mobility studies in the social sciences emphasise the movement of people, ideas, and 

material practices across borders. Yet mobility also destabilizes spatial familiarity, requiring 

individuals – international students to renegotiate their relationship to a place. Here, the 

production of safety may be inseparable from the production of the space itself.  

1.3 Space as Production 
To address this gap, my thesis draws on spatial theory to reconceptualise safe space as socially 

produced. Rather than understanding it as a neutral container in which an experience unfolds, 
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I approach ‘space’ as constructed through social relations, material arrangements, and lived 

practices. From this perspective, safety is not an inherent quality of a location, but an outcome 

of spatial negotiation. Understanding how international students produce ‘safe space’ therefore 

remains a framework attentive to the material, relational, and experiential dimensions of space. 

While spatial theory offers multiple approaches to understanding how space is constituted – 

including Lefebvre’s (1991) production of space, Massey’s (2005) relational and networked 

perspectives, Soja’s (1996) concept of Thirdspace, and Foucault’s (1986) analyses of power 

and spatial ordering – my thesis draws specifically on Lefebvre’s (1991) framework to examine 

how safe spaces are actively produced by international students.   

 Lefebvre’s (1991) theory of the production of space provides a generative framework 

for examining how material arrangements, social relations, and lived experiences intersect in 

the creation of space. Instead of treating space as a static background, Lefebvre (1991) 

conceptualises it as a dynamic process, continuously shaped by interactions between the 

physical, the conceptual, and the lived. Central to Lefebvre’s (1991) framework is the idea that 

space is produced through a dialectical relationship between spatial practices, representations 

of space, and representational spaces. This triad allows for an analysis that moves beyond 

physical environments alone, studying also the meanings, routines, symbols and embodied 

experiences. For this study, through Lefebvre’s (1991) framework I seek to understand space 

not only as a structure but as a lived and felt experience.  

 My thesis also attends to the creative ways in which international students inhabit and 

shape their environments; through everyday arrangements, aesthetic choices, and artistic 

interventions – from personal objects to creative decorations. Thus, considering how embodied 

and aesthetic dimensions provide both empirical insight and analytical leverage, aligning with 

my study’s art-based research approach, my research foregrounds participants’ agency, 

creativity, and reflexivity in producing spaces of comfort and belonging.  

1.4 Research Aim and Objectives 
This study aims to understand the production of safe space by international students who have 

lived in Rovaniemi, Finland for varying amounts of time. While much existing research focuses 

on international student populations with respect to identity formation, cultural assimilation, 

discrimination, mental health, and belonging, less attention has been given to the spatial and 

material processes through which safety is actively constructed.  This study therefore aims to 
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shift the focus from adaptation as internal adjustment to adaptation as spatial production, 

foregrounding students’ agency in shaping environments they experience as safe. 

Objectives: 

- To explore how international students define and conceptualise ‘safe space’. 

- To analyse the material, relational and everyday practices through which safety is 

spatially produced.  

- To investigate the role of artistic and aesthetic practices within the production of 

physical safe spaces. 

- To examine how non-artistic objects, atmospheres and routines contribute to 

experiences of safety.  

1.5 Research Questions 
1. How is ‘safe space’ spatially produced by international students in new geographies? 

2. How do international students define and understand ‘safe space’ in the context of mobility 

and belonging?  

3. How do everyday objects and non-artistic interventions participate in the spatial production 

of safety? 

4. How is safe space lived and experienced emotionally, symbolically and atmospherically? 

5. To what extent do artistic or aesthetic practices play a role, in the production of these physical 

safe spaces, and how does it vary across individuals? 

1.6 Significance of the Study 
This study reframes ‘safe space’ as a dynamic spatial production, and a practice among 

international students, demonstrating how art may function as one of the parameters that helps 

international students navigate themselves in new geographies, new cultures, and find a sense 

of belonging. With this research I also signify that ‘safe space’ has meaning behind the 

predefined or policy-driven definitions that are usually limited to people of colour, LGBTQ+ 

populations, feminism and so on, and instead expands the boundaries to include each and every 

individual in the society. Here, it focuses on international students and their migratory 

experiences through physical spatial production of material arrangements, relational networks, 

conceptual understandings, and their unique, individual lived experiences. This helps extend 

the spatial theory into a network of migratory belonging and repositions safety as a dynamic 
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and layered phenomenon that can be created countless times, that is not provided and 

something that requires care and attention on an individual level.  

1.7 Structure of the Thesis 
Chapter Two outlines the theoretical framework, drawing on spatial theory to conceptualise the 

production of space and its relevance to safe space. Chapter Three details the methodological 

approach, including art-based research practices and reflexive positioning as artist - researcher. 

Chapter Four presents the analysis/findings through a Lefebvrian spatial analysis. Chapter Five 

discusses my position as an artist-researcher and how I express and analyse safe space. Chapter 

Six discusses the implications of these findings for spatial theory and migration studies. 

Chapter Seven concludes the thesis by summarising contributions, limitations, and directions 

for future research.  
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Chapter 2: Layered Spaces: Theorising the Production of 
Where We Feel Safe 

2.1 From Space as Container to Space as Relation  
Traditional understandings of space conceptualize it as a neutral, static container in which 

social life unfolds. In this view, space is passive and pre-existing, independent of human 

activity (Harvey, 1973). In this view, spatial arrangements are assumed to exist prior to social 

relations, serving only as a setting for interactions to occur. However, this angle has been 

widely critiqued as it overlooks the dynamic and socially constructed nature of space. Lefebvre 

(1991) challenges this idea by arguing that space is not just a container but something that is 

actively produced with the aid of social relations, everyday practices and material conditions. 

This understanding is also developed within human geography, where scholars emphasize that 

space is inseparable from lived experience and is continuously shaped through embodied 

practices and everyday interactions (Simonsen, 2007; Thrift, 2008). 

Contrasting to this idea of space as a passive container, Lefebvre (1991) 

reconceptualizes space as socially produced through the interaction of material practices, lived 

experiences and representations. Space is therefore not pre-given but constructed and 

reconstructed continuously through everyday life. This understanding shifts the attention from 

static spatial forms to the processes instead through which spatial meanings emerge. Soja 

(1996) extends this perspective by emphasizing the socio-spatial dialectic, in which space is 

both shapes and is shaped by social relations.  

 Contemporary research further highlights the processual and relational nature of spatial 

production. Space is understood as co-constituted through interactions between individuals, 

social structures and material environments, thus suggesting that spatial experience is dynamic 

and constantly evolving (Gieryn, 2000; Massey, 2005). This relation shows that space is not 

just a product of social life but also an active force that influences behaviour, identity, and 

social relations (Lefebvre, 1991; Thrift, 2008).  

Building on this shift, relational approaches conceptualize space as constituted through 

networks of social relations and not bounded by physical entities.  Massey (2005) argues that 

space is a product of interrelations and should be understood as open, multiple, and as an entity 

that is continuously under construction. Rather than existing as a fixed surface, space emerges 

here through the coexistence of diverse trajectories and experiences. Recent scholars reinforce 
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this perspective by emphasizing that spatial relations are also shaped by affective, material and 

social interactions, further highlighting the fluid and emergent nature of space (Vilsmaier & 

Lang, 2015; see also recent relational space literature).  

 At the same time, space is inherently political. Spatial arrangements reflect and 

reproduce power relations, thus influencing who has access to, control over, and belonging 

within specific environments. These dynamics are deeply entangled with broader structures of 

inequality, including race, class and nationality, making spatial experiences unevenly 

distributed (Soja, 1996; Massey, 2005). Contemporary studies continue to highlight how space 

functions as a site of negotiation and contestations, where different groups experience inclusion, 

exclusion, and varying degrees of safety (Haselbacher et al., 2024). Understanding space, both 

as relational and political is therefore essential for examining how experiences such as safety 

and belonging are produced within complex social contexts. 

2.2 The Production of Space  
Lefebvre’s (1991) conceptualization of the production of space provides a foundational 

framework for understanding space as a dynamic and socially constructed process. Instead of 

viewing space as fixed, Lefebvre argues that it is continuously produced through the interaction 

of material practices, conceptual representations, and lived experiences. This triadic framework 

highlights that space is not singular but layered, encompassing physical, mental, and 

experiential dimensions. Contemporary scholars continue to apply this framework in their 

studies to understand how everyday routines and practices, institutional structures, and 

subjective meanings intersect in the production of spatial experience (Schmid, 2008; Elden, 

2004). 

Spatial practice refers to the material and physical dimensions of space, including how 

it is used, navigated, and reproduced in everyday life (Lefebvre, 1991). It encompasses routines, 

movements, and interactions that structure daily spatial engagement. Through repetition, these 

practices contribute to the formation of familiarity, stability, and order within space. Recent 

studies emphasize that spatial practice is closely linked to embodiment and habit, shaping how 

individuals experience and make sense of their environments (Middleton, 2018; Bissell, 2018). 

Everyday actions - such as commuting, studying or socialising, play a crucial role in producing 

space by embedding meaning into physical environments. Spatial practice therefor reflects how 

space is lived materially and enacted through routine.  
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Representations of space refer to the conceptualised and planned dimensions of space, 

often produced by institutions, planners, and systems of knowledge (Lefebvre, 1991). These 

include maps, designs, policies, and dominant narratives that define how space is intended to 

function. This dimension is often associated with power, as it reflects the perspectives of those 

who have authority to organise and regulate space. Some scholars argue that representations of 

space are not neutral but are embedded within ideological and political frameworks that shape 

spatial order and access (Elden, 2007; Brenner & Schmid, 2015). As such, conceived space 

may not align with lived realities; often creating tensions between institutional intentions and 

individual experiences. This highlights the importance of examining how space is both imagine 

and structured through systems of control and knowledge.  

 Representational space, or lived space, refers to the symbolic, emotional, and 

experiential dimensions of space (Lefebvre, 1991). This is a space of imagination, meaning and 

affect, where individuals form personal and cultural attachments to their environments. While 

representations of space are abstract and institutional, representational space is fluid, subjective 

and grounded in lived experiences. Ahmed (2006) suggests that bodies are oriented in space in 

ways that shape feelings of comfort, belonging, or alienation. This highlights the embodied 

nature of spatial experiences, where emotions and memories play a big role in how space if 

perceived and inhabited. Recent research further emphasizes that lived space is produced 

through affective and sensory engagement, as well as through creative and reflective practices 

that allow individuals to interpret and reimagine their environments (Anderson, 2014; Duff, 

2016). Thus, representational space plays a central role in understanding how meaning of safety 

and belonging emerge.  

2.3 Lived, imagined, and Political Spatiality (Extending Spatial Thought) 
Building on Lefebvre’s (1991) framework, contemporary spatial theory expands the 

understanding of space by integrating relational, political, and hybrid perspectives. These 

approaches emphasize that space is not only produced but also contested, negotiated, and 

experienced differently across social contexts. By extending spatial thought, scholars highlight 

how lived, imagined, and structural dimensions of space intersect to shape experiences of 

belonging and exclusion. 

Massey (2005) conceptualises space as relational, produced through interactions between 

multiple trajectories and social relations. This perspective challenges static notions of space by 

emphasising its openness and multiplicity. Central to this is the concept of power geometry, 
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which highlights how different individuals and groups are positioned unequally within spatial 

relations. Power geometry draws attention to how mobility, access and control over space are 

shaped by broader social structures such as class, race, and nationality (Massey, 2005). These 

inequalities influence how space is experienced, making some environments more accessible 

or welcoming than others. New research continues to show how spatial relations are deeply 

embedded in power systems, reinforcing unbalanced experiences of belonging and safety. For 

example, Finn and Holton (2023) explain how everyday spatial environments in higher 

education are shaped by institutional norms and social hierarchies that can privilege certain 

groups and marginalize others. Their study shows that feelings of belonging are not only 

socially produced but spatially embedded. 

Soja (1996) build on Lefebvre’s (1991) triad through the concept of Thirdspace, which 

integrated physical, mental and lived dimensions of space into a unified framework. Thirdspace 

is a representation of a hybrid and dynamic spatiality where multiple meanings, identities, and 

experiences exist together. It moves beyond binary understandings of space by acknowledging 

complexity and contradiction. Thirdspace is particularly useful for understanding lived 

spatiality, as it captures the interplay between material environments, imagined meanings, and 

embodied experiences. Scholars argue that this perspective allows for a more nuanced 

understanding of how individuals navigate and negotiate space, in particular the contexts of 

cultural hybridity and transition (Soja, 1996; Bhabha, 1994).  

Foucault (1986) introduces the concept of heterotopia to describe “other” spaces that exist 

alongside or outside dominant spatial orders. These are real places that function as counter-

sites, where alternative social arrangements and meanings can emerge. Heterotopia often 

reflects and challenges dominant norms, revealing the relationship between space, power and 

difference. Such spaces can serve as sites of resistance, refuge, or transformation, where 

individuals experience forms of belonging, that may not be possible in mainstream 

environments (Foucault, 1986; Genocchio, 1995). Contemporary interpretations of heterotopia 

emphasize this relevance in understanding how marginalized groups create and inhabit 

alternative spaces of meaning and safety within border spatial systems. (Johnson, 2006; 

Saldanha, 2008) 

2.4 From Spaces to Safe Spaces  
A safe space is a physical, social and emotional environment that is intentionally structured to 

reduce harm on individuals or groups, promote a sense of safety, belonging, freedom of speech, 
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for marginalized communities or vulnerable populations. The concept of ‘safe space’ has 

evolved across disciplines, from psychology and education to social justice work, feminist 

theory, and urban studies. At its core, a safe space is a constructed environment – both physical 

and social – where individuals experience reduced risk of emotional, physical and identity—

based harm. But these spaces are not naturally found, instead are practiced. They emerge as 

intentional practices, norms in society, and spatial arrangements that prioritize inclusion and 

wellbeing of an individual or a community (Boostrom, 1998; Holley & Steiner, 2005).  

Historically, the term ‘Safe space’ is derived originally from the 1960s and 1970s, 

where it was used to describe physical meeting places where like-minded people could be 

themselves, share their experiences, express identities, discuss and meet in safer environments 

to build communities free from judgement or harm (Kenney, 2001). It has now moved to 

workplace culture and educational institutes worldwide, mostly as a set of policies or a code of 

conduct on preventing discrimination, harassment, hatred and threats towards every single 

individual (Wallin-Ruschman & Patka, 2016). However, some scholars argue that safe spaces 

cannot be fully guaranteed through policy alone, as they are continuously negotiated through 

social practices and relationships.  

 Recent research further maintains the concept of ‘safe space’ as both spatial and 

relational, emphasizing that safety is experienced differently depending on an individual’s 

identity, context, and power relations. Rather than defining it universally, safe space is 

subjective and contingent, shaped by how individuals perceive and interact with their 

environments (Roestone Collective, 2014). This highlights that ‘safe space’ in an ongoing 

process of creating specific conditions that enable individuals to feel secure, recognized, and 

included, and hence, is not simply a physical setting.  

Based on Lefebvre’s (1991) theory of the production of space, safe space can be 

understood as something which is actively produced through the interaction of spatial practices, 

representations, and lived experiences. From this perspective, safety does not reside in space 

itself, but emerges through everyday routines, social relationships, and embodied experiences. 

This shifts the focus from identifying where safe spaces are located to understanding how they 

are created and maintained. Scholars applying spatial theory argue that safety is constructed 

through material arrangements, social interactions, and symbolic meanings. These, together 

shape how a space is experienced (Anderson, 2014; Duff, 2016). For example, routines, 

relationships, and familiarity can contribute to feelings of comfort and predictability, whereas 
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exclusionary practices or power imbalances can produce feelings of unsafety. This aligns with 

the idea that space is both a product and a process that is continuously shaped by those who 

inhabit it (Schmid, 2008).  

Importantly, safe space is not fixed or stable but remains dynamic and contested. It is 

constantly negotiated across different spatial dimensions – material, relational and symbolic; 

thus, reflecting broader social structures and inequalities. As such, safe space can be understood 

as an ongoing spatial production rather than a static condition.  

For students, particularly those navigating institutional environments such as schools 

and universities, experiences of safety can be closely tied to spatial belonging. Porter, et.al 

(2021) studied the feeling of safety within 15 year olds in schools, finding complexity of feeling 

safe, with students having a difficulty with being themselves, feeling they would be ridiculed 

for how they looked, or for being unable to do things, pointing out that sometimes it was the 

space systems that contributed to this feeling of unsafety, and a lower sense of security. They 

point that something as simple as a small space can become unsafe when it is crowded and 

impacts negatively on student interaction and the feeling of connectedness. Building on Brown 

(2017, p.412) “to belong socially is to belong spatially”, Porter, et al. (2021) confirm that safety 

also relates to the allocation of space, be it within classes with seating plans, or having specific 

space within the school to gather with friends or simply be by oneself.  

 Here it can be argued that while the formation or creation of a space in a place like 

school, university, campus affects a student’s personal perspective, belonging, and success, it 

is also not possible to assume that the construction or production of that space of safety in a 

building or an environment is ‘one size fits all’. Feelings of safety are multifaceted (Porter, et. 

al., 2021), and for instance, a child’s ingenuity in challenging the spatial rules defined by adults, 

by claiming a place that is out of view from adult eyes can show the human need for having a 

space as an element of ownership and autonomy, giving oneself agency to choose and feel safe, 

outside the watchful gaze of authority figures and outsiders of a group ( Brown, 2014). From a 

young age, we are aware of the spatiality of a space/ place and learn to differentiate between 

what makes one feel safe, and unsafe. When we have agency, even as children to choose a place 

or space to make it our favourite for several reasons, we understand our own participation in 

the production or creation of that space, and safety it provides.  

In higher education contexts, spatial experiences play a significant role in shaping 

student identity and interaction. Samura (2018) recollects that as an educator it was interesting 
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to understand why some spaces simply felt better than others which is what led to learning 

about student’s experiences on college campuses. She says space is more than just a 

background or a setting where something takes place or happens, but moreover it is something 

that affects peoples’ interactions and in turn those interactions shape that space. In her research 

on college students, she discovered that a spatial approach offers a language to students to talk 

and discuss about difficult topics such as racism, sexuality, and so on, and by focusing on the 

how students interact with different spaces helps gain a deeper insight into their diverse and 

complex experiences.  

 These dynamics are further intensified for international students, whose experiences of 

safety and belonging are shaped by unfamiliar cultural, social, and spatial contexts. Wong 

(2023) builds on spatial theories of Foucault (1970, 1986), Lefebvre (1991), Massey (2005), 

and Soja (1996) and argues that ‘space’ is not something that can be regarded as neutral, but it 

is an entity where structural inequalities of power and privilege are reflected. This also depends 

on the design and operations of said space along with wide social relations. The physical aspect 

of a space is the tangible and the material aspect of it that is fundamental in belonging to 

something or somewhere, as for international students this is a setting that creates belonging or 

non-belonging through sensory lived experiences (Wong, 2023). 

 Safety plays an important role when choosing accommodations and international 

students (and their families) spent a lot of time in researching locations that have low crime 

rate, transportation availability, and they prefer to be in inner city or suburban areas as well as 

living close to families or friends (Corney, Plessis, Woods et al. 2024). This also further impacts 

the sense of belonging an individual may have to a place or an environment, and if international 

students do not feel safe in their new environment, they will not experience the feeling of 

belonging to it. Thus, safe space in migratory contexts is deeply relational and spatial, emerging 

through the interaction of environment, social relations, and individual perceptions. It is 

through these processes that students, individuals begin to negotiate belonging and construct a 

sense of “home” within new and unfamiliar settings.  

2.5. Safe Space and Art  
Artistic practice offers a critical lens through which safe space can be understood beyond fixed 

physical environments, thus extending into symbolic, emotional, and imaginative domains. In 

creative practices, space is not only represented but actively produced, allowing individuals to 

construct and negotiate distinct meanings of safety, belonging and identity. Arts-based research 
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(ABR) suggests that creative practices enable forms of expressions that exceed verbal 

articulation, providing access to embodied and affective dimensions of experience (Leavy, 

2020; Kara, 2020). In this sense, art becomes a site where safe space is not simply described 

but materially and symbolically enacted.  

From a spatial perspective, artistic practice aligns closely with Lefebvre’s (1991) 

concept of representational space, where lived experiences memory, and imagination intersect. 

Through processes such as drawing, painting, or installation, artists (individuals) produce 

spaces that may not exist materially, but are experienced as meaningful and real. Artist Ojo Agi 

(2021), for instance, says her safe space is the paper, brown paper, where she creates places of 

belonging that still don’t exist. She expresses how drawing for her is an expression of agency 

and here the paper acts as a ‘physical’ safe space but also an ‘abstract safe space’. This 

illustrates how artistic practice can work as both a material and conceptual site for constructing 

safety. Contemporary artists further demonstrate how safe space can be produced, contested, 

and reimagined through artistic practice. Do Ho Suh’s fabric installations, where he recreates 

domestic environments of past homes, that can be folded, transported, highlight how space is 

carried through memory and embodied experience rather than a fixed location. These “portable 

homes” in his installations function as emotional and symbolic safe spaces for individuals 

navigating migration and displacement, emphasizing instead, the lived and affective qualities 

of space.  

In contrast, Mona Hatoum’s work challenges the stability of safe space. By 

transforming familiar domestic objects into unsettling forms, revealing how spaces associated 

with comfort can also become sites of vulnerability, she showcases that safety is not inherent 

but contingent, shaped by broader socio-political conditions and power relations. Similarly, 

Bouchra Khalili constructs narrative spaces through film and multimedia installations that 

centre migrant voices and experiences. In her work, storytelling becomes a spatial practice 

through which individuals reclaim their agency and articulate belonging, producing safe space 

through collective expression. Njideka Akunyili Crosby’s layered domestic interiors further 

extend this understanding by depicting hybrid spaces where multiple cultural identities 

intersect. These works reflect relational space (Massey, 2005), where belonging is negotiated 

through everyday material and cultural practices rather than tied to a single geography.  

In a different but a complementary way, Mickalene Thomas creates richly constructed 

interior spaces that centre Black women as subjects of visibility and affirmation. These spaces 
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operate as intentional counter-spaces, where safety is produced through representation, dignity, 

and the reconfiguration of historically exclusionary spatial narratives. Together, these artistic 

practices demonstrate that safe space is not fixed or given, but continuously produced through 

imagination, memory, materiality, and social experience. Art enables the creation of alternate 

spatialities such as spaces of refuge, resistance and possibility. Through these, individuals can 

negotiate identity, belonging, and safety. In this way, artistic practice becomes a vital medium 

for understanding safe spaces as lived, relational, and evolving spatial productions.  
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Chapter 3: Making Space Visible: Methodology, Art, and 
Reflexive Practice 

3.1 Art-Based Research (ABR) as Methodological Approach  
For this research I have used Art-based Research methods (ABR) as my central methodological 

framework. This research is a qualitative, art-based study informed by researcher reflexivity. 

In ABR, artistic processes are positioned as primary means of investigation and knowledge 

production (Leavy, 2018). In this process, art-making functions simultaneously as method and 

outcome, allowing creative practices to generate insight through embodied and material 

engagement. Arts-based methods; including visual arts, storytelling, performance, and 

multimedia practices – have been widely used to explore complex social issues such as identity, 

community and marginalization. Eisner (2008) argues that artistic forms support multiple ways 

of knowing and interpreting experiences, allowing for richer, more nuanced understandings of 

human life.  

 The artworks created in this research are treated as data rather than illustrations. Arts-

based research invites alternative forms of meaning-making that challenge purely discursive 

models of knowledge (Baron & Eisner, 2012). Similarly, Sullivan (2010) emphasizes that 

artistic practices constitute a form of inquiry, where making becomes thinking. The participants 

of this study were provided with freedom of choice when choosing their method of art creation, 

and the materials for making it. As my research focuses on the subject of ‘safe space’, it was 

required to create an environment where the participants would feel comfortable with the 

medium and material of their choice, that they reckon as the most comfortable, safest, and close 

to their choices. Hence, this approach is particularly suitable to exploring safe space, as safety 

is often felt rather than easily defined. Sensory and atmospheric dimensions of space – such as 

light, texture, enclosure, and rhythm; may be more effectively explored visually and materially 

than through language alone (Pink, 2015). Through artmaking, participants engaged with these 

embodied dimensions directly. 

In ABR approach, artistic processes function as central methods of knowledge 

production. Creative practices enable participants to explore and express experiences that may 

not be fully accessible through verbal language alone. From my personal experiences, safety 

has emotional multitudes, and expressing safety also requires one to feel ‘safe’. ‘Safe space’ is 
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emotional and spatial, and as space has many factors, for example: physical, abstract, emotional, 

timely, articulating it with words alone is insufficient.   

 Scholars who practice ABR argue that creative methods expand the scope of research 

by engaging emotional, sensory, and aesthetic dimensions that are often excluded from 

traditional academic approaches. For example, Leavy (2020) highlights how arts-based 

research practices enable deeper engagement with complex human experiences, while McNiff 

(2013) emphasises that artistic processes themselves function as forms of inquiry, generating 

high insights through making and reflective practices. Thus, artmaking can become a reflective 

and investigative process through which emotions, memories, and spatial understandings can 

surface. In this research, artworks are treated as forms of data, carrying the participants’ 

experiential and affective information that complements the interview narratives. This 

approach aligns with art education practices that emphasize learning through making, material 

engagements, and embodied reflection.  

 

Figure 01: Flow of Research Design 
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3.1.1 Participatory Art-Based Research as Research Design 
This research is designed to be participatory, positioning participants as active contributors 

rather than passive subjects. Participatory ABR is an approach that combines creative processes 

with collaborative inquiry, emphasizing the co-creation of knowledge between researchers and 

participants. Grounded in qualitative research traditions, participatory ABR challenges 

conventional hierarchies of knowledge production by valuing lived experiences, embodiment, 

and creative expression (Leavy, 2020; Barone & Eisner, 2012). Participatory research 

emphasizes shared authority, co-creation and ethical relationality (Reason & Bradbury, 2008). 

Furthermore, the work of Freire (1970) emphasized dialogue, empowerment and the co-

creation of knowledge, where participants are not treated as passive subjects but as active co-

researchers who contribute to shaping both the research process and its outcomes. In this study 

participants were invited to define “safe space” in their own terms and to shape how it was 

expressed artistically. Through dialogue, making, and reflecting, knowledge is co-created 

between the participants and me, as a researcher.  This collaborative orientation resists 

imposing external categories onto lived experiences and supports participant agency. As 

Cornwall and Jewkes (1995) note, participatory approaches shift research from being 

conducted “on” participants to being conducted “with” them.  

 Within art education contexts, participatory methods align with pedagogical values of 

dialogue, reflection, and shared inquiry. Meaning in this study emerged relationally through 

conversations and creative engagement, rather than being predetermined. It is also particularly 

valuable in community-based research contexts, where it promotes inclusivity and accessibility. 

Creative practices can engage participants who may find traditional verbal or written method 

restrictive for expression, thereby broadening participation and expression. This aligns with the 

broader goal of democratizing research and producing knowledge that is socially relevant and 

meaningful (Leavy, 2020).  

3.1.2 Researcher as Artist – Practitioner: My engagement in Arts-Based 
Practice 
In addition to artworks by participants, I engaged in artistic practices, including photography, 

sketching, creative writing throughout the research process. This engagement served as a form 

of practice-based inquiry, allowing me to explore the material, symbolic, and affective 

dimensions of safe space firsthand. By actively participating in the creation and curation of my 

own spaces, reflecting on the ones form the past and the spaces I have created now; I was able 

to reflexively understand how aesthetic, relational and everyday objects, routines, contribute 
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to a sense of safety, familiarity, and belonging in new environments. While these practices were 

not treated as primary data, they act as a methodological lens that informed the interpretation 

of participants’ creative outputs, providing me insight into processes that might otherwise 

remain implicit in interviews or visual work.  

 This reflexive engagement aligns with Lefebvre’s (1991) triadic conceptualization of 

space, as it embodies both the material production of space (spatial practice) and the lived, 

symbolic experience of space (representational space). Art-based research methods, including 

researcher reflexivity through personal practice, have been widely recognized as a legitimate 

form of qualitative inquiry that captures dimensions of experience, which are inaccessible 

through verbal methods alone (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Leavy, 2015; Knowles & Cole, 2008).  

Thus, my practice-based approach complements participants’ artistic contributions, 

enhancing the depth of analysis and supporting a more nuanced understanding of how 

international students actively produce safe spaces within unfamiliar geographies.  

3.2 Research Design and Epistemological Positioning – (Research 
Positioning) 
I ground this research in an interpretivist and constructivist research paradigm. This paradigm 

understands knowledge as situated, relational, and co-constructed through lived experiences 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Rather than seeking objective or generalizing truth, I acknowledge 

that meanings of safety, space, place, and belonging are shaped by personal histories, embodied 

encounters, and contextual realities. Knowledge here, therefore, is approached as layered and 

emergent, rather than fixed.  

 Within the art education research, such an epistemological position recognizes that 

understanding can be generated through sensory engagement, material exploration, and 

reflective dialogue (Eisner, 2008). Artistic practice is not treated merely as representation but 

as a legitimate mode of inquiry. As Barone and Eisner (2012) argue, arts-based research 

expands the ways in which knowledge can be constructed and communicated. This study 

therefore positions art as a way of knowing – one that enables access to affective, spatial, and 

experiential dimensions that may not be fully articulated through verbal language alone.  

My study explores how international students understand and produce safe spaces 

within new geographical contexts. The concept of ‘safe space’ is inherently subjective, 

relational, and context-dependent, requiring an approach that prioritizes lived experiences, 
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meaning-making, and individual perception rather than measurable variables. I aim to achieve 

an in-depth engagement with participants’ narratives, allowing for the exploration of how 

‘safety’ is experienced across material, emotional and relational dimensions. Rather than 

seeking generalizable outcomes, I aim to understand the nuanced and situated ways in which 

safe spaces are constructed and perceived in everyday life.  

3.3 Analytical Framework: Lefebvre’s Production of Space 

3.3.1 Understanding Space as Socially Produced 
My study draws on Henri Lefebvre’s (1991) theory of the production of space as my primary 

analytical framework. Lefebvre conceptualizes space as not a passive container, but as a 

dynamic and socially produced phenomenon shaped through interactions between material 

practices, representations, and lived experiences (Lefebvre, 1991). This relational 

understanding of space challenges notions of space as fixed or neutral, instead positioning it as 

continuously constructed through social relations and power dynamics.  

 Scholars have further emphasised that space is inherently political and embedded in 

everyday practices (Edward Soja, 1996; Doreen Massey, 2005). Massey, in particular, frames 

space as a “meeting place” of trajectories, highlighting its openness, multiplicity, and ongoing 

construction. In my study, this perspective is relevant for understanding how international 

students encounter and reshape unfamiliar environments through daily routines and 

interactions.  

 In the context of this study, viewing space as socially produced allows for an 

exploration of how “safe space” is not pre-given, but emerges through agency, practices of 

adaptations, negotiation, and meaning making. This is especially significant for international 

students, whose spatial experiences are shaped by displacement, cultural transitions, and the 

need to establish belonging in new environments.  

3.3.2 Lefebvre’s Spatial Triad 
Central to this framework is Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial triad: spatial practice, representations of 

space, and representational space. Spatial practice refers to the physical and material use of 

space in everyday life; representations of space relate to planned, designed, or conceptualized 

spaces; and representational space concerns the lived, symbolic, and experiential dimensions 

of space (Lefebvre, 1991). 
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This triadic model has been widely applied in human geography and social research to 

examine how space is simultaneously material, conceptual, and lived (Soja, 1996). It provides 

a multidimensional lens through which different layers of spatial experiences can be analysed 

in relation to one another.  

In addition, Michel de Certeau (1984) complements Lefebvre’s (1991) framework by 

emphasizing everyday practices – such as walking, dwelling, and routine interactions, as ways 

in which individuals appropriate and reconfigure space. This is especially useful for 

understanding how individuals navigate institutional or unfamiliar environments in ways that 

may diverge from their intended design.  

 

Figure 02: Henri Lefebvre’s Spatial Triad (1991) for analysis of Production of Space 

3.3.3 Application to This Study  
For my research, I use Lefebvre’s (1991) framework as an analytical lens to interpret how 

international students produce safe spaces through everyday practices, material arrangements, 

social interactions, and emotional experiences. This enables an examination of ‘safety’ not as 

a pre-existing condition, but as something actively constructed through spatial practices and 

lived realities.  

 Specifically, spatial practice is examined through students’ daily routines like study 

habits, movement patterns, and use of campus or domestic spaces; representations of space are 

explored through institutional narratives of safety, such as university policies, housing 

structures, or designed environments; and representational space is analysed through students’ 

emotional attachments, feelings of comfort, and symbolic meanings associated with particular 
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places. This approach aligns with existing research on critical student geographies, which 

highlights how belonging and safety are produced through everyday spatial negotiations rather 

than formal provision alone (e.g., Ahmed, 2006; Kirby, 1996). Ahmed’s work on orientation 

and belonging is particularly relevant, as it illustrated how bodies come to feel “at home” in 

some spaces while experiencing discomfort or exclusion in others.  

 By applying this framework, this study thence moves beyond viewing safe space as a 

fixed or provided entity and instead understands it as a process shaped by agency, context, and 

experience. This is particularly relevant in the context of international students’ navigating new 

geographies, where space is continuously negotiated, adapted, and redefined in response to 

cultural, social, and emotional needs.    

 

Figure 03: Researcher, Participants and Spatial Theory relation 

3.4 Research Design and Methods  
This study is situated in Rovaniemi, Finland, a northern city characterized by its distinct 

seasonal changes. Arctic light conditions, and close proximity to natural landscapes quietly 

shape how space is perceived and inhabited, influencing experiences of comfort, grounding, 

and belonging. Place is understood not merely as a backdrop but as an active agent in shaping 

experiences (Pink, 2015). Hence, the physical environment plays a significant role in 

international students’ processes of adaptation and place-making.  

Natural events like Polar Night, Midnight Sun, long months of winter, and short 

summers have shaped how I adapted to this new geography, and like me, many participants are 

recent arrivals to this geographical context. Environmental qualities such as light, climate, and 



29 
 

landscape influence how space is perceived and inhabited. As Massey (2005) argues, space is 

relational and continuously produced through interaction. In this research, the northern context 

plays a central role in shaping how safety is experienced and constructed by international 

students, thus acknowledging the setting not merely as a backdrop, but as an active element in 

the formation of safe spaces.  

The participants in this research consisted of seven international students who have 

lived in Finland, and in Rovaniemi, Finland for various time periods. These are students who 

are currently living and studying in Rovaniemi. Recruitment occurred through voluntary 

invitation. All participants provided informed consent, and pseudonyms are used to ensure 

confidentiality. Qualitative research values depth over breadth (Creswell & Poth, 2018), and 

the focus of my research was on rich, detailed accounts rather than statistical representations. 

Participants’ diverse backgrounds contributed to varied perspectives on how physical and 

abstract safe spaces are understood and created. 

3.5 Data Collection Methods 
The interviews were semi-structured, conducted verbally for some participants and in written 

format for other participants. I decided to present the participants with the opportunity to 

choose what method of interview they were comfortable with, as the interview was about ‘safe 

space’. The questions for these semi-structured interviews had questions that explored 

participants’ experiences and understandings about the term ‘safe space’, their experience and 

understanding of spatial adaptation, safety, art, art in context to safety, and safe space, and their 

own art-making process. Open-ended questioning allowed participants to narrate experiences 

in their own terms (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The verbal interviews were audio-recorded 

and transcribed verbatim.  

 Following the artmaking, reflective semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 

participants about their art, the process they had chosen, their experiences about their 

reflections for the creation of their safe space in a physical form. Following the exhibition, 

reflective conversations were conducted about the whole experience. This dialogic method 

allowed participants to articulate meanings that surfaced during the creative process and after 

when they saw their artworks being exhibited in the gallery. Reflective dialogue supports 

deeper phenomenological insight into lived experience (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The 

integration of visual and verbal reflection strengthened the richness of the data.  The interview 

questions are included as an attachment at the end of the thesis.  
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Similar to the interviews, the participants engaged in individual art-making sessions in which 

they created artworks reflecting their understanding of a ‘safe space’. The emphasis was on the 

process – to reflect on their choices for choosing a particular medium, or method of creation, 

and not on the technical skill of the participants, thus encouraging intuitive exploration. Based 

on Sullivan (2010), artistic practice was treated as a mode of inquiry through which knowledge 

emerges materially. Artmaking enabled the participants to engage with non-verbal affective 

dimensions of safety that extended beyond discursive explanation (Leavy, 2018). The artworks 

were documented and preserved as primary research data. They were also used as partial results 

for this thesis as displays with their understanding of safe space together with their artworks in 

the exhibition.  

The dataset for my research included: 

• Interview transcripts – 2 verbal, 5 written 

• Artworks produced by the participants – 7 artworks 

• Post-art reflection interview transcripts – 7 written 

• Researcher journals 

• Researcher artworks 

This type of integration of multiple forms of data allowed for triangulation and layered 

interpretation (Denzin, 1978). Together, these materials provided verbal, visual, and 

experiential perspectives that enable a multi-layered understanding of safe space and the 

production of safe space, and if and how art plays a role in this production.  

As an attachment there will also be data included that was collected during the 

exhibition ‘In the safe layers of space’ (March 2026 at Galleria Puoti, Lapin Yliopisto, 

Rovaniemi, Finland), where visitors were asked to freely mention what safe space looks like 

and means to them.  

3.6 Data Analysis 
My analysis for this research followed an inductive qualitative approach that integrated verbal, 

visual, and autobiographical materials.  

3.6.1 Thematic Analysis and Interpretation of Art-based data, Reflexive and 
Integrative Analysis 
I identified the interview transcripts to identify recurring themes related to safety, materiality, 

memory, place, production of space, and art and safe space.  (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Coding 
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was iterative and reflexive. Artworks were analysed through attention to material choices, 

compositional qualities, and symbolic elements, always in relation to participants’ own 

interpretations. The focus was on meaning-based interpretations and not aesthetic critique. 

Reflexive journaling supported autobiographical analysis of my experiences as an artist-

researcher. Finally, an integrative analysis brought these strands together, allowing themes to 

emerge across multiple forms of data and revealing the layered nature of participants’ 

experiences and understandings about “safe space”. 

 My journals and own artworks support the reflexive examination of interpretive 

processes. This approach supports a transparent and self-aware form of qualitative inquiry, 

where the researcher’s influence is acknowledged rather than bracketed out of the analysis 

(Finaly, 2002). 

3.6.2 Lefebvrian Spatial Analysis  
For my study, the thematic categories form the interview structure – including understandings 

of safe space, personal experiences, physical environments, emotional connections, social 

dimensions, and creative expressions – were analytically mapped onto Lefebvre’s (1991) 

spatial triad. Themes relating to material settings, routines, and spatial organization (such as 

personalisation of rooms, everyday habits, and use of environments) were interpreted as spatial 

practices. Participants’ definitions, expectations, and idealisations of safe space were analysed 

as representations of space. Emotional, symbolic, and memory-based experiences, along with 

reflections expressed through artistic practices, were examined as representational spaces.  

 The application of Lefebvre’s (1991) triad was not treated as a rigid categorisation, but 

as a flexible analytical tool. Themes were first identified inductively and then interpreted across 

the three dimensions, allowing for overlaps and interactions between categories. For instance, 

the arrangement of personal objects (spatial practice) was often closely connected to emotional 

attachment and memory (representational space).  

 This analytical framework enables this study to conceptualise “safe space” not as a 

fixed or pre-existing condition, but as an ongoing practice/process of spatial production shaped 

by everyday practices, meanings, and lived experiences. Within this framework, art-based 

expressions were particularly significant in revealing representational spaces for some 

participants, as they captured symbolic and affective dimensions of safety that extended beyond 

verbal articulation.  
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3.7 Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity  
As an artist-researcher who has lived as an international student in multiple cultural contexts, 

my engagement with the concept of safe space is both scholarly and experiential. I have chosen 

to reflect and analyse my own experiences as an international student in a new geographical 

place, firstly form my time in Japan (2015 – 2018) and then Rovaniemi (2024 –). My 

experiences are layered upon earlier understandings of personal space and privacy, shaped 

during my childhood and a part of adulthood in India. These cumulative experiences inform 

my sensitivity to spatial negotiation, belonging, and the production of safety.  

 While this project emerged with the intention of reflecting back on my experiences of 

confronting grief and mourning at a time when I chose to be away from ‘home’ in a new, almost 

unfamiliar place, it expanded and evolved into the nuanced layers of safety I have encountered, 

created, or am being provided – eventually constructed across intersecting identities; a human 

being, a girl, a woman, an immigrant, a migrant, a student navigating unfamiliar environments. 

Rather than positioning my subjectivity as bias, my study acknowledges it as a situated 

epistemological standpoint that informs both research design and interpretation.  

 ABR incorporates reflexive researcher positioning. While my study is not 

autoethnographic, it acknowledges my situated experience as an international student 

navigating grief and mobility. Rather than using my experiences and understanding of ‘safe 

space’ as primary data, my reflections inform the conceptual framing of safe space and 

sensitised me to spatial practices beyond domestic interiors, including landscapes, routines and 

material environments. It also shapes my sensitivity to participants’ spatial negotiations. This 

reflexive stand acknowledges that knowledge is situated and co-constructed.  

 My position as an artist-researcher aided with an additional layer of inquiry through my 

own artistic practice and self-critical journaling. Reflexivity is central to qualitative research, 

particularly when the researcher occupies a relational position within the field (Finlay, 2002). 

Autoethnographic elements acknowledge that knowledge is situated and that the researcher’s 

experiences contribute to the interpretive process (Ellis et al., 2011). Through my own artistic 

creations and written reflection, I examined my positionality within the study. Through the 

whole research process, I engaged relationally with the participants and my own creative 

process. My position here acknowledges that knowledge emerges through interaction and 

shared experience (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and through my interpretive and participatory 

position I contribute to, rather than observe from outside, the formation of meaning.  
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Thus, this study incorporates a self-critical dimension, acknowledging my own spatial 

experiences as an international student. While these experiences are not treated as primary data, 

they inform the interpretive process, particularly in recognising non-domestic and everyday 

forms of safe space such as routines, movement, and environmental settings. 

3.8 Ethical Considerations  
Ethical care was central throughout the research process and followed the qualitative research 

standards (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Participants were provided informed consent and retained 

agency over their level of participation. Confidentiality was ensured through anonymization, 

and participants were given the option to withdraw at any stage. As discussions of safety may 

involve emotional sensitivity, my research prioritized respectful listening and participant well-

being. Ownership and representation of the artworks were handled collaboratively and 

transparently. All the artworks created during the research were returned to the owners after the 

exhibition period had ended.  

Trustworthiness was supported through transparency of process, reflexive practice, and 

the inclusion of multiple forms of data which is necessary during sensitive interviews. This 

approach aligns with constructivist criteria of credibility and trustworthiness in qualitative 

research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Triangulation across interviews, artworks, and reflective 

accounts strengthened credibility as expected through Denzin’ (1978) process of research 

practices. Detailed description during interviews and participant-led interpretation of the 

created artworks helped ensure that my findings remained grounded in lived experiences. 

Reflexivity was maintained through continuous self-examination of my role and influence 

within the study (Finlay, 2002).  
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Chapter 4: Producing Safety in New Geographies: Layers 

of Space in Practice – A Lefebvrian Analysis  

“Safe space” in my study, does not emerge as a singular location, but as a layered and evolving 

spatial practice shaped through everyday life, memory, and meaning – making. This chapter 

presents my analysis of how international students produce and experience “safe spaces” within 

new geographical contexts. Drawing on the interview data and art-based expressions, my 

analysis explores the multiple ways in which safety is constructed through material 

arrangements, conceptual understandings, and lived experiences.  

 The analysis is guided by Henri Lefebvre’s (1991) theory of production of space as 

socially produced across three interconnected dimensions: spatial practice, representations of 

space, and representational space. These dimensions provide a framework through which 

participant’s experiences are interpreted, allowing for an examination of safe space as an 

ongoing and dynamic process rather than a fixed condition.  

 

Figure 04: Relationship between Lefebvre’s Spatial Triad and different pointers affecting international 

students in new places. 
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 I have organized this chapter according to Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial triad. Section 4.1 

examines spatial practice, where I focus on the material and physical construction of safe space 

through domestic environments, objects and everyday routines. In Section 4.2, I explore 

representations of space, by analysing how participants define, conceptualise, and structure 

their understanding of safety and a safe space. In Section 4.3, I address representational space, 

highlighting the emotional, relational and symbolic dimensions of safe space, including 

memory, affect, and interpersonal connections. Finally, in Section 4.4, I consider the role of 

artistic and aesthetic practices and examine whether art appears in the production of safe spaces 

and where alternative, non-artistic forms of spatial meaning-making emerge.  

 Even though I have presented the data in distinct sections, these dimensions are 

interconnected, and participants’ experiences often move across multiple layers of space 

simultaneously. My analysis therefore adopts a flexible interpretation of Lefebvre’s framework, 

recognising these overlaps between material, conceptual, and lived dimensions in the 

production of safe space. 

 

Figure 05: Lefebvre’s Spatial Triad interpreted for this study as Production of Safe Space 
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4.1 Spatial Practice: Producing Safety Through Material and Everyday 

Practices 

4.1.1. Domestic Spaces as Sites of Safety: Rooms, Homes, and Study 
Environments  
Participants responses highlight that domestic environment – particularly rooms, apartments, 

and study spaces – function as primary sites in which safe space is actively produced through 

arrangement, personalization and everyday negotiations. Rather than being inherently safe, 

these spaces become meaningful through continuous modifications and adaptations to 

individual needs, moods, and routines. Several participants described deliberately reorganising 

their environments to support different states of being, such as work, rest, or reflection. One of 

the participants expressed, 

“I need multiple options depending on my mood, I keep switching places to sit 

while working. So that is why I have kept two different sofas one is much comfier 

and softer other is little strict keeps you awake, then I have dining chairs on two 

sides. Once facing kitchen, one facing window. So, I literally keep rotating when 

working.”  

Here, the use of multiple seating arrangements, varied spatial orientations, and flexible layouts 

demonstrates how individuals actively engage with their surroundings to create comfort and 

maintain focus. This fluid interaction with domestic spaces reflects an ongoing process of 

adjustment, where safety is not fixed but responsive to changing emotional and practical 

conditions.   

 A recurring theme across participants is the importance of incremental and often subtle 

modifications in shaping a sense of safety. These include the addition of lighting, carpets, plants, 

decorations, and other movable elements that transform otherwise neutral or temporary housing 

into lived and personalised environments. Notably, these interventions are not always large or 

permanent; rather, they often involve as another participant said, “soft adjustments” that allow 

individuals to reshape a space without fundamentally altering its structure. This highlights the 

role of accessibility and adaptability in the production of safe space, particularly for 

international students who may inhabit temporary or shared accommodations. Through these 

practices, domestic spaces shift from being merely functional to becoming emotionally 

resonant and supportive.  
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 Personalization emerges as a central mechanism through which safety is established, 

although its significance varies across participants. For some, familiar objects, photographs, 

postcards, and decorative elements are essential in creating a sense of belonging, thus 

preventing spaces from feeling “cold” or impersonal, like a hotel room. For others, safety is 

less dependent on objects and more closely tied to specific relationships or non-material factors. 

Nevertheless, even when not explicitly prioritised, elements of familiarity – such as arranging 

furniture in ways reminiscent of one’s home environment – appear to operate subconsciously, 

suggesting that spatial memory plays a role in shaping comfort. As a participant reflected,  

“I never thought it was important but eventually I ended up placing my bed or 

even my things the same way I used to back in my home.” 

In this sense, domestic spaces become sites where past experiences, cultural references, and 

present conditions intersect.  

 The question of sharing versus privacy further complicates the production of safety 

within domestic environments. While many participants expressed a desire to share their spaces 

with trusted individuals, they also emphasized the importance of maintaining boundaries and 

moments of solitude. Safe space, in this context is not defined by exclusivity or isolation alone, 

but by the ability to control access, interaction and social dynamics within a given environment. 

Even in shared environments, participants described creating micro-spaces – such as a chosen 

chair, a bed area, desk, or corner – that function as personal retreat. A participant reflected,  

“Since I moved out from my hometown and started living abroad, I have had to 

share my safe space most of the times. Sometimes it was just a curtain that 

divided my bed, but that small place, where my bed was, was enough to become 

my safe space.” 

Another participant described the action of sharing a space, and thus individual safety with a 

group as a continuous process,  

 “I feel like whenever you can, for example when I go to laavu with some friends 

there is a process in which everyone puts their stuff down, and take over the area, 

like in a way reserve it, maybe that applies all  the time, when I’m with a group 

of friends and we choose a table at a cafeteria or something, more about 

reserving the space than changing it. ” 
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This demonstrates that safety can be produced at multiple scales within the same environments, 

reinforcing the idea that domestic space is layered and negotiated.  

 Overall, these analyses suggest that homes, rooms, and study environments are not 

passively experienced, but are actively shaped through material arrangements, personalization, 

and social negotiation, thus aligning with Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of spatial practice. 

Domestic safe spaces, therefore, emerge not simply as locations of residence, but as 

continuously produced environments where individuals exercise agency to create comfort, 

familiarity, and control within new and often transitional geographies.  

4.1.2 Material Objects and Atmospheres: Lighting, Arrangement, and 
Sensory Comfort 
Participants’ responses show that the production of ‘safe space’ is deeply embedded in material 

conditions and sensory atmospheres, where elements such as lighting, spatial enclosures, 

objects and environmental qualities play an important role in shaping their comfort and security. 

Across responses the ‘home’ is the primary site of safety, not merely as a physical structure but 

as a space gradually produced through familiarity, personalization, and emotional investment.  

For most participants, decorating and creating one’s own space played a huge role in the feeling 

of safety and belonging after moving to a new geography as an international student. Several 

participants emphasised how their sense of safety developed over time, as spaces became more 

associated with routines, relationships, memories, thus transforming initially unfamiliar 

environments into intimate and secure settings.  

A recurring and significant factor in the experience of safety was lighting. Participants 

associated well-lit environments with visibility, control, and reassurance, while darkness often 

evoked feelings of discomfort and vulnerability. For example, one participant described a 

preference for consistently illuminated spaces such as the university library, where artificial 

lighting contributed to a predictable and controlled atmosphere, contrasting with feelings of 

unease in dark, outdoor environments. Similarly, others also highlighted the importance of 

adjusting lighting when in their homes – through lamps or ambient sources – to create warmth 

and reduce the feelings of isolation, especially during long winter months in Rovaniemi. For 

example, a participant added,  

“I also added more lights in the last couple of months because I felt too dark in 

my apartment, and this year I bought two little lamps to put in corners to make 

it even brighter.”   
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 Beyond lighting, spatial configuration and enclosure – including walls, ceilings, 

and the scale of a space – also contributed to feelings of safety. One participant described 

smaller, enclosed environment as “cozy” and controllable, reinforcing a sense of protection, 

while many participants realised overly open, crowded, or undefined spaces could evoke 

discomfort. At the same time, participants pointed out the importance of objects and 

arrangements, such as plants –  

 “I added some indoor small plants, as I felt safe and back home seeing green 

and during winter, we barely see any green spaces…”, 

furniture, decorations, and personal belongings, which transform otherwise neutral 

environments into lived spaces that reflect identity and familiarity. Here, these elements do not 

function purely as decorations, but as an active component in the production of space, that 

contributes to a sense of clam, belonging, and emotional grounding.  

 Importantly, the data also highlights the role of nature and outdoor environments as 

atmospheric conditions of safety, complicating a purely interior understanding of spatial 

comfort. While some participants associated safety with enclosed and controlled interiors, 

others described finding comfort in natural settings such as forests, waterbodies, or seasonal 

landscapes. In these cases, safety emerges from sensory immersion – light, air, openness, and 

rhythm – suggesting that atmospheres of safety can be both constructed and encountered. It 

shows that safety can also emerge without human-designed spatial order.  

Taken together in consideration, these findings reflect upon safe space, within 

participants’ experiences, as not solely defined by location but being produced through an 

interplay of material features, sensory conditions, and personal adjustments. This aligns with a 

Lefebvrian understanding of spatial practice as constituted through everyday interactions with 

the physical environment.  

4.1.3 Routines, Repetition, and the Everyday Production of Safety 
Responses of participants illustrate that safe space is not only a location in fixed environments, 

but is continuously produced through routines, repetition, and everyday practices. Across 

participants, habitual actions – such as listening to music in morning, walking in nature, 

commuting or sharing regular moments with familiar people – emerge as supporting structures 

that bring a sense of predictability and control within otherwise shifting and unfamiliar 

environments. These routines functioned as daily anchors in life, allowing participants to 

cultivate moments of calm, focus, and emotional regulation. For example, a participant said, 
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 “…be it being with friends and laughing out louder without any judgement and 

just listening to music and dancing while cooking alone, watching movies and 

feeling emotionally connected with characters, it’s not a just a tangible place for 

me it's the emotional engagement.”  

Here, for instance, engaging in repeated practices such as morning rituals or returning to 

familiar social interactions contributes to maintain a sense of continuity, particularly within the 

context of mobility and transitions as international students. Another participant who describes 

being with her dogs as her safe space relates it to earlier experiences of safety,  

 “Working on Husky Farms where I lived before. There, we never had keys to any 

buildings, and I felt safe and relaxed walking around, especially with dogs. I 

never had been scared to walk with my dogs there in the forest in the evening. I 

think my dogs are also part of the reason why I would say outdoors is my safe 

space with them together.” 

In addition to individual routines, relational patterns of repetition – such as consistently 

meeting the same people, maintaining contacts with friends and family, or engaging in ongoing 

online interactions – further reinforce feelings of safety. These repeated interactions transform 

relationships into dependable spaces of support, suggesting that safety is not only spatially 

situated but also temporally sustained through continuity. A participant expressed,  

“The time here (at a tea stall) on Friday night after a long week for all of us 

working or studying, was just right time to relax, release work exhaustion, the 

jokes, the teases, the laughter and deep, very deep discussions. Been just truly 

you without any fear of being judged by people around you. 

At the same time participants described varying preferences in how these routines are 

experienced, with some emphasising solitude essential to their sense of safety, while other 

highlighted shared practices and social presence. This variation reflects the flexible and 

subjective nature of spatial practice, where safety is produced differently depending on 

individual needs and rhythms. One participant described a sense of co-creation in this routine, 

 “When I’m outside, no matter the weather and walk with my dogs together. They 

are Huskies and I have always felt safe and at peace when I’m walking with them 

as they have a relaxing influence on me. It doesn’t matter if I take them on a 

walk, bike jogging or even sledding in wintertime, as long as Risto and Kato are 

there it’s a good place to be.” 
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Moreover, everyday systems and infrastructures, such as reliable public transport or structured 

daily schedules, also contribute to this sense of stability, indicating that routines are embedded 

not only in personal habits but within broader spatial and social systems. Through repetition, 

these practices gradually transform unfamiliar environments into spaces that feel known, 

navigable and secure. In this sense, safe space is not simply created once but is continuously 

reproduced through the rhythm of everyday life, aligning with Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of 

spatial practice as constituted though habitual actions and lived routines.  

4.2 Representations of Space: Conceptualising and Defining Safety 
and Safe Space 
Participants’ reflections reveal that “safe space” operates strongly at the level of representation 

of space, where it is conceptualized, defined, and imagined in relation to broader experiences 

of mobility, identity and adaptation. Rather than being understood as a fixed or purely physical 

entity, safe space is articulated as a necessary conceptual anchor that supports individuals in 

navigating unfamiliar cultural and geographical contexts. For many participants, the need for 

safe space did not simply increase or decrease after relocation; instead, it was redefined and 

expanded.  

4.2.1 Defining Safe Space: Between a Physical Place and an Emotional 
State 
Participants’ definitions of ‘safe space’ reveal how multifaceted and deeply personal concept 

they are, often extending beyond a fixed physical location into relational, emotional and 

atmospheric dimensions. Several participants described ‘safe space’ as both tangible and 

intangible, where material environments such as rooms, forests, or shared spaces – in school, 

university, public places, coexist with emotional and social conditions. For example, one 

participant expressed safe space as “a tangible location with or without walls” that holds 

positive memories and peaceful emotions but also emphasised the role of “the right kind of 

people” in creating such a space. This reflects the participants understanding of safe space not 

as a static entity, but as something produced through a combination of environment, memory, 

and social interaction.  

Participants here, articulated safe space as essential for their well-being, emotional 

regulation, and resilience. They imagined it not only as comfort, but as a necessary condition 

for coping homesickness, culture shock, and social isolation. Here, safe space can enable the 

processes of adjustment, self-reflection, and personal growth, thus functioning both as a 
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psychological refuge and a foundation for engagement with the external world. In emphasizing 

its importance for other international students, safe space is reinforced as a shared conceptual 

necessity, rather than an individual preference. Thus, within the Lefebvrian framework, safe 

space emerges here as an ideational construct – a set of meanings, expectations, and imagined 

functions that shape how individuals seek, recognise, and produce safety in new geographies. 

4.2.2 Safety as Control, Freedom, and Non-Surveillance 
Participants also conceptualised ‘safe spaces’ through sensory and atmospheric qualities, 

with references to temperature, light, smell, and texture contributing to a sense of bodily and 

mental stability. These descriptions show that safe space is not only cognitively defined but 

also experienced through embodied perception. Additionally, some participants framed safe 

space as a state of being rather than a location, describing it as a condition where emotions are 

controlled, expressed freely, or remain unaffected by external surroundings.  

 Across responses, a recurring theme was the ability to exist without surveillance or self- 

regulation. One participant described safe space as the absence of self-policing behaviour – “a 

place where I don’t have to be on guard…I can just be.” This conceptualisation highlights 

safety as a condition of freedom from judgement and external scrutiny, aligning with the 

broader understandings of space as socially regulated. Similarly, multiple participants defined 

safe space as a place where they could “be themselves”, express vulnerability, or exist without 

filters, suggesting that safety is closely tied to autonomy, authenticity, and emotional openness. 

This shows that safe space to some, is also conceptualized as a mechanism for negotiating 

cultural displacement and the continuity of their identity. This aligns with Lefebvre’s (1991) 

notion of representation of space as spaces of planning and abstraction, where individuals 

construct internal definitions that guide how space should function. For international students, 

this concept of safe space forms a conceptual bridge between familiar past environments and 

present unfamiliar surroundings, allowing them to maintain their cultural practices, emotional 

stability and a coherent sense of self.  

4.2.3 From Institutional Discourse to Personal Meanings 
Experiences and understandings of the term ‘safe space’ itself varied significantly among the 

participants. While some participants encountered the concept through institutional or political 

contexts, such as the feminist or the LGBTQ+ discourse, others had not previously engaged 

with the term explicitly, and instead understood it intuitively, through everyday experiences. 

This distinction suggests a shift from institutionally defined notions of safe space to more 
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personalised and lived interpretations. In both cases, however, participants expanded the 

concept beyond formal definitions, grounding it in their own spatial, relational and emotional 

realities.  

 Considering these interpretations together, ‘safe space’ is positioned here as a 

conceptual construct (representations of space) that is shaped by individual expectations, social 

norms, and lived experiences. Rather than being defined solely by physical boundaries, safe 

spaces emerge from an interplay between ideas of comfort, control, belonging, and emotional 

security, which are later materialised and experienced through everyday spatial practices and 

lived environments. This reinforces the understanding that safe space is not pre-given but 

conceptually constructed and later realised through spatial and lived practices.  

4.2.4 Imagined and Ideal Safe Space 
Participants’ reflections on their ideal safe spaces reveal that safety is not only experienced in 

the present but also actively imagined and projected into the future, aligning closely with 

Lefebvre’s (1991) notion of representations of space as conceptual and abstract constructions. 

These imagined environments function as aspirational spatial models, shaped by personal 

desires, memories, and evolving needs. A recurring theme across participants is the integration 

of nature and domesticity, often envisioned as a private dwelling situated near lakes, forests, or 

open landscapes. Such imaginaries reflect a desire to merge the emotional comfort of the home 

with the openness and tranquillity of the natural environments. It may also suggest that safety 

is conceptualised as both shelter and freedom simultaneously. One of the participants described 

their attunement of safe space to Finnish culture –  

“I think if I had unlimited money, and (you) know, I would love as a safe space like a 

little mokki, right?” 

 Many participants also emphasised the importance of a creative and functional personal 

spaces within these ideal environments. Dedicated studios, artistic corners, or flexible rooms 

equipped with tools for crafting, music, reading were frequently mentioned. These spaces are 

imagined not only as sites of productivity but also as environments that foster self-expression, 

autonomy, and emotional well-being. The inclusion of artistic elements - such as décor, 

culturally meaningful objects, or aesthetic seasonal arrangements – further highlight how safe 

space is conceptualised as something that must be visually and materially curated, even at the 

level of imagination. But, also, for some participants, safety was less about design and more 

about conditions, as participants described, 
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 “I wouldn’t design an ideal safe space because I cannot foresee how I will understand 

 safe space in the future. The ideal situation is that as life continues, the safe space can 

 match my own state. Whether it includes artistic elements is also uncertain.”, 

 (Participant 3) 

 “Nah not really possible. I only like not having many people around and check for 

 places where I’m more likely alone with the dogs.” (Participant 4) 

This indicates that ideal safe space can also be defined through what they exclude.  

 The question of privacy versus sharing of these imagined spaces are also further 

reflected upon by the participants desires for their ideal safe spaces. While several participants 

expressed a desire to share their ideal environments with close friends and family, this was 

often conditional and temporary desire, reinforcing the importance of control over social 

interactions. Others preferred entirely private or semi-private settings, suggesting that safety is 

closely tied to the ability to regulate access and maintain personal boundaries. This shows that 

even in imagined forms, safe space is not inherently social or individual but exists along a 

dynamic spectrum between solitude and togetherness.  

 

Figure 06: Participant 2’s artwork expressing her ideal safe space with touches of extra light, and 

decorations on the walls 
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 Sustainability also emerges as a conceptual concern, though it is interpreted in different 

ways. For some participants, it relates to environmental consciousness and responsible resource 

use, while for some it is understood in terms of emotional and practical maintainability – “a 

place that I can upkeep without big efforts.” Participants also describe it is a space that remains 

comfortable over time and does not become overwhelming. This shows that an ideal safe space 

is not only imaged for immediate comfort but also for their ability to endure and adapt over 

time, reinforcing their role as stable yet flexible environments.  

 Participants also recognized that their concept of safe space is not fixed but evolving, 

shaped by life transitions, cultural contexts, and personal growth. While some identified a 

stable “core” of safety – such as familiarity, comfort, or connection – many acknowledged that 

its material form and spatial expression would shift depending on future environments. This 

adaptability emphasizes that imagined safe spaces are not rigid ideals but rather an unrestricted 

framework, continuously reinterpreted in relation to changing circumstances.  

 Within Lefebvre’s (1991) framework, these findings demonstrate that safe space, at the 

level of representation, operates as a mental blueprint that informs spatial practices and lived 

experiences. By articulating what safety could look like, participants reveal the underlying 

values and expectations that guide how they produce, modify and inhabit space in their present 

lives. Thus, imagines and ideal safe spaces are integral to the broader production of space, 

bringing memory, desire, and future possibility within the ongoing negotiation of safety in new 

geographies.  

4.3 Representational Space: Living, Feeling and Remembering Safety 
in Spaces 
Abstract safe spaces further extend this relational dimension, as participants identified 

relationships, cultural practices, routines, and online communities as sources of safety that exist 

beyond physical environments. These intangible connections – ranging from family ties and 

friendships to daily habits and digital interactions, provide continuity, stability, and a sense of 

belonging, thus reinforcing the idea that safety is not only located in space but also carried 

through social and emotional networks across contexts.  

4.3.1. Friendships, Intimacy, and Social Belonging as Relational Safety 
Participants’ responses show that safe space is not only produced through physical 

environments but is deeply embedded within social relationships and interpersonal dynamics, 
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where people themselves become central to the experience of safety. Many participants reflect 

on relationships – particularly with partners, close friends, and family as key contributors to 

their emotional comfort, trust, and a sense of belonging. For instance, participants emphasized 

that shared domestic space gain their sense of safety through mutual care, respect, and the way 

individuals treat one another, thus suggesting that safety is relationally constructed rather than 

spatially fixed. In this case, safe space is co-produced through interaction, where emotional 

security depends on the presence of support and understanding others. 

 One participant described working at husky kennels as her safe space, and another 

described the routine of listening to Indian classical music as soon as she wakes up. Another 

participant explains that, 

 “Daily habits involve establishing and maintaining life order; cultural customs relate 

 to self-identity. These two “abstract spaces” can provide a certain sense of stability.” 

 

Figure 07: Participant 6’s interpretations of her safe space through photographs and writing 

In semi-public spaces such as universities or cafes, participants particularly pointed to the 

importance of “vibe”, shared values, and gradual relationship-building in cultivating a sense of 

safety, indicating that belonging is something that develops over time rather than being 

immediately present. This duality highlights that safety is not inherent to a place itself but is 



47 
 

contingent upon the social atmosphere and interactions occurring within in. But there was also 

a nuanced balance between solitude and sociality in the production of relational safety. While 

many participants associated safe space with being alone – emphasising privacy, control and 

the ability to fully relax, this did not exclude the presence of others. Instead, safe spaces were 

often described as selectively shared, where access is limited to trusted individuals. Participants 

expressed a preference for inviting others into their space on their own terms, reinforcing the 

importance of autonomy in managing social interaction. This suggest that safety is not defined 

by isolation or togetherness alone, but by the ability to navigate and regulate both states fluidly.  

 Here, friendships, partnerships, and familial connections provide emotional grounding 

that can be carried across different environments, helping individuals cope with unfamiliar or 

challenging situations. For international students in particular, these relationships play a crucial 

role in mitigating feelings of loneliness, cultural displacement, and instability. A participant 

also described the relationships as something like portable safe spaces, saying,  

 “If everyone was not here, I would be homesick. If the friends were not there. More like 

I am very grateful to the Finnish language community. To learn a language, safe space is very 

important as there is pair work and so on, but in that class everyone is very close so there is 

motivation to learn the language and ‘choukisen’ (a long, drawn-out battle) – to learn a 

language, and if I did not have that I wouldn’t do it. I feel held up and supported by everyone.” 

She further stresses,   

 “Alone is more comfortable, with friends is more appreciation and family is like my 

identity, my home. So, it is different kinds of safe spaces and safe feelings. I mentioned that safe 

space for me is somewhere I can be myself, but my personality is different depending on 

different people, so I feel like my personality with family, friends and alone is very different, 

but all is myself.” 

In such case, participant also notes that their sense of self shifts depending on the social context 

– whether with friends, family or alone – yet all these variations are still perceived as authentic. 

This highlight that safe space is not tied to a singular identity but rather accommodates multiple 

expressions of self within different relational contexts.  

 Overall, these findings position relational safety within Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of 

representational (lived) space, where meaning is produced through everyday experiences, 

emotions and social interactions. Here, space is not merely inhabited but felt and negotiated 
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through relationships, demonstrating that the production of safe space is as much a social 

process as it is a spatial one.  

4.3.2 Memory, Nostalgia, and the Presence of ‘Home’ 
Many participants’ descriptions show that safe spaces are closely tied to memory, nostalgia and 

emotional connections to ‘home’, where past experiences and cultural practices shape present 

feelings of safety. These spaces are not defined solely by comfort or positivity, but by their 

ability to hold a wide range of emotions, allowing individuals to feel calm, vulnerable, or 

reflective without any restrictions. Participants described safe spaces as places where they 

could experience sadness, vulnerability, or emotional release without restriction. Here, safety 

is experienced as the freedom to process emotions, rather than the absence of negative feelings. 

A participant said, 

  “I would say I can regulate my emotions freely, I can say what I want to say” 

And another participant mentioned,  

 “To me it's more like that it doesn't add anything to my negative emotions. But 

also, it doesn't necessarily enhance positive emotions either, I would say. I think 

it's neutral in the sense that most spaces are neutral. Most spaces take energy 

away in some ways for me. And in safe spaces are like they don't take anything.” 

This suggests that for these international students, such spaces function as containers for both 

stability and emotional expression. 

 Memory reinforces these spaces in diverse ways. For some participants, repeated 

positive experiences – such as time spent with loved ones or in nature, gradually strengthen 

their attachment to a place, allowing it to be continuously recognized as safe. For others, these 

spaces become so familiar that they are no longer tied to specific memories but exist as a 

normalized part of their everyday life, a constant, taken-for-granted presence. One participant 

mentioned,  

 “It gives me memories of my childhood when I used to cook food with my parents, 

 (joy and laughter) so whenever I feel low, I like to spend more time and cook 

 some elongated recipes.” 

Nostalgia and these connections to home further shape these experiences, as participants draw 

on cultural practices, sensory elements, and symbolic objects, such as food, music, or 

photographs to recreate familiarity in an unfamiliar environment. These elements function as 

bridges between past and present, helping students manage homesickness and maintain a sense 
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of identity, thus enabling students to reconnect with their cultural identity and personal history 

while adapting to a new geographical context. Safe spaces, therefore, function as environments 

where individuals can process challenges and reconnect with themselves, reinforcing their role 

within Lefebvre’s (1991) representational (lived) space.  

 Overall, these findings position memory, nostalgia, and the idea of ‘home’ firmly 

within Lefebvre’s (1991) representational (lived) space, where meaning is produced through 

lived experience, emotional attachment, and symbolic association. Safe space, in this context, 

becomes a temporal and relational construct, shaped by the continuous interplay between past 

memories, present realities, and the ongoing process of making oneself at home in a new place.  

Participants’ responses on their artistic process, and their reflections about the same also reveal 

‘safe space’ as a lived and unfolding experience and not as a fixed idea. Many participants felt 

that they could discover and deepen their understandings about safe space through the creation 

of artworks. The artistic process itself also evoked feelings of calm, comfort and emotional 

presence. A participant mentioned, 

 “I think it makes you connect deeply with your place and make memories that 

will last for the future as a reminder of what your safe space was long time ago. 

It connects deeper with emotions and makes you reflect more.” 

In some cases, the artistic process or the process of having to create a physical interpretation 

of their safe space enabled them to express aspects of safety that were difficult to articulate in 

words. But for some other participants it remained just an ordinary or neutral activity, 

reinforcing that meaning is not inherent but produced through engagement. Importantly, the 

reflections led some participants to new insights about the role of nature, relationships, routines, 

or self-care in creating or maintaining their safe space. Thus, showing that safe space is 

continuously reinterpreted through experience. In this sense, artistic practices function as a 

form of lived spatial production, where safety is not only represented but actively felt, 

negotiated, and understood over time.  

4.3.3. Affect, Atmosphere, and Embodied Experience 
Participants describe safe space as deeply felt and embodied experiences, where both emotional 

states and bodily sensations are shaped by the environment. Feelings of comfort, calmness, and 

relaxation were commonly expressed, often together with a sense of warmth, safety and ease 

in the body. A participant said,  
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 “Yes, I would say spending time here help me maintain my good energy of 

 course. Also, it helps to deal with negativity or loneliness. Which ultimately 

 helps in productivity whether in studies or life.” 

For many participants, these spaces help regulate mood – reducing stress, loneliness, or 

negative emotions, while also supporting focus and productivity in daily life. Even when it is 

not always consciously noticeable, participants suggest a subtle bodily shift, where being in a 

safe space feels more relaxed compared to other environments.  

 But, at the same time, these experiences are not always purely positive or active; safe 

spaces can also feel neutral or simply undemanding, allowing individuals to exist without 

pressure. In some cases, they may even lead to stillness or reduced activity, thus highlighting 

that safety is not about constant productivity but about the ability to pause. This reflects how 

atmosphere operates not only through physical setting but through the sensory and emotional 

tone of space.  

 Importantly, participant’s reflections on the role of safe space for international students 

further emphasize their effective and restorative function. They describe safe spaces as 

environments where individuals can cope with culture shock, emotional strain, and the 

pressures of adapting to unfamiliar social norms. They offer a setting where one can “let go,” 

express vulnerability, or momentarily step away from the need to perform in a new cultural 

context. In this sense, safe spaces become a kind of emotional refuge, allowing the body and 

mind to relax and recover. A participant reflected that,  

 “As an international student, any new environment—especially a geographical 

 one—inevitably brings new cultural patterns. For me, a safe space is about 

 leaving a clue in an unfamiliar environment that connects to something familiar, 

 ensuring that during the adaptation period I can return to a previously stable 

 self-identity through this "safe space."” 

Another participant said,  

 “Safe spaces can give you right kind of motivation to do better and just don’t 

 give up.”  

A participant commented on the importance of safe spaces for everyone, not just international 

students, saying  

 “Yes, I think it's very important for every individual, not just international 

 people to have their own safe space, I think these spaces are the reflection of 
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 our own selves, where we can make our body and mind more refreshed. It might 

 be more important for international students to have something that feels the 

 same warmth of their own home back in their home countries.” 

Whether understood as a “tiny home” away from home, or as a space that supports emotional 

release and self-recognition, safe spaces play a crucial role in shaping how individuals feel, 

inhabit, and adopt to their surroundings. This highlights Lefebvre’s (1991) idea of lived space 

as one that is produced through everyday experiences, emotions, and embodied interactions.  

4.4 Beyond Structure: Where Art Appears and the Everyday Intersect 

4.4.1 Art as Anchoring: Creative Practices in the Production of Safe Space 
Creative practices play a meaningful role for many participants in their production of safe space. 

These practices form a semblance of anchors in unfamiliar environments. Participants mention 

creative activities such as knitting, weaving, photography, writing, cooking, journaling, not 

only as hobbies, but as means to process their emotions, express themselves and connection. 

Participants stated that by engaging in these practices they were able to cope with stress, 

loneliness, and cultural transition, and found a sense a calm, focus and continuity.  

A participant said,  

  “I mean, I knit a lot and that makes me feel very safe because I learned to  knit 

when I was a child and it reminds me of my family, and all of my family

 knits and so on. And yeah, in general, definitely, I don't do art as much as I 

 would like and so on, you know, it is life. But whenever I do art, I feel very safe 

and relaxed and like watercolour painting or just drawing some sort.” 

For some participants, these creative practices were more of an internal function, solely as a 

way of processing their emotions, or reflecting on their identity across various times and places. 

A participant reflected,  

 “During my study and life in Rovaniemi, when adjusting imbalanced physical 

 and mental states, the process of independently creating animal portraits gave 

 me an absolute sense of solidity and joy.” 

For many participants, these practices also facilitated social connections, thus bringing them 

more in touch with like-minded communities and activities.  

 “I don’t really do any art. But I do knitting for relaxing. But that is also as a 

 part of cultural transition because a lot of people in Finland, knit. I would not 
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 do it in Japan. And also, it’s useful because it is cold here. I won’t be using it a 

 lot in Japan. As winter is long here, the time of using it is also longer.” 

Here, these creative practices therefore exist on both individual and collective levels of spatial 

production. Through creative practices, for international students, safety emerges through 

doing, making, and engaging. In this sense, art becomes an active process through which many 

participants find grounding in new geographies.  

4.4.2 Aesthetic Practices as Spatial Claiming 
Most of the participants, even the ones who do not actively practice art or are interested in art, 

engaged with art through aesthetic practices to shape and personalise space. Participants 

mentioned about decorating rooms, arranging objects, selecting colours, and incorporating 

culturally meaningful items in their space to assert their control over their environments. This 

is a way to make a space – for most participants their current house/room into a ‘home’. Here, 

they can transform unfamiliar or temporary spaces into places that reflect their identity and 

preferences. A participant said,  

  “I mean as I said, like, art postcards are very obvious thing, but I think there's 

  so many arts in the items we choose to buy or use to curate our space but if 

it's…   we're thinking very classical about art: in my van Gogh postcards.”  

And another participant commented on how there was a change in her past and present self,  

 “I haven’t done that back in Japan, I started decorating after coming to 

 Rovaniemi. I decorate with plants and flowers in my space… decorating with 

 postcard and pictures, a memory of my time spent here.” 

For some participants this included integrating elements associated with their now place - 

Finland, Finnish culture (Moomin cups). While for others this involves maintaining their 

connection with their past environments through familiar material choices, like for one 

participant it was art postcards and Van Gogh art posters. These aesthetic decisions of lighting, 

layouts, or the presence of handmade objects or plants contribute to the overall atmosphere of 

a space, giving them an opportunity to feel comforted and a sense of belonging. Thus, through 

these practices, space is not only occupied by individuals, but actively claimed and redefined 

– aligning with Lefebvre’s (1991) notion of space as something that is continuously produced 

through lived experiences.  
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4.4.3 Everyday Objects and the Non-Artistic Production of Safe Spaces 
More importantly it is necessary to note that for not all participants “art” is something they use 

to frame their environments. Instead, some participants often produced their safe space through 

everyday objects and routines. These things may not be considered artistic but still carry a 

strong personal meaning. For some participants, items collected over time, the functional 

arrangement of objects or furniture in their respective rooms, or their habitual activities 

contributed to a sense of order, familiarity and stability. A participant said,  

 “…using items that can be easily moved or stored to shape the space’s structure 

 and atmosphere, not large furniture or objects.” 

She also reflected on the influence of the surrounding elements such as weather, seasons, nature 

on the production of her space as significant,  

 “Different lands nurture different people. My living space is compact but warm, 

with a gentle vitality, elements of plants and animals, walls built from stacks of 

paper books, and wool and wooden items. The materials and colors of the living 

space closely resonate with environmental conditions.” 

And another participant also mentioned,  

 “I put up fairy lights and cushions and a lot of dog beds to make it cozier for my 

 dogs.” 

For some participants, safety emerged from the accumulation of their lived experiences within 

a space and not form an intentional artistic expression. Objects here become meaningful 

through use, memory, and presence, and not only for their aesthetic value.  

A participant remarkably states,  

 “I would say my room is an artistic space and a personal safe space. The 

"safety" of this space does not come from displaying artwork; rather, it’s 

 because this space has gradually accumulated items I’ve produced or collected 

since arriving in Rovaniemi. These items are arranged according to my need for 

order and carry strong personal will, thus constructing an artistic safe space. 

Therefore, it can be said that art, in my safe space, plays the role of witnessing 

 my existence here—an ontological role.” 

In this way, the production of safe space extended beyond artistic categories, and highlights 

instead how ordinary material practices such as organizing, maintaining, or simply inhabiting 

a space play a crucial role in shaping lived environments.  
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4.4.4 The Absence of Art: Alternative Pathways to Safe Spaces 
There were also participants who explicitly rejected or minimised the role of art in their safe 

spaces and emphasized on different ways they acknowledge safety. For these students, safety 

is found in relationships (a participant’s dogs), routines (cooking and listening to music, et 

cetera), nature, or specific activities, and not in creative or aesthetic practices. Some described 

themselves as “not artistic”, while other participants prioritised practical, emotional or 

environmental factors overs artistic engagement. Here, safety is constructed through presence, 

interaction and atmosphere and not through making or decorating. Nature, animals, social 

connections and solitude emerge as key elements, suggesting that safe space is not dependent 

on artistic interventions. This showcases the diversity of spatial production, where art is only 

one of the many possibly ways to it.  

 Together, these multiple perspectives show that while art can play a significant role in 

the production of safe space, its absence does not diminish the capacity to create meaningful 

and supportive environments. Instead, here it reinforces Lefebvre’s argument that space is 

produced through multiple, overlapping practices, shaped by individual needs, experiences, 

and ways of inhabiting the world.  

4.5 Synthesising the Layers: Safe Space as Ongoing Production 
Bringing together the different layers of my analysis, safe space here has emerged not as a 

singular or fixed entity, but as something that is continuously produced through the interaction 

of material, social, and lived dimensions. Across participants’ experiences, it became clear that 

‘safe space’ cannot be reduced to one form or definition. Therefore, ‘safe space’ is not a fixed 

location, as it shifts across homes, nature, social environments, and even moments. It is not 

purely physical, since objects and environments alone do not guarantee safety without meaning 

and experience. It is not purely emotional, as feelings of safety are shaped by spatial 

arrangements, routines, and social relations. Finally, it is not necessarily artistic, as while 

individuals use creative practices and aesthetics to contribute to safety, they are neither 

universal nor essential.  

 Instead, ‘safe space’ is best understood as an ongoing negotiation across material, 

relational, and symbolic dimensions. It is produced through everyday practices, relationships, 

memories and personal interpretations, constantly adapting to changing contexts, environments, 

and identities. In this sense, ‘safe space’ reflects Lefebvre’s (1991) conception of space as 
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something dynamic and continuously created – lived, experienced, and reworked over time 

rather than passively occupied.  
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Chapter 5: Situating the Self: Reflexivity, Experience and 
the Interpretation of Safe Space as an Artist - 
Researcher Within the Space 
While my study centres the experiences of the participants, my own position as an international 

student in two different countries and cultures, inevitably shaped the analytical lens through 

which I interpreted the data. My understandings of safe space changed throughout the research, 

making me more aware of the different and subtle layers of how safe space is produced, 

experienced, and imagined. Rather than positioning the differences in my understandings and 

the participants as bias, this reflexive awareness allows for a more situated interpretation of the 

data, helping me acknowledge that the production of safe space is not only an external 

phenomenon, but also one that is deeply embedded in lived and embodied experience.  

5.1 My Positionality as an Artist-Researcher and My Lived Experience 
of ‘Safe Space’ 
My research is influenced by my own lived experiences of space, movement and belonging 

through different times of my life and as an international student navigating unfamiliar 

environments, while also carrying my personal histories of attachment, loss and responsibility. 

Throughout this research, I was reflecting and ruminating over my own spatial experiences, 

which led me to realise that safe space for me has not always been something that I deliberately 

created. Often, it has emerged unexpectedly; especially thorough routines, seasons, living 

nature, and through engagement with the abstract. These moments of safety for me are often 

temporary and situational, shaped by atmosphere, movement and my sensory engagement 

rather than ownership or control (Anderson, 2014; Pink, 2015). This resonates with participants’ 

accounts of “found” spaces and reinforces a relational understanding of space, where safety 

emerges through interactions between body, environment, and context (Massey, 2005).  This 

has further shaped my understanding of safe space through the processes of transition, 

adaptation, and negotiation. Safe space, in this sense, has not been fixed or stable condition for 

me, but something that I continuously redefine through changing environments and 

experiences.  

There have been many such abstract spaces that I reinterpreted as my own pockets of 

‘safe space’. This became particularly evident in moments where safety appeared in spaces I  
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had not actively sought (Figure:08). Instead of constructing it myself through deliberate control 

and design, it emerged through presence, atmosphere and the temporary suspension of external 

expectations. My experience of encountering this space that felt ‘safe’ when I was experiencing 

loss, made me later realise that here, safety, was not dependent on permanence or ownership, 

but on the ability to momentarily inhabit a space without obligation. In contrast to “back home”, 

where my emotional experience was shaped by social expectations, this encountered space in 

Rovaniemi allowed for a different form of presence – one that did not require explanation, 

performance or validation – particularly the absence of performative emotional labour. The 

ability to grieve without observation or interpretation became central to how I experienced 

safety.  

“this place, it provided me a space I needed to grieve whenever I wanted, no judgement, 

no expectations, no looks of pity or concern, no offhanded remarks from people I did not even 

know about MY LOSS..., but here, with these trees, in a foreign land, a land I will have no claim 

over, I found safety, being safe enough to be able to grieve…here, I did not have to perform 

grief” 

 

Figure 08: ‘Backyard is made of this’ – expression of ‘found’ safe space. 
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Here, my reflection while existing in these ‘found’ safe spaces, highlights how a safe space 

within both participant data and my own experience, is closely tied to the absence of 

surveillance and the ability to exist without being interpreted, reinforcing the idea that safety 

is socially and relationally produced rather than materially guaranteed (Foucault, 1977). Here, 

safe space acts as an emotional permission and freedom from social performance (Ahmed, 

2006).  

5.2 Safe Space Beyond Interiors: Found, Sensory, and Environmental 
Encounters 
My field notes add to these understandings and definitions I have of a safe space. Rather than 

documenting fixed environments, I reflect how safety emerged for me through interaction with 

light, sound, material arrangements and everyday spatial practices. In this sense, safe space is 

not experienced as a stable location, but as something relational and continually produced 

through engagement with the environment (Massey, 2005; Lefebvre, 1991).  

 One recurring element across my reflections is the role of light as an affective and 

transient condition of safety. Moments where light interacts with surface, structures and natural 

elements are rather brief, but for me, meaningful instances of comfort, acting as “reflections of 

light and light play are like small transient pockets of safe space”. I reflect that safety is not 

always continuous or permanent, but can exist in fleeting, atmospheric conditions that are 

sensed rather than consciously constructed. This aligns with affective understandings of space, 

where atmosphere is produced through sensory encounters rather than physical boundaries 

(Böhme, 2017; Anderson, 2009).  Such experiences further emphasize Lefebvre’s (1991) idea 

of representational space by emphasising the sensory and temporal qualities through which 

space is lived.  
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Figure 09 (page 58): Light play and reflections, 2015, Nara, Japan 

Figure 10: Light play and reflections, Tokyo, Japan 2016 (left) 

Figure 11: Appearing and disappearing of things in a space, Tokyo, Japan 2017 (right) 

 

 Similarly, sound also emerges as an important yet often overlooked dimension of safety. 

For me, rather than silence, it is the presence of familiar and rhythmic sounds that contributes 

to a sense of grounding; heavy rain, wind blowing through the trees, birds chirping and my 

further observations from my time back home, in India, and Japan, “the reassurance of blinking 

lights, railway tracks, ship’s horns, moving water in the bay, even certain sounds contribute to 

safety.” For me, these auditory elements create continuity and orientation within a space 

(Ahmed, 2006), reinforcing how safety is produced through repeated sensory encounters rather 

than solely through visual or physical boundaries, and challenging the dominant assumptions 

that safe space must be quiet or controlled, instead showing that safety may also emerge 

through rhythmic, familiar and even industrial soundscapes (Anderson, 2009; LaBelle, 2010; 

Pink, 2015). Often times I find myself recording rustling leaves and trees in the wind, or the 

play of light and shadow on physical surfaces, or water. This act also provides me with a small 

temporary safe space and helps with grounding in the moment.  
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Figure 12, 13: light play out in the wild on the trees (2025, Rovaniemi, Finland) 

 Material practices also play a significant role for me in shaping safe space. The act of 

arranging, re-arranging, reorganizing and orienting objects (refer Figure 12) reflects my active 

engagement with space, where control, accessibility, and familiarity are constructed through 

everyday actions. When I moved to Japan, and adjusted my room, especially with the direction 

of the bed when sleeping, and the altar. In Japan I had unconsciously changed the direction of 

the bed and shifted the tables around to open up the room towards the view of the balcony and 

windows. This demonstrates that these spatial adjustments are not merely functional but 

contribute to emotional and psychological comfort (Ahmed, 2006). These practices align with 

Lefebvre’s concept of spatial practice, where routine actions and material arrangements 

produce lived space over time (Lefebvre, 1991). 

 

Figure 14, 15: Arranging and re-arranging objects  
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Figure 16, 17: Personal reflection on safe space 

 These reflections also introduced me to a critical awareness of the subjectivity of safety. 

I questioned myself, “Does this mean ‘I’ assign safety to a place?”, highlighting the 

interpretative nature of spatial experience where safety is not an inherent quality of an 

environment but is constructed through perception, memory, and personal association (Ahmed, 

2006; Pink, 2015). This reflexive questioning reinforces the idea that safe space is relational 

and contingent, shaped by both the individual and the environment. It further emphasizes 

Lefebvre’s (1991) idea of representational space by demonstrating that safe space is not only 

socially produced but also sensorially experienced, materially enacted and reflexively 

interpreted.   

5.3 Art Practice as Inquiry: Experiencing Safe Space Through Making 
In this study I position my own artistic practice not only as a form of representation but as an 

integral part of both data generation and analysis. For me, the use of art-based practices, 

particularly journaling and visual engagement played a central role not only in documenting 

experience but in shaping the analysis itself. Here, these practices functioned as spaces of 
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thinking – where meaning was not immediately defined, but gradually unfolded through 

repetition, reflection and return.  Here, reflecting over my feelings of finding safety near huge 

water bodies,  

“it’s a place where I feel I can ask, and mull, and ruminate over cycles of words, spirals 

– just moving like ‘word mobiles’, a repetition of questions, safe enough place to 

repeatedly ask myself, ‘what is the meaning of this life?’” 

This iterative process reflects key principles of ABR, where knowledge is generated through 

creative practice and embodied engagement rather than extracted through linear analysis 

(Leavy, 2018; Kara, 2020). Writing became a spatial practice for me, producing an internal 

environment where my emotions, memories, and interpretations could be revisited and 

reconfigured over time. This also aligns with the participant’s responses of journaling and 

expressing their interpretations of safe space through words and connects to Lefebvre’s (1991) 

framework of spatial practice and lived productions of space. This slow and cyclical nature of 

journaling also mirrors approaches within Arctic arts-based research, where creative processes 

are used to engage with environment, temporality, and lived experiences (Jokela & 

Huhmarniemi, 2018). In this sense, the act of writing was not separate from the research but 

became a form of spatial production in itself: an internal “safe space” that paralleled the 

external environment being explored.  

Crucially, these cyclic reflections resulted in a conceptual shift for me, where I realised 

how safety is not located in artistic outcomes for me, but in the act of making itself. While I 

started with the questions,  

“Is ‘art’ my safe space?”  

I could answer, 

“Maybe no. It’s the ACT of CREATION that is my safe space.” 

This distinction within my reflection reinforces the role of arts-based research as a process-

driven approach to knowledge production, where meaning emerges through doing rather than 

representation (Leavy, 2018). It also challenges the conventional understandings of art as 

inherently therapeutic or safe. My data instead reveals a distinction between art as product and 

art as process. In ABR framework, art is understood as a mode of inquiry through which 

knowledge is produced, rather than simply illustrated (Leavy, 2018; Kara, 2020). In this context, 

my art functions simultaneously as data, analytical process, and interpretive outcome, 
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contributing to how safe space is explored and understood within research. Through 

photography, journaling, installation, drawing, I explored safe space not only as a concept but 

as an experience, something felt, negotiated and constructed through the act of making. This 

aligns with ABR approaches that emphasize process, emergence and reflexivity as central to 

knowledge production (Jokela & Huhmarniemi, 2018).  

 

Figure 18: Studio Space, Tokyo University of the Arts, 2017, Tokyo, Japan 

 Through making, I engaged with safe space in a way that extended beyond verbal or 

thematic analysis. Decisions related to composition, material, colour, and form become ways 

of thinking through spatial and emotional relationships. This aligns with ABR approaches that 

emphasise the generative nature of creative practices, where meaning emerges through doing 

rather than being predefined (Leavy, 2018; Kara, 2020). In this sense, my art does not simply 

reflect findings but actively participates in producing them.  
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Figure 19: Cyclic reflection of art and art practice as an abstract safe space 

The act of beginning, or the moment of “starting” also emerged as a critical point within my 

process. For me, letting go of expectations and engaging with material without pressure 

allowed for a temporary suspension of self-judgement, thus enabling creative engagement and 

process-based inquiry. In this way, artmaking became a space of negotiation between control 

and release, structure and chaos. This also aligns with ABR approaches that emphasize 

emergence, process, and reflexivity as central to knowledge production (Leavy, 2018; Kara, 

2020). 
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Figure 20, 21: Artistic practices, here stitching as a process – one of my abstract safe spaces 

Left: adjustment to seasonal changes of Rovaniemi 

Right: adjusting to a new life after just moving to Rovaniemi, especially physical distance from loved 
ones 

 

Furthermore, the practices are deeply connected to my memory and personal history, 

where the act of drawing or making evokes earlier experiences of safety and learning for me. 

In this sense, art operates both as a present practice and a bridge to my past experiences, 

reinforcing its role in the relational production of safe space. My artwork can also be 

understood through Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of representational space, where lived 

experiences, imagination, and symbolism intersect. Within Arctic and place-based art practices, 

Jokela and Huhmarniemi (2018) emphasise that artistic processes are deeply connected to 

environment and lived experiences. This perspective is particularly relevant in my study, where 

these environmental conditions, atmosphere and everyday practices shaped both the 

participants’ and my own experiences of safe space.  I tried to translate the abstract feelings of 

safety felt by me in these sites, seasons, elements, relationships, atmospheric events into visual 

or material form, thus rendering the dimensions of safe space visible, which otherwise are 

difficult for me to articulate. This reinforces the role of art not only as expression but as a 

critical analytical tool within the research.  

 



66 
 

 

Figure 22: Artistic practice of stitching and crafting as abstract safe space 

 

5.4 Reflexive Insights: Influences on Interpretation  
The integration of my own experiences and artistic practices within this research process 

highlights the blurred boundaries between researcher and participant. Instead of occupying a 

purely observational role, I became a part of the process of meaning-making, engaging with 

similar questions of safety, belonging, and spatial experiences. This reflects broader qualitative 

and ABR approaches that position research as relational and co-constructed (Leavy, 2018). My 

position in the research inevitably shaped how I interpreted the data. But this reflexive position 

also requires careful consideration. While there are overlaps between my experiences and those 

of the participants, these should not be assumed as universal. Participants’ responses are shaped 

by their own identities, cultural contexts, and personal histories, which may differ vastly from 

my own. Recognising these differences is essential in maintaining the integrity and complexity 

of the data.  

My own experiences of safe space were not directly shaped by the participants’ data, 

nor were the participants’ experiences shaped by mine; however, my understanding of the 

interview data was inevitably informed by my own positionality. This influenced how I 

attended to participants’ responses, including what I noticed, prioritised and emphasised during 

analysis. Reflexive research acknowledges that processes such as coding, theme development, 
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and interpretation are not neutral, but are shaped by the researcher’s perspectives and 

experiences (Rose, 1997). For instance, my sensitivity to themes such as movement, routine 

and environmental experience influenced how I engaged with participants’ responses. 

Moments that resonated with my own experiences, such as finding safety in outdoor spaces or 

everyday practices may have received greater attention during the analysis. While this can 

enrich interpretation by enabling deeper understanding, it also requires critical awareness to 

avoid over-identification.  

 

Figure 23: Left: Participant 3’s installation of the corner of her room. 

Figure 24: Right: The placement of my bed – also like back ‘home’, aligned to a wall 

A conversation I had with one of the participants who created a replica of the corner of 

her now room in Rovaniemi, resonated with my experiences of finding similar solitude or 

emotional grounding with having my bed placed in a way where I could rest my back to the 

wall when sleeping. Also, my discussion with another participant where she emphasised on 

‘walls and a ceiling’ being a primary source of safety in general when looking at structure, 

helped me reflect on my own experiences with walls, and high or low ceilings in a given space. 

Furthermore, having encountered safety as something found in moments of solitude, 

particularly within natural environments, I was more attuned to similar responses within the 

data, especially those relating to withdrawal, emotional regulation and sensory engagement.  

By observing, and reflecting, and recreating my own space, I was able to observe how 

objects, lighting, and decorative arrangements generate emotional and sensory responses, and 
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how these interventions interact with personal and social meanings. My reflections and 

observations also helped me gain insight on the role of art in this creation of my own individual 

safe space. 

My reflections of,  

“While water, a huge, expanding waterbody has evoked within me feelings of safety, it 

is melancholic, it is lonely, deep, holding too much, but full of melancholy” 

And “and while the sea, ocean, water is comforting, it’s the trees, the flowers, the 

dancing branches all around that are uplifting…life affirming? Being enveloped by the trees, 

not even an open grassland, it has to be surrounded by tall trees, and have the light, sunshine 

flickering through, causing thousands of tiny, beautiful shadows to feel safe and sheltered.”  

This interpretation of natural environments as safe was not neutral, it was influenced by my 

own affective responses, where forests were protective and life-affirming, while water bodies 

evoked introspection and melancholy. This highlights how interpretations are not detached but 

relational, shaped by the researcher’s embodied experiences and emotional orientations 

(Ahmed, 2006).  

At the same time, engaging reflexively allowed for a more nuanced reading of the data 

I collected. By recognising my own positionality, I was able to question assumptions and 

remain attentive to differences in participants’ experiences, recognising that safe space is 

ambivalent; it can hold both comfort and discomfort simultaneously, that different 

environments produce different emotional atmospheres, thus complicating any singular 

understanding of safe space.  Acknowledging my positionality here strengthens the analysis by 

making visible the interpretive lens through which the data was understood by me and not just 

being presented as objective or neutral. This aligns with boarder qualitative approaches that 

position knowledge as situated and co-constructed rather than objective and detached (Massey, 

2005; Rose, 1997).  

 Finally, this reflexive process shows that the analysis of safe space is not produced 

solely through participants’ narratives, but through an ongoing interaction between participant 

data, theoretical frameworks, and my own lived and creative experiences as an artist-researcher. 

At the beginning of the research, I had not dived deeper in understanding how an individual 

themselves is the one who has the agency to call a place ‘safe’ or ‘unsafe’ and thus create for 

themselves their personal safe space. This was prominently because, I started this research as 
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a question to understand how I had found a safe space in the wild, out in the nature, and having 

the desire and curiosity to understand if other people also felt they had a ‘safe space’ in the wild 

or created it. While I still maintain my initial answer of safe spaces existing in the wild, I do 

realise, especially after interviewing my participants, that we, as individuals hold limited but 

meaningful agency in how we choose to acknowledge a place as ‘safe’ or ‘unsafe’, and in turn 

producing or creating it.  
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Chapter 6: Producing Safe Space: Lived, Imagined and 
Negotiated Spatialities  
My study is grounded in Lefebvre’s (1991) conceptualisation of the production of space, 

particularly using his spatial triad of spatial practice, representations of space, and 

representational space. This framework has enabled an analysis of ‘safe space’ across material, 

conceptual, and lived dimensions. Additionally, relational understandings of space (Massey, 

2005) informed my approach by emphasizing that space is something that is continuously 

created through social interactions, trajectories, and power relations. These perspectives 

together allowed me to examine safe space not as a singular entity, but as a layered and evolving 

spatial phenomenon.  

 For the methodology, I adopted a qualitative ABR approach, combining semi-structured 

interviews with creative practices. This was important for me, and this study, to capture the 

affective, embodied, and often non-verbal dimensions of safe space that may not be as easily 

expressed through language alone. Participants’ reflections and art creations were treated as 

complementary forms of data, enabling me to get a more nuanced understanding of how ‘safe 

space’ is both experienced and produced for different people with different stories. The 

inclusion of artistic practice in this study also helped position space as something that can be 

actively created and reimagined and not simply described.  

 In this chapter, I build on the analysis presented earlier and move beyond descriptive 

coding to interpret the findings through the theoretical lens outlined above. Here, I bring 

together empirical insights and spatial theory and examine how safe space emerges through the 

interaction of everyday routines, emotional experiences, social relations, and imaginative 

practices. While the chapter focuses on participant data, the analysis is informed by my 

reflexive and arts-based explorations presented in the previous chapter, which shaped my 

analytical lens. My positionality also influences how I interpret participants’ experiences. 

Feminist and reflexive methodologies emphasise that knowledge is situated and shaped by the 

researcher’s social and spatial position (Rose, 1997). Acknowledging this allowed me to 

engage more transparently with the research and recognise both connections and differences 

between my experiences and those of the participants. 
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6.1 Safe Space as Spatial Production 
The findings from my study challenge the idea of safe space as a fixed or pre-existing location 

and instead reveal it as a dynamic and ongoing process. Across participants’ responses, safe 

space was not tied to a single physical environment consistently, but was described through 

their individual experiences, routines, emotions and relationships that unfolded over time. This 

supports my argument that safety is not something that is simply “found” in space, but 

something that is actively produced with the help of everyday practices and lived experiences.  

6.1.1 Beyond Locations: Safe Space as Process 
Lefebvre’s (1991) framework positions space as something that is continuously shaped through 

spatial practices, representations, and lived experiences, and does not view it as a passive 

container. For example, many participants associated safety with routine and repetition, 

retuning to familiar environments, engaging in habits or interacting with known people – which 

contributed to a sense of stability and comfort. One participant noted that spending time in their 

safe space helped them maintain “good energy” and manage their feelings of negativity or 

loneliness, thus suggesting that safety is reinforced through repeated engagement rather than 

inherent qualities of the space itself.  

 At the same time, responses also suggest of safe space being experienced as not 

consistently positive or stable. Some participants also expressed ambivalent or changing 

experiences, where comfort could shift into stagnation or isolation. For example, one 

participant reflected that while their safe space felt “comfortable and relaxed” it could also 

become “too relaxed”, making it difficult to remain productive. Another participant expressed 

uncertainty about whether their safe space had a measurable effect, suggesting that feelings of 

safety often operate at a subtle or subconscious level. These accounts highlight that safe space 

is not fixed or guaranteed, but transitory and continuously negotiated through challenging 

emotional and situational contexts.   

 This understanding of safe space as a process, is further reinforced with the role of 

affect and embodiment. Participants frequently described safety with how their body felt – 

relaxed, calm, or at ease, and not solely in terms of physical surroundings. This aligns with 

affective and relational approaches to space, which emphasize that spatial experience is shaped 

through embodied interaction and emotional engagement (Ahmed, 2006: Anderson, 2014). In 

this sense, safe space emerges through the alignment of body, environment, and experiences 

instead of being in a specific place.  
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 My findings also show that safe space is produced through interaction rather than 

isolation. While some participants associated safety with being alone or in a private 

environment, other described it in relation to companionship, such as spending time with their 

pets or familiar people. Here, feelings of comfort, joy, and emotional grounding are felt, thus 

suggesting that social relationships play a key role in the production of safe space. This reflects 

on Massey’s (2005) argument that space is relational, constructed through interactions and 

connections rather than existing as an independent entity.  

 Together, these insights suggest that safe space should be understood not as a fixed 

location or static condition, but as an ongoing spatial production shaped by routines, emotions, 

relationships, and embodied experiences. It is through these everyday practices that 

international students, or individuals actively construct and maintain their sense of safety, even 

in challenging environments. This shifts the focus from identifying where safe spaces are to 

understanding how they are continuously created, negotiated, and sustained in daily life.  

6.1.2 Negotiating Material, Social and Symbolic Dimensions  
My findings show that ‘safe space’ is produced through the negotiation of material, social, and 

symbolic dimensions, which aligns closely with Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial triad. For spatial 

practice, participants expressed safety as something that emerges in their everyday life through 

repetitive, ordinary, and material actions. Spaces such as rooms, study areas, or specific corners 

of their home became meaningful not because of their inherent qualities, but through 

continuous use and familiarity. Participants strongly expressed the importance of small 

materials elements, such as lighting, personal objects, or specific arrangements of their space 

in contributing to a sense of control and comfort. Similarly, routines for some participants, such 

as sitting in a particular place, walking, cleaning, cooking, or engaging in daily habits 

reinforced their feelings of stability and predictability. These micro-practices illustrate how 

safety is not constructed through extraordinary conditions, but through consistent, embodied 

interactions with space (Middleton, 2018; Bissell, 2018).  

 For representations of space, participants’ responses also reflect broader expectations 

and imagined ideals of safety shaped by institutional and cultural contexts. Participants 

envisioned a “safe” environment as quiet, private, organized, or socially inclusive – often 

aligning with dominant spatial norms found in housing systems, university environments or 

societal expectations. At the same time, they also articulated ideal or future safe spaces, to 

reveal how safety is also conceived and projected beyond present conditions. These imagined 
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spaces highlight the role of conceptual and planned dimensions in shaping how individuals 

understand and seek safety, even when such conditions are not fully realised (Lefebvre, 1991; 

Brenner & Schmid, 2015). 

 In representational space, the lived and symbolic aspects were evident through 

participants’ emotional, sensory, and imaginative experiences of safety. Feelings of joy, 

comfort, calm, or emotional release were central to how safe spaces were described. They were 

often tied to memories, personal meaning, or creative expressions. For some participants, art, 

imagination, or abstract associations played an important role in constructing safe space, thus 

extending it beyond physical environment. This aligns with affective and phenomenological 

understandings of space, where meaning is produced through embodied and emotional 

engagement (Ahmed, 2006; Anderson, 2014). Safety for international students is built through 

small, everyday acts. Together, these dimensions demonstrate that safe space is not singular but 

layered, continuously negotiated across individual material practices, conceptual 

understandings, and lived experiences.   

6.1.3 Tensions, Contradictions and Fragility of Safe Space 
When participants described safe space in terms of comfort, familiarity, and emotional ease; 

their responses also revealed contradictions and friction that complicated its meaning. Often 

times, safe space was a space that existed between different states of being freedom and 

constraint, connection and isolation. For example, some participants associated safety with 

relaxation and calmness, and other noted that these same conditions could lead to decreased 

motivation or a sense of stagnation. This suggests that safety, despite desirable can also produce 

unintended effects, thus showing its dynamic and context-dependent nature.  

 These contrasting responses reflect the fragile and contingent nature of a safe space, 

where feelings of comfort can shift depending on one’s emotional state, social context, or 

duration of engagement. Participants’ uncertainty about whether their safe space influenced 

their mood or not, further reinforces that safety is not always consciously recognised but 

operates softly through embodied experiences. These insights align with broader spatial theory, 

which emphasize that space is continuously produced and therefore subject to instability and 

change (Lefebvre, 1991).  

Artistic perspectives also illuminate this fragility. For example, in Mona Hatoum’s work, 

she destabilises familiar domestic environments, revealing how spaces associated with comfort 

can also evoke discomfort or vulnerability. This challenges the assumption that safe space is 
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inherently secure. Instead, it positions it as something that is shaped by broader socio-political 

and emotional conditions. Similarly, participants’ experiences suggest that safety is negotiated 

and not guaranteed, and is shaped by personal needs, social relations and situational factors.    

 All these findings, together show that safe space exists in a constant state of negotiation 

between contrasting factors – freedom and control, comfort and limitation, belonging and 

withdrawal. Rather than being a fixed entity, or a universally positive condition, safe space is 

a fragile and evolving spatial production, which is shaped by enabling and constraining factors.  

6.2 Spatial Belonging and the Migratory Experience 
For many international students the experience of moving to a new country is not only a 

geographical shift but also an emotional and spatial negotiation of belonging. Here, ‘safe space’ 

becomes more deeply intertwined with the process of finding or creating a sense of 

“homemaking” in unfamiliar surroundings. Participants’ responses reflect how safety is not 

immediately present, but gradually formed through everyday interactions, memories and 

personal adjustments. But these experiences are also not uniform, as access to and control over 

a space varies across different contexts. Here, I explore how safe space is both personally 

constructed and unevenly shaped by broader spatial and social conditions.  

6.2.1 Safe Space and the Making of “Home”  
The analyses from the participants’ responses show that safe space plays a central role in 

shaping their sense of belonging within the context of migration as international students. For 

many participants’ safe space was not initially present, but developed over time through 

familiarity, routine, and emotional attachment. This suggests that belonging is not tied to a 

fixed location, but emerges through repeated engagement with space, where unfamiliar 

environments gradually become meaningful and comfortable for individuals.  

Ahmed’s (2006) concept of orientation helps explain this process, as bodies come to 

feel “at home” through alignment with their surroundings. Participants’ responses of feeling 

relaxed, comfortable, or able to “be themselves” reflect this embodied sense of being, where 

space begins to support rather than challenge their presence. Similarly, Massey’s (2005) 

understanding of space as relational, highlights that belonging is constructed through 

interactions, relationships, experiences and not inherent spatial qualities. Safe space, in this 

sense, emerges as a key mechanism through which individuals negotiate their position in new 

environments.  
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Participants’ responses also suggest that safe space can function as a bridge between 

unfamiliar and familiar contexts. Through everyday practices, emotional connections and 

personal adaptations, spaces that were once neutral or even uncomfortable can become sites of 

comfort and identity. This transformation reflects how safe space is actively produced, thus 

enabling individuals to construct a sense of “home” even within temporary or transitional living 

conditions.  

6.2.2 Power, Access and Uneven Spatial Experiences 
While safe spaces contribute to belonging, the findings also reveal that access to such spaces 

is uneven and shaped by broader power relations. Participants’ definitions of safety often 

emphasized their ability to relax, express themselves freely, and not feel “on guard”. This 

suggests that safe space is closely linked to autonomy and freedom from judgement or 

surveillance. However, these conditions were not always consistently available across different 

environments, especially in international and public settings.  

 Massey’s (2005) concept of power geometry explains how individuals are positioned 

differently within spatial relations, and how it affects their ability to access, control, and feel 

comfortable in certain environments. It can be considered that international students too, may 

go through these power dynamics in a new culture. Participants’ experiences suggest that 

institutional spaces such as universities or shared accommodations can impose expectations or 

norms that limit self-expressions or create subtle forms of pressure, personal or self-controlled 

spaces were more frequently associated with emotional safety and authenticity.  

 This difference also reflects tensions between personal and institutional definitions of 

safe space. While institutions may define safety through policies or regulations, participants’ 

experiences emphasise more subjective and embodied dimensions, such as emotional ease, 

privacy, and the absence of judgment. Research similarly shows that feelings of safety are 

shaped not only by physical conditions but by social dynamics, identity, and perceived 

acceptance within a space (Samura, 2018; Holley & Steiner, 2005).  

 These findings suggest that the production of safe space is not equally accessible to all 

individuals. Factors such as identity, cultural background, and social positioning influence how 

freely individuals can occupy and shape space. As a result, safe space must be understood not 

only as a personal experience but as something that is embedded with broader structure of 

power; somewhere where the ability to feel safe, belong and express oneself is unevenly 

distributed.  
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6.3 Imagined, Abstract and Future Safe Spaces 
Participants’ responses also point to the existence of safe space beyond immediate physical 

environments. For many, it was not limited to where they currently are, but extended into 

imagined, remembered and abstract realms. These perceptions of safety show that individuals 

actively construct and project their spaces of comfort, even when such spaces are not fully 

realised in their present surroundings.  

6.3.1 Imagined and Ideal Spaces as Representations of Space 
With the analyses it can be deduced that safe space exists beyond present reality. Participants 

frequently referred to ideal or imagined versions of safe space, describing environments that 

would support their comfort, identity or wellbeing. For them, these spaces often included 

qualities such as privacy, familiarity, emotional ease, or a stronger sense of belonging – these 

elements were not always fully present in their current environments. This future-oriented 

thinking of the participants reflects Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of representations of space, 

where space is conceived, planned, and imagined rather than directly lived.  

 These kinds of imagined safe spaces can illustrate that safety is not confined to existing 

spatial conditions but extends into aspirations and expectations of individuals. Participants’ 

reflections suggest that safe space can act as a conceptual guide, shaping how individuals 

navigate and evaluate their current environments. In this sense, imagined spaces are not 

separate from reality, but actively influence how space is experienced and produced in the 

present. This aligns with broader spatial theory, which recognises that space is continuously 

shaped by both material conditions and imagined possibilities (Soja, 1996).  

6.3.2 Abstract and Non-Physical Safe Spaces 
My analysis also demonstrate that safe space is not purely physical as participants also 

described it in abstract and non-material terms. Elements such as music, memories, imagination 

and personal identity were linked to experiences of safety, thus suggesting that safe space can 

exist independently of a fixed location. For some participants, listening to music, recalling 

familiar environments, or engaging in personal reflection created a sense of emotional 

grounding and comfort. This was especially possible in they were physically situated in less 

secure or unfamiliar spaces. These reflections highlight that safe space is deeply connected to 

representational space, where meaning is produced through lived, symbolic, and affective 

experiences (Lefebvre, 1991). Ahmed’s (2006) concept of orientation further supports this 

understanding, as feelings of comfort and safety emerge through how individuals relate to and 
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inhabit both physical and non-physical environments. In this way, safe space becomes an 

internal and relational experience that is shaped by memories, emotions, and identities, and not 

solely by external conditions.  

 These abstract forms of safe space show the agency individuals have in producing safety, 

even in contexts where physical environments may not fully support it, by drawing on 

imagination, memory, or sensory experience, participants extend safe space beyond material 

constraints, reinforcing its fluid and multidimensional nature.  

6.4 Affect, Atmosphere and Embodied Experience 
We can also understand that safe space is felt in the body and not just thought. Participants’ 

responses of safe space were not only expressed through physical settings or routines but were 

deeply embedded in emotional and bodily experiences. Feelings such as calmness, comfort, 

relaxation, emotional release were repeatedly used to describe what made a space feel “safe”. 

This suggests that safe space is not only cognitively understood, but also affectively and 

physically experienced by individuals.  

 Safe space emerged as an embodied experience, where participants described 

noticeable shifts in how they felt physically and emotionally when in certain environments. 

Expressions such as “at ease”, “relaxed”, or “not on guard” indicate that safety is registered 

through body rather than solely through conscious evaluation. Ahmed’s (2006) concept of 

orientation highlights how bodies align with spaces that feel familiar and supportive, allowing 

individuals to inhabit them comfortably. When this alignment occurs, space is experienced as 

safe; when it does not, discomfort or unease may arise.  

 Participants’ descriptions also state the importance of atmosphere in shaping safe space. 

Elements such as quietness, lighting, familiarity or the presence (or absence) of others 

contributed to an overall feeling or mood within a space. While these atmospheric qualities are 

subtle, responses prove that they are still influential in affecting an individual’s emotional state 

without always being explicitly recognised. Affect theory emphasises these pre-conscious and 

relational dimensions of experience, where feelings circulate between bodies, objects, and 

environments (Anderson, 2009; Bissel, 2018). In this sense, safe space is not located in any 

single element but emerges through interaction of multiple sensory and emotional factors. 

Participants’ responses also suggest that affective experiences of safety are not always stable 

or uniform. A space that feels calming at one moment may feel isolating at another, depending 

on emotional state or context. This reinforces the idea that safe space is not fixed but 
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continuously negotiated through embodied experiences. The role of an individual’s personal 

perception is also important as it shows how one actively interprets and responds to spatial 

conditions based on their emotional and psychological needs.  

 Together these analyses demonstrate that safe space is not only something that is 

materially arranged or socially defined, but something that is felt, sensed and lived through the 

body. Understanding safe space through affect and embodiment expands its definition beyond 

physical or conceptual dimensions, emphasising its experiential and relational nature.  

6.5 Safe Space Beyond Interiors: “Found” spaces and the Role of 
Environment  
In the earlier sections I have framed safe space as something that is produced through routines, 

relationships, and embodied practices, but participants’ responses also reveal that moments 

where safety is not actively constructed but, instead, it is encountered within surrounding 

environments. In several responses, outdoor settings – such as forests, walking paths, or quiet 

natural areas were described as spaces where participants felt calm, grounded and temporarily 

at ease. Although these places were not necessarily designed or controlled by the individual, 

they offered a sense of relief and comfort. This suggests that safe space can emerge through 

encounter and not intentional production, thus expanding dominant understandings of safety as 

something exclusively built or maintained.  

These experiences can be understood through affective and sensory approaches to space, 

where environments influence how bodies feel and respond. Anderson (2009) describes 

atmosphere as something that is collectively produced yet individually experienced. It shapes 

the emotional and bodily states in subtle ways. In context of Rovaniemi, environmental 

conditions such as silence, cold, light variation, and seasonal changes play a significant role in 

shaping these atmospheric experiences. Participants’ descriptions of calmness or mental clarity 

in outdoor settings reflect how sensory engagement; through movement, temperature, sound 

and visual openness, contributes to feelings of safety. Edensor (2015) argues that landscapes 

are not passive backdrops but active participants in shaping affective experience, reinforcing 

the idea that safety can be mediated through environmental interaction.  

 It is important to note that these “found” safe spaces challenge the assumption that 

safety requires ownership, privacy or control. Unlike domestic or interior spaces, natural 

environments are wild, unpredictable, open and often shared. Yet participants’ experiences 

suggest that safety can still be felt in these contexts, especially through temporary withdrawal 
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from social pressure or structured environments. This aligns with relational understandings of 

space (Massey, 2005), where safety is not tied to bounded locations but emerges through 

interactions between body, environment and moment. Here, safe space becomes situational and 

transient, shaped by presence and not permanence.  

 Together, these findings extend the concept of safe space beyond interior, constructed, 

or institutional settings. They highlight the role of environment and sensory experience in 

producing moments of safety that are not owned or fixed but felt and encountered. By 

foregrounding these non-constructed and experiential dimensions, my study contributes to a 

broader understanding of safe space as not only produced through social and material practices 

but also emerging through atmospheric and environmental engagement.  

6.6 Safe Space Through Art: Representational Space in Practice 
The role of art in the production of safe space is varied according to participants’ responses. 

While some actively engage in creative practices such as photography, journaling, painting, 

cooking, others do not identify themselves as “artistic”. Even so, they participate in forms of 

everyday aesthetic expression, such as decorating spaces or arranging objects. This diversity 

challenges the narrow definitions art has and suggests that creative expression exists along a 

spectrum – from formal artistic practices to subtle, everyday acts of spatial arrangements. 

Through an ABR approach, these practices can be understood not only as outcomes, but as 

processes through which participants interpret, negotiate, and construct their sense of safety 

(Leavy, 2018; Jokela & Huhmarniemi, 2018). In Arctic art education and research, Jokela and 

Huhmarniemi (2018) emphasise that art is deeply embedded in lived environments and 

everyday practices, reinforcing the idea that creative engagement is relational, situated, and not 

limited to formal artistic production.  

6.6.1 Art as a Site of Spatial Production  
Participant’s engagement with creative practices demonstrate that art can function as a site of 

spatial production, where safe space is actively created instead of being simply found. 

Activities such as knitting, photography, journaling, or arranging personal objects; contribute 

to shaping one’s environment to feel comfortable, familiar and personally meaningful. This 

aligns with Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of representational space, where space is lived, felt and 

symbolically constructed through everyday practices.  

 At the same time, the data shows that art is not essential for everyone. Some participants 

rejected artistic identity, yet they still engaged in everyday aesthetic practices that shaped their 



80 
 

environments. This expands ABR beyond formal artistic outputs, aligning with Pink’s (2015) 

emphasis on sensory and material engagement and Jokela and Huhmarniemi’s (2018) view, 

that art in everyday and environmental contexts operates as a way of relating to a place.  In this 

sense, safe space is produced not only through intentional art-creation but also through subtle 

acts of arranging, inhabiting and personalising space. Thus, art is not essential, but one of the 

many ways in which safety, and safe space is produced.  

6.6.2 Visualising Belonging, Memory and Identity 
Participants’ artworks and creative practices reveal how safe space is closely tied to belonging, 

memory, and identity. Through visual and material expression, individuals construct spaces 

that reflect their personal histories, cultural backgrounds, and present experiences. Objects, 

images, and handmade elements become carriers of meaning, thus transforming spaces into 

sites of emotional and symbolic attachment.  

   

Figure 20: Participant 6’s artwork reflecting her merging of her home cutlure and new culture 

through seasonal depictions 

 This resonates with artistic practices that engage with memory and migration, for 

example Do Ho Suh’s portable homes, and Njideka Akunyili Crosby’s hybrid domestic 

interiors, where space becomes layered with multiple identities (Massey, 2005). Similarly, 

Bouchra Khalili’s narrative-based work highlights how storytelling produces spatial belonging. 

Participants’ use of journaling, photography and symbolic arrangements reflects similar 

processes, in which creative expression becomes a means of situating oneself within unfamiliar 

environments. These practices can also be understood as forms of place-based meaning-making, 
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where identity is negotiated through intersection with both environment and memory (Jokela 

& Huhmarniemi, 2018).  

6.6.3 Art as Safe Space: Expression, Agency and Reflection 
For some participants creative practices functioned as a form of emotional release and 

reflection, particularly in relation to stress, loneliness, and cultural transition. Activities such 

as knitting, writing, or painting were described as calming and grounding, suggesting that art 

itself can be a temporary safe space. Within ABR, this aligns with the understanding of art as 

both a method and a process of inquiry, where meaning is generated through making (McNiff, 

2013; Leavy, 2018).  Post-art reflections further demonstrate how participants engaged 

critically within their own experiences. In some cases, the act of creating enabled new insights, 

allowing participants to articulate feelings that were not initially expressed in interviews. For 

others, participants questioned whether art produces safety or simply represents it, thus 

highlighting the complexity of these experiences. Jokela and Huhmarniemi (2018) similarly 

emphasise that art processes can foster reflection and relational understanding, particularly in 

context-sensitive contexts and participatory settings. This reinforces the role of art not only as 

expression but as a space of agency, where individuals actively negotiate their emotional and 

spatial realities.  

 Creative practices like weaving, painting, journaling and photography further 

demonstrate how safe space can be actively produced through embodied and reflective 

engagement. Weaving, for instance, involves repetitive, tactile actions that can promote a sense 

of rhythm, control, and grounding often associated with calming effects and emotional 

regulation. The material engagement with threads and patterns allows individuals to externalise 

internal state while simultaneously creating a structured and predictable process, which can 

contribute to feelings of safety and stability (Collier, 2011). Similarly, painting enables the 

expression of emotions that may be difficult to articulate verbally, instead functioning as a non-

verbal language through which individuals can process complex experiences. Within art 

therapy research, painting has been shown to reduce stress and support emotional release, 

reinforcing its role as a space of psychological safety (Kaimal et al., 2016).  
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Figure 21: Participant 5’s expression of safe space through art-based process of weaving 

 Journaling on the other hand, operates as a reflective and narrative practice, allowing 

individuals to organise thoughts, process emotions, and construct meaning from their 

experiences. Writing about personal experiences has been widely associated with improved 

emotional clarity and reduced stress, as it enables individuals to make sense of difficult or 

transitional moments (Pennebaker & Chung, 2011). In the context of my study, journaling can 

be understood as a form of internal safe space, one that is portable, private and continuously 

accessible.  

 

Figure 22: Participant 6’s expression of safe space using art-based process of photography, collage 

and journaling 

 Photography similarly offers a way of engaging with space through attention, framing 

and perspective. To many individuals capturing particular moments, objects, environments is 
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meaningful or comforting and transforms ordinary surroundings into sites of personal 

importance. Rose (2016) suggests that visual methods such as photography allow participants 

to construct and communicate spatial experiences in ways that extend beyond verbal 

description, aligning closely with ABR approaches.  

 

Figure 23: Participant 1’s representation of safe space through photography 

All together, these practices highlight how safe space is not only located in 

environments but also emerges through creative processes that engage the body, senses and 

emotions. Within ABR, such methods are not merely tools for data collection but are 

themselves forms of inquiry and meaning making (Leavy, 2018). Jokela and Huhmarniemi 

(2018) argue that art practices, particularly in context-sensitive and everyday settings, enable 

individuals to build relationships with their environment and themselves. In this sense, weaving, 

painting, journaling, photography function as micro-practices of safety, where individuals 

actively construct, negotiate and experience safe space through creative engagement.  
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Figure 24: Participant 3’s expressions through photography as a creative practice (participant is 

neither interested in art nor practices it) (Photographer: Halin, M., 2026)   

6.7 Synthesising the Layers: Safe Space as Ongoing Production  
The discussion presented in this chapter demonstrates that safe space cannot be understood as 

a fixed, stable or singular entity. Instead of being tied to a specific location or defined solely 

through physical, emotional or artistic dimension, safe space emerges as a dynamic and 

ongoing process. It is produced through the continuous interactions of material arrangements, 

social relations, sensory experiences and individual interpretations. Thus, reinforcing 

Lefebvre’s (1991) argument that space is not a passive container but an active product of lived 

practices.  

Across participant responses and my reflexive observations, safe space can be 

explained to be relational and contingent, shaped by movement, context and experience. As 

Massey (2005) suggests, space is constituted through interactions and trajectories, and 

therefore, cannot be understood as static or universally experienced. This is evident through 

this study, in how safety is negotiated differently across environments, whether through 

everyday routines, encounters with natural landscapes, or moments of solitude. It highlights 

that safe space is not given, but continually made and remade.  

 My findings also complicate reductive understandings of safe space as inherently 

positive or stable. Instead, safe spaces can be temporary, partial and even contradictory, holding 

both comfort and discomfort simultaneously. This aligns with the broader discussion of spatial 
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production where material, social and symbolic dimensions intersect. For instance, material 

practices such as arranging objects or engaging with environments interact with emotional and 

sensory experiences. While symbolic meanings – memory, identity, and imagination further 

shape how safety is perceived and produced.  

 Furthermore, the inclusion of arts-based and reflexive approaches within this research 

extends the understanding of safe space beyond conventional frameworks. Even though they 

are not essential to all experiences, artistic and creative practices reveal how safe space can be 

actively produced through process, repetition, and expression (Leavy, 2018; Jokela & 

Huhmarniemi, 2018). At the same time, the absence of art in certain contexts reinforces that 

safe space is not dependent on any singular mode of production, but exists across multiple, 

overlapping dimensions.  

 Together, these insights position safe space as an ongoing negotiation; one that is 

continuously shaped through the interplay of material conditions, relational dynamics and 

symbolic meanings. This understanding moved beyond static definitions and instead 

conceptualises safe space as a lived and evolving process, thus setting the foundation for the 

concluding chapter to reflect on its broader implications.  
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Chapter 7: Between Arrival and Belonging: Conclusions 
and Contributions 
This study explores how safe space is experienced, understood and produced by international 

students, including the role of art in this production, with attention to the spatial, emotional and 

creative dimensions of this concept. Drawing on Lefebvre’s (1991) framework of the 

production of space and Massey’s (2005) relational understanding, my research examined ‘safe 

space’ not as a fixed location, but as something that is actively constructed through everyday 

practices, social relations and individual interpretations. The study moves beyond simplified 

definitions by grounding safe space in lived experience. Using interviews alongside arts-based 

and reflexive approaches, it shows how safety is negotiated across material, sensory, and 

symbolic dimensions, particularly in migration contexts.  

 A key finding is that safe space is not stable or bounded, but an ongoing process. 

Participants’ experiences show that safety is produced through interactions with environments, 

routines and relationships, rather than belonging to a specific place. This aligns with Lefebvre 

(1991) and Massey (2005), where space is understood as relational and constantly evolving. 

Everyday routines play an important role, especially simple acts like arranging spaces, 

returning to familiar environments, or repetition create comfort and stability, especially in 

unfamiliar settings.  

Safe space is also felt and embodied, described through emotions such as calmness and 

ease, often linked to light, sound, and atmosphere. However, it can be temporary and sometimes 

mixed with discomfort. Artistic practices emerged as one way of producing safe space, though 

not for everyone. Often, it is the act of creating, rather than the outcome, that provides a sense 

of safety, while everyday aesthetic practices also contribute.  

 My study contributes to existing literature by extending spatial theory into the contexts 

of safe space and lived experience. It applies Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of the production of 

space to show that safe space is actively produced rather than inherently given. It also highlights 

the role of everyday practices and routines in shaping spatial experiences, offering a micro-

level perspective that complements broader theories.  

The research further expands the understanding of art by moving beyond formal artistic 

production to include everyday aesthetic and material practices. The idea of “found safe space” 

challenges dominant assumptions by showing that safety is not always intentionally created 
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but can also be encountered through sensory and environmental experiences. In addition, the 

study contributes to discussions of spatial belonging in migration contexts, showing how 

international students navigate and produce safe space in unfamiliar environments. Art-based 

research plays an important role by allowing creative and embodied practices to become 

analytical data, thus revealing how safe spaces are materially and emotionally produced. It also 

highlights aspects of safety that may remain less visible through conventional methods.   

  This study shows the value of combining interviews with arts-based methods to explore 

complex ideas like safe space. Interviews provided detailed insights into participants’ 

experiences, while creative methods allowed expression of sensory and emotional aspects that 

are harder to capture through words alone. Creative practices enabled more personal and 

embodied engagement, revealing symbolic and affective dimensions of safe space. However, 

the approach also had challenges. The interpretive nature of the research means the analysis is 

shaped by both participant narratives and my own perspective. While reflexivity helped address 

this, subjectivity remains part of the process. Differences in participants’ engagement with 

creative methods also led to varied depth and types of data.  

Limitations of the study  
This study’s methodological approach presents several limitations. The qualitative and 

interpretive design prioritizes depth over breadth, thus limiting the generalisability of findings 

beyond the specific context of international students in Rovaniemi. My study was conducted 

for a small group of international students and does not aspire to be read as a generalized output 

of experiences of international students everywhere. The use of arts-based research (ABR), 

while valuable in capturing embodied and non-verbal dimensions of experience, resulted in 

varied levels of participant engagement and differing forms of expression, which may affect 

consistency and comparability across the dataset. Additionally, the interpretation of visual and 

creative outputs is inherently subjective, relying on my analytical lens and contextual 

understanding. Although this study employs Henri Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial framework to 

structure analysis, the application of the spatial triad involves interpretive judgement, which 

may shape how data is categorised and understood.  

 Finally, my reflexive positioning as an artist-researcher, may also influence the 

interpretation of participants’ experiences, particularly in relation to recognising certain forms 

of “safe spaces” such as routines, environments, or non-domestic settings.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 
Future research may explore safe spaces across different groups and contexts beyond 

international students, such as working professionals, artists, children, or individuals in 

workplaces, studios, museums, or educational settings. This would broaden understanding of 

how safe space is produced in different environments.  

Comparative studies across cultures and locations may further reveal how social, 

cultural and environmental factors shape experiences of safety and belonging. There is also 

growing potential to examine digital and online environments as emerging forms of safe spaces 

and safe space production.  

Longitudinal studies would help provide deeper insight into how perceptions of safe 

space change over time, especially in relation to migration, life transitions, thus offering deeper 

insight into safe space as an ongoing and dynamic process.    

Final thoughts    
My research has explored ‘safe space’ as something lived, produced, and continually negotiated 

across spatial, emotional, and creative dimensions. Bringing together participant experiences, 

theoretical frameworks, and reflexive insights, this study highlights how safety is not confined 

to specific locations, but emerges through movement, interactions and meaning making.  

Safe space, in this context, exists at an intersection of space, safety, belonging, and 

expression. It is shaped by everyday practices, sensory encounters and personal histories, while 

also extending into imagined and future possibilities. Art, while significant, is only one of many 

ways through which safety can be experienced and produced. At a broader level, my research 

reflects an ongoing journey which is both personal and collective; of understanding how 

individuals navigate and create conditions of safety within changing environments. It 

acknowledges that safe space is neither static now universally defined but is instead 

continuously shaped through lived experience. Safe space is not a place we enter. Safe space is 

felt before it is defined. It is something we continuously create, carry and sometimes 

unexpectedly find.  

Finally, for me, ‘intimacy’ and ‘safe space’ go hand in hand. It is only in one’s safe 

space where one can one peel of their layers, the costumes, the days’ expressions that have 

been stuck on their face and be free, be present. Maybe you are counting the steps until you 

reach home, maybe the turn where the gingko tree bends just slightly is where you finally 
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breathe deep, maybe that one house or signboard is where you start feeling relaxed. ‘Safe 

spaces’ come in many forms. For me, they have been both physical and abstract. Moving and 

still. Permanent and temporary. 
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Attachments 
Interview Questions:  

Section 1 – Understanding Safe Spaces 

1. How would you describe what a ‘safe space’ means to you?  

2. Where did you come across the term ‘safe space’? How did you understand it in real life 

situations and environments? 

3. Can you give an example of a safe space you’ve experienced before? What makes it safe?  

4. Do you believe a safe space is more about the physical environment or the feeling it creates? 

Why? 

Section 2 – Personal Experience and Physical Environments 

5. Can you describe a place in Rovaniemi where you feel most safe or comfortable?  

6. When did you first start feeling this way? Which physical features contributed to it, if any?  

7. What specific physical features make you feel safe in any given space?  

8. Have you made any changes to your living or study space accordingly?  

9. Are there any spaces you or your peers have actively created or arranged to feel safe? (e.g., 

Your room, a study area, a gathering spot?) 

10. What physical characteristics make a space feel safe for you (lighting, layout, privacy, 

accessibility, nature, etc.)? 

11. Are there places in Rovaniemi where you feel unsafe or less comfortable? Why? 

12. Are there non-physical or abstract spaces – such as relationships, routines, cultural practices, 

online communities, - etc. that feel safe to you?  

13. Are there particular artistic environments (studios, galleries, cafes, cultural centers) where 

you feel more at ease than in others? Why? 

Section 3 – Emotional Connections and Memories 

14. How do you feel when you are in your safe space? Which emotions do you usually 

experience?  

15. Are there any moments or memories that strengthened your connection to that place? 

16. Does this/these space/space help you manage stress, homesickness, or challenges? How? 

17. Did art from your home culture play any role in helping you adjust to life in Rovaniemi or 

other new places before? Did you use a physical or abstract object/concept when creating your 

safe space? 

Section 4 – Importance and Reflection  
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18. How do you usually feel in your safe space? Reflect on your emotions and how your body 

feels in this space. Does spending time there affect your mood or daily routine?  

19. Has your need for safe spaces changed since you arrived? How does this affect your well-

being?  

20. Why do you think having a safe space is important for international students to start a new 

life in a new geographical place?  

21. Would you recommend other international students to create their own safe spaces? Why? 

Section 5 - Creation and Personalization  

22. Have you made any changes to your living or study environments to make it feel safer or 

more comforting? If yes, what changes?  

23. How important is personalization (decoration, furniture arrangement, familiar objects) in 

creating a safe space for you?  

24. Do you share your safe space with others, or is it more of a private retreat? Why? 

Section 6 – Social Dimension  

25. Do the people in or around your safe space contribute to its feeling of safety? How?  

26. Is your safe space somewhere you go alone, with friends, family, or both? Why? 

Section 7 – Future and Ideal Space  

27. If you could design your ideal safe space here, what would it look like? Would creative or 

artistic elements be a part of it? 

28. Would it be indoors or outdoors? Would you share it or keep it private?  

29. What makes a safe space sustainable for you? 

30. How do the surrounding elements (nature, seasons, climate) influence your space?  

31. Do you think your concept of a ‘safe space’ will remain the same when you leave Finland, 

or will it change? How?  

32. How do safe spaces contribute to your sense of belonging in a new environment? 

Section 6 – Art and Safe spaces  

33. Has art played any role in the safe spaces you have created since moving to Rovaniemi, or 

discovered in Rovaniemi, or at some earlier point in your life? 

34. If in the past art played a role, did it have a relation or connectedness to your experience 

here in Rovaniemi today?  

35. What kind of art is it according to you?  

36. Do you engage in any artistic or creative activities that help you feel grounded or safe?  

37. Have you ever used artistic expression to cope with stress, loneliness, cultural transition, 

or homesickness?  
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38. In your opinion, can creative activities help create a feeling of safety? Why or why not?  

39. Do you feel that the city, university, or community offers creative spaces that are welcoming 

or safe? What are your experiences?  

40. Do creative practices help you negotiate between your home identity and your identity 

here? How? 

Questions for after creation of your art piece – Reflecting on Physical space through art.  

1. How did you find it to express ‘safe space’ using a means of art?  

2. Could you relate to using art as a way of expression for your definition of ‘safe space’? 

3. What medium did you choose and why? Did the medium also feel safe?  

About your art and process –  

1. How does this artwork represent a physical space that feels safe to you?  

2. Which elements of the artwork relate most directly to the physical qualities of that space 

(such as layout, light, materials, or atmosphere)?  

3. Does the artwork reflect a real location, a transformed version of it, or an imagined safe 

space?  

4. What feelings emerged for you while creating this artwork?  

5. Did these emotions change as the work developed?  

6. Were there moments during the process when you felt particularly calm, grounded, or 

emotionally present? Or did it make you emotional, or intense? 

7. Did creating the artwork feel comforting, challenging, or freeing? 

8. How did the act of making – drawing, imagining, arranging, choosing materials, etc. – affect 

how you experienced your idea of safety?  

9. Did the creative process help you express aspects of your safe space that are difficult to 

describe in words?  

10. Do you feel that art allows you to explore safety differently than conversation alone? 

11. Did any memories or personal associations surface during the creation of this artwork?  

12. How do those memories connect to your understanding of safety and comfort? 

13. Does the artwork link your past experiences with your present life in Rovaniemi? 

14. Looking at your finished artwork, what does it reveal about what you need from space to 

feel safe?  

15. Do you see the space you created or represented as something temporary or lasting? 

16. Did you realize something new about what makes you feel safe? 

17. How does this artwork reflect care – for yourself, for your environment, or for your well-

being over time?  
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18. Has creating this artwork changed how you think about physical space, safety, or comfort?  

19. Is there anything the artwork expresses that you did not expect at the beginning?  

20. Would you want to return to this artwork or process again? 

Is there anything else you would like to share about safe spaces in Rovaniemi from an 

international student’s perspective that should be known? 
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Thesis Exhibition ‘In the Safe Layers of Space’ – Poster, Introduction, Photographs 
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Visitor’s reflections about their safe spaces. 

 



103 
 

 
Visitor’s reflections about their safe spaces. 
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Visitor’s reflections about their safe spaces. 
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Exhibition at Gallery Puoti, University of Lapland, Rovaniemi, Finland. 
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Exhibition at Gallery Puoti, University of Lapland, Rovaniemi, Finland. 

 



107 
 

Notes from my own reflections with visual imagery 
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