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The opening of a youth shelter in Harvard Square represents a major opportunity. There is a substantial 
youth homeless population in the area, and a robust, targeted intervention will transform the lives of those 
who are isolated and marginalized. Community Development Project has conducted in-depth interviews 
with such individuals – learning about the circumstances leading to homelessness, their experiences during 
this time, and how they were eventually able to secure a place to live. This discussion and analysis generated 
insight and understanding that provides an essential complement to other sources of research.
 
There is no single route, ‘golden rule’ or ideal intervention that enables a person to exit homelessness. 
Everyone is different and faces a multiplicity of challenges. Interviews also demonstrated, however, that those 
working, volunteering or even just regularly interacting with young homeless people have an opportunity 
to make a major impact. A well-designed safe and supportive environment can be transformative, and 
the recommendations contained in this report reflect this conviction. Given that this shelter cannot serve 
everyone in need, we believe that the shelter should focus its efforts primarily on those individuals whose 
lives can be transformed. While it must offer a safe space for all young people who do not have a home, the 
core purpose should be to create the most supportive environment possible for those young people striving 
to find a permanent place to live and move out of homelessness.
  
Putting this into practice, we propose five design principles that should be at the core of the new shelter:
 
Welcoming: Many participants said they were put off going to shelters from the façade alone. Shelters have a 
reputation for being unclean, unsafe and unfriendly. The youth shelter should be a welcoming environment, 
both physically and socially.

Easy: For many homeless young people, bureaucratic obstacles or even logistical challenges can halt progress. 
The youth shelter should aspire to make all of its services easy to access, and address barriers preventing 
individuals from engaging with other programs.

Flexible: The route out of homelessness can be long and full of setbacks. The shelter should be flexible in 
responding to the different points of the individual’s transition.

Empowering: The shelter should be structured around the individual guest’s agency and choices. So many 
individuals expressed a sense of powerlessness and irrelevance, and said that self-belief and a sense of agency 
was vital in enabling them to make a transition.

Vision-driven: The shelter should not exist just to provide short-term respite, but must provide a long-term 
vision. It should aim to make the necessary interventions to enable a permanent transition out of homelessness.
 
Fundamentally, the shelter has the opportunity to be more than a place to stay. It can be the basis upon which 
individuals change their lives. Our recommendations reflect this sincere belief and, though ambitious, suggest 
practical steps that can make the shelter part of the route by which the young and homeless are able to transition 
into productive adulthood.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Overview of recommendations ranked by level of impact and degree of specialization

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Tiered stay policy

Longer term stay

More on-site 
services

Damp policy

Long term 
follow up

Counseling

Robust staff train-
ing/meaningful
engagement

Computer/e-mail 
addresses/laundry

Gender neutrality

Recreational/pool 
table/social activities

Private nooks

LOW IMPACT

HIGH IMPACT

MORE SPECIALIZEDMORE GENERALIZED
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Who We Are

The Community Development Project (CDP) utilizes the strengths and passions of students at the Harvard 
Kennedy School of Government and the Graduate School of Design. CDP was founded in 2006 to promote 
local development work in Baptist Town, Mississippi. Beginning in 2012, CDP transitioned its focus from 
the Mississippi Delta to support projects in small towns in New England that are facing policy, planning, 
and design challenges related to housing, economic growth, inclusion of traditionally disadvantaged 
populations, and similarly complex concerns. Today, CDP provides valuable assistance to communities 
by serving as an independent third party, collecting information directly from community members and 
synthesizing findings to inform the work of local governments, agencies, and non-profits.

Partnership with Y2Y

In the spring of 2014, CDP launched a partnership with Young Adults Uniting to End Homelessness (Y2Y), 
then known as Youth Housing Initiative (YHI). Y2Y had launched as a new program through the Phillips 
Brooks House Association (PBHA), which also operates the Harvard Square Homeless Shelter (HSHS). In 
November 2015, Y2Y will open a new shelter in Harvard Square, serving 18-24 year old young adults. The 
homeless youth population has been rising rapidly in recent years, with a notable increase in the Cambridge 
area. Given the shortage of services aimed at serving this population, the need for a youth shelter has never 
been greater. Y2Y’s new shelter will double the number of easily accessible beds for homeless youth and 
strengthen programs to support youth transitioning out of homelessness. Y2Y builds off the success of 
the Harvard Square Homeless Shelter (HSHS), which has enjoyed over 30 years of success as an entirely 
student-run shelter. Additionally, Y2Y will partner with Youth on Fire, a nonprofit which currently operates 
a daytime drop-in center for homeless and street-involved youth in Harvard Square. Youth on Fire will 
expand to offer critical daytime services at Y2Y.

Research Project Background and Methodology

To date, little research exists on homeless youth; most research instead focuses on homeless adults or families. 
Thus we currently know little about the supports youth require to transition into permanent housing, 
economic self-sufficiency, and productive adulthood. We set out to inform Y2Y shelter’s program, policies, 
and priorities by conducting on-the-ground research with current and formerly homeless young adults. By 
gathering the stories, experiences, and recommendations of these young adults, we identified milestones and 
interventions key to successful transitions into permanent housing.

Between September 2014 and February 2015, CDP reached out to over 85 organizations, service providers, 
agencies, and officials related to homeless adults and youth, including shelters, local agencies, transitional 
housing, and health and supportive services in the Boston area. We asked to meet with organizations to learn 
about their services and experiences, and we integrate findings from these interviews in the recommendations 
that follow. Staff members at these organizations helped refer formerly or currently homeless adults to our 
study.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Ultimately, we spoke to 25 young adults who were formerly or currently homeless between the ages of 18-
24. We conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 10 participants, each lasting approximately 1 
hour at locations of their choosing. In addition, we conducted 3 focus groups of 5, 4, and 6 participants 
through 3 different organizations. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded for recurring themes 
and issues. All participants gave permission to be interviewed and recorded, and their identities remain 
anonymous. Throughout the report, we use pseudonyms in quoting participants. 

Because of the small sample size of our participants, we stress that the conclusions drawn from the interviews 
are necessarily limited. Participants also voluntarily opted into our study, raising the likelihood of a selection 
bias of participants who were comfortable enough to speak about their experiences. However, we believe 
the stories captured here reflect a broad range of the homeless youth population in Boston and Cambridge, 
and the small sample size allowed us to conduct thorough qualitative interviews with a deep level of detail.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Summary of individual interview participants

Aisha Ben Brian Dave Jen Kate Kayla Keith Luis Mack Total

Male 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 1 6

Female 1 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 4

Years homeless 2 4 4 .25 4 .75 2 1 2 .5 2.05

Age when first 
homeless

17 18 22 23 20 21 18 19 18 20 20

Factors 
contributing to 
homelessness

Substance abuse 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 4

Family issues 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 10

Domestic violence 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 3

Experience while 
homeless

Stayed with: 
- family/friends

1 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 7

- emergency 
  shelter

0 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 4

- long-term shelter 1 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 0 6

Incarcerated 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 5

Mental health 
treatment

1 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 5

Name
Bridge Over Troubled Waters
Gavin Foundation
Harvard Square Homeless Shelter
Hope House
Kingston House
Massachusetts Department of Mental Health
Pine Street Inn
Roca
Somerville Housing Coalition
St. Francis House
The Elms of Amesbury
Woods-Mullen Shelter
Youth on Fire
YouthHarbors

Shelters and services accessed:

Type
Shelter

Services
Shelter
Shelter
Shelter

Services
Shelter

Services
Services

Shelter
Shelter
Shelter

Services
Services
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Many of the core questions for the shelter rely on assessment of the shelter’s core purpose: is it to provide 
basic shelter, warmth and comfort indiscriminately to the needy, or is it to try to help individual homeless 
young people transition out of homelessness? From our research on the landscape of homelessness services in 
Boston, and our interviews with young people and with service providers – and given the necessarily small 
size of the shelter itself – we believe designing services to target the latter may be more impactful.
 
Building on this, we have categorized three different stages of homelessness for young people: slipping, 
surviving and striving. Every individual is, of course, very different, and few will easily fit into one of 
these categories. We have designated these three stages as a way of analyzing our recommendations, and 
of considering whether one action will particularly aid or disadvantage a segment of the youth homeless 
population.
 
Those who are slipping include individuals increasingly engaging with unproductive behaviors they are 
unhappy with. This may be an intensification of drug or alcohol abuse, an increasing disengagement with 
other people or a violent attitude. What links this group is a negative attitude towards moving forward. 
Survivors are those who have reached a status quo; either they have accepted homelessness as their natural 
state and cannot imagine themselves in any other way of life, or they are unable or unwilling to look 
beyond their present state of homelessness. Strivers, unlike the other two groups, have reached a ‘turning 
point.’ While challenges may remain, striving individuals have engaged with services, made a change and are 
determined to find stability and permanent place to live. 

We believe the shelter should support all three stages of slipping, surviving, and striving, but focus on 
enabling those who are striving to attain their goals. This maximizes the impact of limited resources, while 
simultaneously creating a ‘pull’ mechanism for slipping and surviving individuals to inspire a change in 
outlook. We structure our proposals around five design principles that should be at the core of the new 
shelter: Welcoming, Easy, Flexible, Empowering, and Vision-driven.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Aisha leaves home to get away 
from an abusive father.AISHA She becomes homeless, staying with 

friends and family.
Aisha su�ers from depression and a mental 
breakdown, and is admitted to a hospital.

Aisha is staying in a transitional shelter and is 
awaiting an apartment voucher.

JEN Health conditions cause Jen to 
lose her job, which leads her to 
move out of her college dorm.

She drops out of school and 
becomes homeless.

Jen sleeps in Harvard Square 
with her abusive boyfriend.

After a year and a half, she learns 
about Youth on Fire and begins 

accessing resources.

After a violent attack, Jen is 
hospitalized and sent to a 
domestic violence shelter.

Jen returns to services at 
Youth on Fire and receives 

disability benefits.

She receives a housing voucher 
and is now in subsidized housing.

KATE Kate moves in with her 
abusive mother after 

graduating from school.

She moves to Massachusetts 
with an abusive boyfriend, and 
left him after being assaulted.

Kate is homeless on the 
North Shore.

She makes contact with 
shelters and cycles through 

several of them.

Kate spends four months at one shelter, 
starts college, accesses services, and 

sees doctors and therapists.

She moves into a studio 
shared with 6 homeless 

young adults.

She takes a position as 
a residential advisor at 

her college.

Kate moves into her 
partner’s home.

LUIS Luis leaves home due to 
family issues with his father.

Luis becomes incarcerated, 
and connects to ROCA.

Luis moves in with his 
girlfriend and her mother.

His girlfriend’s mother  
kicks them out and they 

become homeless.

Luis lives on the street 
and stays with a friend.

Luis resolves his issues with his 
father, and he and his girlfriend 

move into his father’s home.

Luis continues accessing 
services at ROCA.

KAYLA Kayla is living with her boyfriend, 
who becomes incarcerated.

She is left homeless.

Kayla sleeps on the street 
with a couple.

She accesses various shelters 
and services.

Kayla gives birth to a son and 
accesses a family shelter.

She leaves the family shelter and 
loses custody of her son.

Kayla goes in and out of 
psychiatric wards and 

shelters.

She accesses Youth on Fire services 
and works with a case manager to get 

housed and reunited with her son.

DAVE Dave struggles with 
substance abuse.

He is kicked out of his parents’ 
house and gets subsidized 
housing with his girlfriend.

He returns home and 
continues to have substance 

abuse problems.

Dave is kicked out of 
his home.

Dave is homeless and 
sleeps on the streets.

He turns himself into the court for 
outstanding warrants and requests 

that he be placed in detox.

Dave enters a sober house 
and graduates into a 
long-term program.

BEN Family issues and brushes 
with the law lead Ben to 

become homeless.

Ben is in and out of group homes 
and friends’ homes, and sleeps in 

Harvard Square.

He accesses services at 
Youth on Fire.

Ben stays in a psychiatry ward and 
fails to get into the custody of the 

Department of Mental Health.

He leaves programs like 
HomeStart and the Somerville 

Homelessness Coalition.

Ben is staying with a friend 
while searching for a job.

BRIAN Brian su�ers a substance 
abuse relapse.

He is kicked out of the 
family home, and 

becomes homeless.

Brian stays at an emergency 
shelter and sleeps outside with a 
group of homeless youth adults.

He is sectioned by his family, 
completes a rehab program, 

and is sent to California.

Brian is homeless in 
California, where he sleeps 

in shelters and on the street.

Brian returns to 
Boston and enters a 

sober house.

He relapses, and 
goes to jail.

Brian enters a halfway 
house.

MACKENSON His mother struggles with 
substance abuse and kicks 

him out of the house.

He is introduced to 
YouthHarbors and begins 

looking for housing.

Mackenson is homeless and 
couchsurfing in his 

hometown.

He has jobs but struggles to 
hold them down.

Mackenson re-enrolls in high 
school to gain GED.

KEITH Keith struggles with substance 
abuse and is selling drugs.

He moves in with his girlfriend, 
but becomes homeless when his 

substance abuse escalates.

He serves one year in 
county jail.

Keith completes a 
transitional stabilization 

program and couch surfs.

He enters a sober house, but is 
kicked out with a false positive 

drug test.

Keith enters another long-term 
sober house.

Keith is homeless in Boston.

SLIPPING SURVIVING STRIVING

PARTICIPANTS’ PATHS



13

Aisha leaves home to get away 
from an abusive father.AISHA She becomes homeless, staying with 

friends and family.
Aisha su�ers from depression and a mental 
breakdown, and is admitted to a hospital.

Aisha is staying in a transitional shelter and is 
awaiting an apartment voucher.

JEN Health conditions cause Jen to 
lose her job, which leads her to 
move out of her college dorm.

She drops out of school and 
becomes homeless.

Jen sleeps in Harvard Square 
with her abusive boyfriend.

After a year and a half, she learns 
about Youth on Fire and begins 

accessing resources.

After a violent attack, Jen is 
hospitalized and sent to a 
domestic violence shelter.

Jen returns to services at 
Youth on Fire and receives 

disability benefits.

She receives a housing voucher 
and is now in subsidized housing.

KATE Kate moves in with her 
abusive mother after 

graduating from school.

She moves to Massachusetts 
with an abusive boyfriend, and 
left him after being assaulted.

Kate is homeless on the 
North Shore.

She makes contact with 
shelters and cycles through 

several of them.

Kate spends four months at one shelter, 
starts college, accesses services, and 

sees doctors and therapists.

She moves into a studio 
shared with 6 homeless 

young adults.

She takes a position as 
a residential advisor at 

her college.

Kate moves into her 
partner’s home.

LUIS Luis leaves home due to 
family issues with his father.

Luis becomes incarcerated, 
and connects to ROCA.

Luis moves in with his 
girlfriend and her mother.

His girlfriend’s mother  
kicks them out and they 

become homeless.

Luis lives on the street 
and stays with a friend.

Luis resolves his issues with his 
father, and he and his girlfriend 

move into his father’s home.

Luis continues accessing 
services at ROCA.

KAYLA Kayla is living with her boyfriend, 
who becomes incarcerated.

She is left homeless.

Kayla sleeps on the street 
with a couple.

She accesses various shelters 
and services.

Kayla gives birth to a son and 
accesses a family shelter.

She leaves the family shelter and 
loses custody of her son.

Kayla goes in and out of 
psychiatric wards and 

shelters.

She accesses Youth on Fire services 
and works with a case manager to get 

housed and reunited with her son.

DAVE Dave struggles with 
substance abuse.

He is kicked out of his parents’ 
house and gets subsidized 
housing with his girlfriend.

He returns home and 
continues to have substance 

abuse problems.

Dave is kicked out of 
his home.

Dave is homeless and 
sleeps on the streets.

He turns himself into the court for 
outstanding warrants and requests 

that he be placed in detox.

Dave enters a sober house 
and graduates into a 
long-term program.

BEN Family issues and brushes 
with the law lead Ben to 

become homeless.

Ben is in and out of group homes 
and friends’ homes, and sleeps in 

Harvard Square.

He accesses services at 
Youth on Fire.

Ben stays in a psychiatry ward and 
fails to get into the custody of the 

Department of Mental Health.

He leaves programs like 
HomeStart and the Somerville 

Homelessness Coalition.

Ben is staying with a friend 
while searching for a job.

BRIAN Brian su�ers a substance 
abuse relapse.

He is kicked out of the 
family home, and 

becomes homeless.

Brian stays at an emergency 
shelter and sleeps outside with a 
group of homeless youth adults.

He is sectioned by his family, 
completes a rehab program, 

and is sent to California.

Brian is homeless in 
California, where he sleeps 

in shelters and on the street.

Brian returns to 
Boston and enters a 

sober house.

He relapses, and 
goes to jail.

Brian enters a halfway 
house.

MACKENSON His mother struggles with 
substance abuse and kicks 

him out of the house.

He is introduced to 
YouthHarbors and begins 

looking for housing.

Mackenson is homeless and 
couchsurfing in his 

hometown.

He has jobs but struggles to 
hold them down.

Mackenson re-enrolls in high 
school to gain GED.

KEITH Keith struggles with substance 
abuse and is selling drugs.

He moves in with his girlfriend, 
but becomes homeless when his 

substance abuse escalates.

He serves one year in 
county jail.

Keith completes a 
transitional stabilization 

program and couch surfs.

He enters a sober house, but is 
kicked out with a false positive 

drug test.

Keith enters another long-term 
sober house.

Keith is homeless in Boston.

SLIPPING SURVIVING STRIVING



WELCOMING
 The youth shelter should be a welcoming 
environment, both physically and socially. Existing 
shelters often have a reputation for being unclean, 
unsafe and unfriendly. Several participants said they 
were discouraged from going to shelters from the 
façade alone. A welcoming, affirming environment 
can catalyze a young person’s transition out of 
homelessness.
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what they are doing and why the 
procedures are necessary.  Fliers 
in the welcome area can also 
explain these shelter processes. 

Suggestions included a 
foosball table, pool table or 
equivalent physical activity. For 
example, Mackenson suggested 
incorporating physical activities 
as a way to encourage guests 
to speak and interact with one 
another: “Not only talking to 
somebody... you have to actually 
do physical things with them. So 
if there was something physical 
like a basketball court, people 
would be more open to speaking 
to people.”

More private areas could include  
private ‘nooks’ in bedrooms or 
throughout the shelter. Guests 
can then have space to be on 
their own, either to work, study, 
or relax. Ben, for example, said, 

“It’s good to have a spot to be by 
yourself, besides your bed.” 

We heard from interviewees 
about the lack of a supportive 
network in some cases, and 
the reliance upon a peer group 
in others. For example, one 
interviewee, Dave, believed new 
relationships with family and 
friends provide a safety net he 
lacked earlier when homeless, 
so that “I don’t think I’ll ever be 
homeless again.” A welcoming 
and safe shelter environment 
provides an opportunity to 
develop a community with others 
who share similar experiences 
and goals.

To do this, the shelter could 
organize social activities like 
movie nights, games and sports, 
and music and performance 
opportunities, alongside support 
group discussions. Residents 
themselves should also be 
encouraged to arrange social 
activities.

A Cambridge police member 
suggested allowing residents 
to put up posters or photos, 
which would help create a 
sense of ownership of the space. 
Participants also mentioned 
the lack of color in the spaces 
associated with homelessness.   
Keith suggested, “You see a lot 
of institutions as always... You 
see just white and battleship 
gray a lot… The setting, 
the environment, it always 
helps, absolutely. So maybe 
some creativity, some colorful 
paintings.” 
 

Checking in and age verification 
are necessary processes but 
can set an unwelcoming tone 
upon entrance. A well-designed 
vestibule with seating, rather than 
standing outside in line, could 
improve the experience. Staff 
and volunteers should explain 

Having a positive social network 
can improve engagement, 
build self-confidence and help 
reinforce determination about 
pathways out of homelessness. 

At the same time, the shelter’s 
physical layout should allow for 

opportunities for privacy. 

The shelter should feature bright 
colors and creative spaces.

The entrance should be calming 
and well-designed, to improve 

the check-in experience.

Common areas should encourage 
interaction and engagement, with 
social games and activities that 
invite people to meet and relax. 

“ ” 
 When you’re 

homeless, the only color 

you really see is tar or the 

gray of the pavement.

- Mackenson

“ ” 
 A lot of times people - kids that are homeless - 

they have some kind of social network. If they leave 

their clique they’re afraid of leaving that whole thing.

- Brian

WELCOMING SPACE & ATMOSPHERE
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Many interviewees recounted 
experiences with staff who seemed 
condescending or judgmental, so 
that they felt uncomfortable and 
discouraged from committing to 
the service. On the other hand, 
experiences with supportive staff 
members encouraged youth to 
feel welcomed and commit to 
services. Jen, for example, found 
critical emotional support from 
service providers: “It took more 
than one try for me to leave [an 
abusive partner], and they were 
always so accepting of it and 
always there.” 

At Y2Y, staff should be trained 
by Youth on Fire staff to ensure 
consistency with the culture of 
YoF’s daytime services.

The shelter should allow couples 
to stay if they sleep in separate 
beds, but staff should be trained 
to be aware of indicators of 
abusive relationships. If they 
believe an abusive relationship is 
present, the shelter should alert a 
trained professional.

Many participants associated 
dangerous shelters with their 
wet policies that do not require 
guests to abstrain from alcohol 
or drug use and expressed strong 
reservations about staying in a wet 
shelter. However, an entirely dry 
shelter that turns away guests that 
are under the influence of drugs or 
alcohol would exclude too many 
of the homeless young adults in 
need of shelter. Jen, for example, 
believed, “If you were to make 
[the shelter] dry, I think you’d 
have a lot of problems getting 
kids in there.” A damp shelter, 
which does not require guests 
to be ‘clean,’ but do not allow 
alcohol or substance use at the 
shelter, provides safety and access 
to services for substance abusers, 
while creating a more comfortable 
environment for sober individuals 
than a wet shelter. Most 
interviewees expressed support 
for a damp shelter: 7 participants 
expressed support for damp 
policies, 3 for designated damp 
and dry sections, and 3 for a dry 
environment only. 

To implement a damp policy 
successfully, the shelter will need 
to prioritize creating a sense of 
safety, ensuring that those under 
the influence are not perceived as a 

risk to others. Thus staff and shelter 
leadership must enforce rules 
consistently and transparently. 
Participants who had undergone 
drug detox programs mentioned 
the benefits of harm reduction 
models and training, which may 
help the shelter provide structure 
and knowledge in implementing 
a damp policy.

SHELTER EXAMPLE

Bethany House, an organization 
that provides transitional 
housing for women in Boston, 
is structured around harm 
reduction models and training. 
Even though the transitional 
housing is open to damp guests, 
guests can be asked to leave if 
they refuse to seek help for their 
substance abuse. Staff help build 
support with questions like, 
“When was the last time you saw 
your counselor?” while remaining 
non-judgmental. 

Implementing a welcoming but 
safe alcohol and substance-use 
policy sets the overall tone for 

the shelter environment.

Staff and volunteers should be 
trained and equipped to engage 
meaningfully with guests in 
an empathetic, authentic and 

encouraging manner. 

The shelter should accommodate 
couple stays on a discretionary 

basis.

“
” 

 If they control it, 

they should be able to be 

in the shelter. Because 

some people need that, 

because there is no other 

way to cope with what 

they are doing.

- Luis

WELCOMING
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We suggest the shelter provide 
separate areas, as much as 
possible, for those who are and 
are not using drugs and alcohol. 
Staff should make behavior 
protocols clear upon entry. For 
several participants, negative 
behaviors associated with drug 
and alcohol use in shelters were 
extremely off-putting. Separation 
could provide reassurance, while 
still being able to welcome all 
young people into the shelter, 
regardless of whether they are 
using drugs and alcohol or not. 
Finally, staff should make extra 
effort to express support for 
individuals who are recovering 
from substance abuse and 
celebrate their achievements.

The shelter could also offer a 
separate bedroom as a means 
of separating individuals using 
drugs or alcohol from those 
who are sober. Those who were 
using drugs or alcohol could 
still make use of the services, 
while not excluding individuals 
seeking a dry environment. This 
separation, as opposed to having 
a shared room, would especially 
benefit those who are striving to 
exit homelessness. However, this 
approach risks stigmatizing those 
are using substances, by placing 
them in a specially designated 
room. 

Under a damp policy, the shelter 
must consider where and how 
guests who do and do not use 
substances interact, balancing the 
needs of both groups.

The shelter could allow all guests 
to mingle throughout the shelter, 
which would maximize the sense 
of openness and transparency. 
Those using substances may 
benefit from interacting with 
others who are in rehab or are 
sober. However, those individuals 
in the process of recovering 
from substance abuse may risk 
relapsing, due to sharing the 
shelter with substance users.

Option 1: Open layout for all 
guests

Option 2: Separate section for 
substance users

Our policy recommendation

“
” 

 If [a damp policy] 

is going to keep people 

employed, if it’s going to 

keep them safe... I would 

go with it. But it’s going to 

discourage a lot of people 

who really want to try to 

do the right thing.

- Keith

“
” 

 I’ve known 

somebody who’s been on 

drugs, and for someone 

to be around them that’s 

sober, they just get that 

awkward feeling like, ‘Oh, 

you don’t like me, you’re 

going to judge me.’

- Kayla

WELCOMING

SHELTER POLICY DEBATE
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Ben is a 22 year old from Oklahoma City. He is temporarily living at a friend’s house while searching 
for a house and a job. Due to unclear circumstances with family, Ben moved around a few times before 
arriving in Massachusetts in 2008. Here, his housing situation became unstable due to issues with the 
Juvenile Court Department in late 2011. Afterwards, he lived in and out of group homes and stayed out 
in Harvard Square, where he found out about Youth on Fire.
 
“First, it [the shelter he stayed in] made me form a lot of my opinions about shelters. I got in there 
one night and I would never - that was the big reason why I didn’t go into shelters for a while, actually. 
Because it was pretty much full - they didn’t give me a blanket or a pillow, and I slept on a wooden 
bench. Not to mention I was the only person - I think I was 19 at the time - the only person under the 
age of say, at the minimum, late 20s. Most of them were older, you know, 30s or 40s, plus. I could tell 
just by looking at them that they weren’t sober. Because [it was] a wet shelter.
 
Question:  During that time, were you accessing shelters for resources or just as a basis to sleep and eat?
 
Pretty much just to sleep and eat, at that point. But definitely looked into resources the second time 
around, when I was in their summer shelter.
 
Question: What made you decide to go to a shelter the times that you did?
 
Kinda like if it was really really cold, and I didn’t have anything. Or if it was too cold period. Pretty 
much life or death.”

BEN PERSONAL STORY



19



EASY
For many homeless young people, bureaucratic 
obstacles or even logistical challenges can halt 
progress to accessing services and transitioning out 
of homelessness. The youth shelter should aspire to 
both make all of its own services easy to access, and 
remove barriers preventing individuals from engaging 
with other programs.
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Transgendered individuals, for 
instance, can be discouraged 
from using services that require 
a binary ‘male’ or ‘female’ 
distinction. We did not interview 
any trans individuals during our 
study, but we asked participants 
their opinions and observations 
regarding trans young adults. 
The shelter may want to consider 
testing its policies with minority 
groups before implementation.

Waiting outside alone in the dark 
between the end of school, work, 
or day programs and the start 
of shelter opening hours can be 
frightening and dangerous. The 
shelter should be open from 5pm 
and/or coordinate with Youth 
On Fire such that a safe space is 
always available.

Sam Margolius, program 
manager at YouthHarbors, 
commented that he is disinclined 
to recommend shelters to young 
people in his program, because 
of shelters’ reputations and 
dangerous risks while waiting for 
them to open. He noted that if 
he could drop young people off 
after school, he would be more 
comfortable with shelter options.

 

Some guests suggested phone 
calls, and others said that they 
preferred email because they did 
not have a phone. Additionally, 
even though a lottery system may 
be necessary, two interviewees 
independently described lotteries 
as discouraging, possibly 
deterring rejected young people 
from trying again in the future. 

Particularly important languages 
for the Cambridge area appear to 
be Spanish and Haitian Creole.

We conducted all of our interviews 
in English. However interviews 
with service providers in the area, 
such as YouthHarbors and the 
Salvation Army of Cambridge, 
emphasized that first generation 
migrant youth, often from 
Latin American and Caribbean 
backgrounds, are increasingly at 
risk of homelessness.
 

This involves training volunteers 
to avoid re-traumatizing guests 
where possible. One individual, 
for example, described being 
forced to repeat their story at 
the beginning of each encounter 
with a new volunteer or service 
provider as frustrating and 
traumatizing. 

Allowing multiple ways to access 
shelter beds would help enable 

at-risk guests to enter. 

The shelter should aim to open 
earlier in the evening. 

Services should be trauma-
aware. 

The shelter must also ensure 
that it is easy to access for all 
members of the community. 

Multilingual resources and 
staff should be available where 

possible.

“ ” 
 You know, a lot of times, it’s tough to get in 

somewhere, or you have to have your name on the list, 

or something like that… Being able to call on the phone 

[would make it easier]. 
- Brian

EASY ACCESS TO THE SHELTER
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Creating a shelter environment 
that is easily accessible, with few 
barriers to services, is challenging 
when considering diverse gender 
identities in a shared space. The 
shelter could pursue two main 
options in accommodating all 
genders: 

One interviewee suggested 
operating beds on an entirely 
gender-neutral basis. This would 
allow access for the fullest range 
of individuals. Overall, the 
participants we spoke to were 
accepting and aware of the diverse 
gender identities that exist in the 
community.  

One focus group participant said 
“I feel like it should be a shared 
space to cover the people changes 
and agenda and stuff, because we 
have boys and girls. And then 
you got a guy who wants to be a 
girl now… At the end of the day 
he is a guy who wants to be a girl, 
but now he is sleeping with girls 
so the girls feels some type of 
way because... it’s a guy. So that’s 
why I mean I feel like the space 
should be shared so you don’t run 
into a problem with that.” 

Individuals could choose 
male or female sections. Most 
interviewees supported the 
policy of guests self-identifying 
into gender categories. An 
open gender-neutral room, 
one participant said, would 
“require a lot of trust.” While 
most agreed that mixing with 
trans individuals would not be 
an issue, we do note that these 
opinions are self-reported and 
may not accurately capture the 
community’s awareness and 
attitudes towards trans people. 

A key benefit is ensuring a sense 
of safety while sleeping, as safety 
was raised by many individuals 
who had heard stories of sexual 
assault in shelters. However, two 
interviewees downplayed the risk 
of sexual violence, and instead 
independently suggested the 
shelter should be concerned with 
consensual sexual activity taking 
place, should genders be mixed. 
Jen described, “I think having 
an open room would require 
a whole lot of trust… I would 
worry they [the couples] would 
break the trust and try to have 
sex in the shelter.” 

Our policy recommendation

To balance ease of access with 
safety considerations, we 
recommend guests be allowed 
to self-identify for shelter beds 
primarily arranged by men and 
women, while all other spaces, 
including bathrooms, remain 
gender-neutral. Physical layout 
will be key to this, to make a 
soft distinction between male 
and female bed sections. Jen, 
for example, spoke negatively of 
experiencing strict male, female, 
and ‘other’ categories: “Usually 
they have one side for guys and 
one side for girls, and they’ve put 
it - you can just go over there.” 

Option 2: Self-identification into 
gender categories

Option 1: Entirely gender neutral

EASY

SHELTER POLICY DEBATE
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Logistical or bureaucratic 
barriers can often be enough 
to prevent eligible people 
from accessing vital resources. 
Resource advocates  and/or case 
workers should aim to remove 
even the smallest barriers to 
accessing resources, from raising 
awareness of available resources 
to taking guests through the 
complex processes. For example, 
three interviewees independently 
shared personal stories of staff 
providing in-depth help with 
application forms, money 
management, and eligibility and 
application processes for benefits  
and housing. Staff at times would 
even drive and accompany young 
adults to critical appointments. 
Other Harvard groups such as 
the Harvard Legal Aid Bureau 
could be involved in this.
 

Bringing as many services as 
possible to the shelter helps 
ensure that guests access the 
care they need and the resources 
they are eligible for. This not 
only reduces logistical and 
psychological barriers for guests 
to obtain services, but also makes 
it easier for the shelter to track 
the care that guests are receiving. 
Development of sustainable, 
mutually-beneficial partnerships 

with service providers will be 
important in this regard.

Interviewees primarily suggested 
the shelter offer on-site services 
through case workers and 
social workers. Other services 
suggestions included mental 
health support, free health 
testing and screenings like STD 
tests, workshops with Alcoholics 
Anonymous, and access to 
doctors, dentists, and academic 
tutors. 

 

If guests must access resources 
elsewhere, a car or driving service 
would help to make sure guests 
do not miss any appointments 
because of logistical issues. A 
regulated HSHS Uber account 
may be one way of achieving this.

The challenge of making 
appointments was raised by 
a number of interviewees, 
particularly with regard to detox 
services and appointments to 
determine eligibility for benefits. 
The issue was also noted by the 
Cambridge Police.

“You just don’t search for 
[resources] yourself,” said Kayla. 
“It gets me frustrated and 
overwhelmed because then I’m 
like, ‘Okay, I got to do all of this,’ 
and then they say go and find an 
advocate. And then [I’m] trying 
to find an advocate, and they 
only have advocates, let’s say, the 
first Wednesday of every month.  
And then everybody is trying to 
get an advocate at the same time.  
I just feel like case managers and 
advocates that are really just like, 
‘Come on Kayla, let me take 
your hand. This is where we’re 
going to go. This is what we’re 
going to do,’ that’s what I would 
personally want.  Not so much 
someone to babysit me, but to 
really push me.  If they see that 
I’m doing something, ‘Let’s do 
this…hey Kayla, what’s going 
on, let’s check in’.”

Aim to remove even the smallest 
barriers to accessing resources.

Provide resources on site.

Ease the logistics of the referral 
process.

“ ” 
 “Identify the people that may benefit from the 

information and seek them out and try to work with 

them one on one…. that would probably be huge”. 

- Dave

EASY ACCESS TO RESOURCES



Jen is a 24 year old female who was homeless for four years before finding housing with help of three 
case workers at Youth on Fire. They worked with her intensively to apply for the housing vouchers, go 
to meetings, do paperwork and finally find a rental apartment.

“I got my voucher last January, and it took me 6 months to find a place, so I got in in May… I put in 
my application; a week later, maybe two weeks later, I had that meeting with [case worker 1]. All the 
paperwork went through. We found out my CORI [Criminal Offender Record Information] was fine, 
which I knew, because I’ve never had problems. And then New Year’s Day I got an email from [case 
worker 2] telling me my voucher was in.
 
You get given a certain amount of time [to find housing]... So we actually had to request one extension 
- and they had all the proof. We were sending them everything I was doing the entire time I was work-
ing on this. They had no problem with that first extension. We got really close to needing a second 
extension, which would have gone into a medical extension, which I qualified for, but it was still risky. 
But it’s because we ran into scams, we ran into people who didn’t want to rent to me because it was a 
voucher. And we ran into places that really wouldn’t pass inspection, whether it was because it didn’t 
have a stove, or they wouldn’t make the repairs needed. It was a really hard and aggravating process to 
the point where I got really close to thinking it wasn’t going to happen.
 
This building [that I currently live in] is actually strictly for vouchers, but there had been a wait list, 
which is why I was hesitant on putting my name, because I’d be out of time. But they had contacted 
[case worker 3] just before I was out of time. And so I put in an application and then a couple weeks 
went by, and [case worker 3] realized we hadn’t heard anything. So [case worker 3] called them and 
said, look, this girl’s really almost out of time, what’s going on? Is there something wrong? They said 
no, we sent you back a letter almost, like, immediately, telling her to come in. Well, we never got that 
letter. And so, they’re like come in this week, whenever you want. And so we set up a meeting, and they 
ran my CORI and everything was fine. I picked out my unit and it passed inspection, but the day after 
we went in and I went in for my interview, the next day the letter came in telling me to come in for an 
interview. I was like, great! That’s so helpful!

I think there has to be a level of understanding that not everyone’s going to be ready… and I was there. 
I wasn’t even ready for the housing thing, and then I got to the point where I had to do better for my-
self. And there is that level for us where we think we don’t deserve better. So I think it’s just, a matter of 
figuring out how to present the shelter to kids and make sure they understand that it’s not a pressure, 
and not a thing like, ‘Hey you have to do this!’ but, ‘It could be good.’”
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JEN PERSONAL STORY
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FLEXIBLE
The route out of homelessness can be long and full of 
setbacks. The shelter should be flexible in responding 
to needs unique to different stages of an individual’s 
transition, from slipping and surviving to striving.
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The youth homeless population 
increases dramatically over the 
summer months, and this may be 
an opportunity to connect with 
at-risk youth before they return 
to negative or even dangerous 
environments in the winter. 
This may be achieved through 
a Harvard summer fellowship 
scheme, to maintain the student-
run environment.

According to interviews with 
the Cambridge Police, “Every 
summer we have this influx of 
teens and twenty-somethings 
that come, some have said from as 
far as Alaska and the West Coast. 
They come here and they will 
sleep on the streets but it seems 
like as soon as the New England 
weather creeps up, they’re gone 
and they’ll come back next year.” 

To balance flexibility with the 
need for structure, the shelter 
should enforce clear rules 
about the allowable reasons for 
overnight absences, advance 
notification time, and most 
importantly, about exiting the 
shelter if the individual exceeds 
the maximum allowances. 
One focus group participant 

suggested, “Give them, I don’t 
know, 3 chances. There is a 
whole 3 strike thing, and if they 
call [and say], ‘Hey listen, I got 
a place tonight. I won’t be here.’ 
But definitely give them a few 
chances.” 

Valid exceptions to the curfew 
could include evening or 
overnight work shifts or evening 
school schedules. Staff could ask 
guests to provide schedules in 
advance to track those arriving 
after curfew.

Individuals who are on a waitlist 
for subsidized housing, or who 
have received a voucher but are 
trying to find housing, should 
receive longer-term stays at the 
shelter. This process can be long 
and arduous, and the stability 
and support of a shelter bed may 
help those individuals persist in 
the process. Jen, for example, 
went through a lengthy housing 
search after receiving her  own 
voucher, and advocated for this 
longer-term stay policy: “I think 

honestly there are more kids 
who’d want to take advantage of 
that while they’re on the waitlist 
and know they have a spot to go 
to every night, while waiting for 
their own spot.” 

This would target individuals 
who have reached a so-called 
‘turning point,’ particularly in 
transitioning from the ‘surviving’ 
to ‘striving’ phase. This would aim 
to sustain positive momentum 
and support them through 
concrete goals and indicators of 
progress. Interviewees who had 
transitioned out of homelessness 
described long periods of time, 
sometimes spanning months, 
required to build relationships 
with staff or internalize a sense 
of structure and personal 
responsibility.
 
Many participants voiced strong 
opinions in favor of longer stays. 
All participants who discussed 
the issue expressed doubt that 
a 2-week stay would create 
significant impact, beyond 
perhaps receiving a health 
screening, contacting family 
members, or starting a job search.  
A focus group participant said 
a 2-week turnaround time felt 

Each guest should be allowed 
a small number of nights spent 

outside the shelter.

While staff should implement 
a curfew and enforce it clearly, 

they should make exceptions for 
necessary cases.

The shelter should consider 
reserving a small number of beds 
for longer-term stays specifically 

for individuals waiting on housing 
programs.

Most importantly, an overall 
tiered stay policy should allow 

some residents to stay longer if 
they are engaging positively with 

services offered. 

The shelter should explore 
opening over the summer. 

FLEXIBLE STRUCTURES
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that as long as staff clearly 
enforced common rules and 
demonstrated proof, they would 
not be perceived as favoring 
particular guests. Another 
participant engaged with Roca, 

which employs a tiered system 
of privileges, said this structure 
made others’ progress visible 
and actually motivated him to 
continue striving in the program.

too sudden: “I don’t like that 
situation. They do that at the 
Salvation Army. You are in for 
something like that, 2 weeks, 
and then you got to be out for 
2 nights. That’s kind of stressful 
because then you know…. alright 
this is my last night.” Another 
participant suggested a stay of 90 
days, which he approximated as 
the length of time needed to find 
a job.

Several participants dismissed 
concerns that tiered stays 
would generate tension between 
guests. Two participants stressed 

Option 1: Individual discretion

Option 2: Formalized process

Implementing a tiered stay policy 
would require a structure that 
allows for individual flexibility 
while maintaining fair and 
transparent consistency. This 
introduces two main options:

The decision about extending 
length of stay could be made by 
an individual’s caseworker based 
on positive engagement with 
services, behavior in the shelter, 
and the reasons for staying longer.

Bridge over Troubled Waters in 
Downtown Boston reserves a 
number of its beds as ‘contract 
beds.’ Contract beds are made 
available to residents that 
are “actively working toward 
independence” – they keep all 
counseling appointments and 
work toward goals that they set 
with their counselors.

To maximize consistency across 
staff and guests, the shelter 

could adopt a more formalized 
‘checklist’ approach. For example, 
those who are in an educational 
or work program could apply for 
longer stay upon arrival. Again 
this approach would favor those 
who are striving more than those 
who are surviving or slipping. 

Father Bill’s and MainSpring 
serve homeless youth in two 
emergency adult shelters in 
Quincy, MA, and Brockton, 
MA. At these shelters, youth 
(18-22) who are currently 

” “ You’re probably playing a game 

between how many people you can help, 

and then how much you can help each 

person. So I think it’d be better to help a 

smaller number of people.

- Brian

SHELTER POLICY DEBATE

FLEXIBLE
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finishing school can qualify for 
a structured Youth Protocol 
program, which allows some 
flexibility in an otherwise strict 
environment – residents can eat 
dinner at non-assigned times, or 
leave the shelter for a night.

A tiered stay policy would be 
more difficult to implement fairly 
and complicated to monitor, 
compared with a 2-week limit 
for all individuals. The advantage 

of a 2-week limit would be 
maximizing the number of 
beds and range of individuals 
served, and providing clarity for 
residents. However, this would 
particularly disadvantage those 
individuals who are on the cusp of 
exiting homelessness but require 
alternative accommodation and 
supportive environments.

We believe this reason is 
important enough to attempt 
a tiered stay policy, and that a 
hybrid between the first and 

Our policy recommendation

second options would be feasible 
and appropriate. This would 
involve combining objective 
criteria – a medical assessment 
and external engagement – with 
a more subjective individual 
analysis. This analysis should 
be based on behavior in the 
shelter, achievement of goals the 
individuals set for themselves 
with staff on arrival, and reasons 
why they want to stay for longer. 
Please see Appendix 3 for a 
sample goal-setting template.

FLEXIBLE
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Brian is a 26-year-old white male now living in Hope House, a residential treatment program for 
males over 18. He works at a coffee shop and attends class at Bunker Hill Community College. At 
Hope House, he receives 6 months of programming around mental and physical health, as well as 
assistance with long-term housing and stability.
 
“I guess [length of stay] really depends how quickly you can assess what their needs are, and taking a 
fast course of action on whatever it is you’re trying to accomplish. If it’s something like healthcare, it 
can probably - it depends on if it’s an emergency or whatnot - that can probably happen quicker. If 
somebody’s trying to meet a long-term goal of housing or a program or something like that, it may 
definitely take a lot longer than a couple of weeks. 
 
I almost feel, you know, for a lot of homeless drug addicts, they should feel that’s where the journey 
begins for recovery and back into being reacquainted with life. For different people that means differ-
ent things. That might mean, sometimes it’s mental health. There are a lot of kids with problems, and 
they’re treating it with drugs, or they just have drug problems. It’s usually a combination of both, and 
that treatment gets offered. I think shortening a length of stay to a certain amount of time really makes 
it difficult to deal with those problems. You’re probably playing a game between how many people 
you can help, and then how much you can help each person. So I think it’d be better to help a smaller 
number of people as much as you can than a large number of people that you kind of, not - than just 
helping them a little bit, ultimately keeping them at the same lifestyle that they’re at. Because some 
of the people that are homeless - they’re dramatically living under their ability to live. They did come 
from good homes or they - I guess that doesn’t even matter. But they’re capable of living a lot better 
lives.”

BRIAN PERSONAL STORY
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EMPOWERING
For many homeless young adults, deciding to leave 
home represents a powerful moment of agency 
and courage. Yet the daily experiences of being 
homeless degrades this agency, creating feelings 
of powerlessness. To support young adults in their 
transitions out of homelessness, services must focus 
on recognizing their strengths and empowering their 
sense of agency over their lives. 
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awareness to believe that they 
can transition. A Cambridge 
police member, for example, 
said getting young people to 
take advantage of resources was 
the critical problem, not lack of 
resources.
 
When presenting available 
services, staff should be aware of 
varying degrees of receptiveness 
to services for individuals in 
slipping, surviving, or striving 
stages. For example, for those 
in the surviving stage, staff 
should focus on exposure to 
opportunities throughout the 
shelter experience. Ben suggested, 
“Bring it up, casually. I know a 
lot of people can be - that work 
in places like that - can be a little 
pushy sometimes. That’s not 
what you want to do at all… 
That makes them say, screw you, 
you know.” For those closer to a 
turning point, staff should focus 
on more direct participation in 
individual and group sessions. 
 

Four participants who discussed 
the age of staff members 
expressed support for younger 
staff. They believed younger staff 
and volunteers would be less 
jaded and could relate more than 
adults. Above all, participants 
valued genuine care and 
authentic commitment. A focus 
group participant, for example, 
assumed that volunteers who 
would work at the shelter would 
be “people who want to pursue a 
career in helping people all over 
human resources.”

 

One participant, however, 
strongly disagreed that peer-
aged staff would be effective 
enforcing rules in a young adult 
shelter.  He argued, “Because it’s 
a tender age... we all got a bunch 
of testosterone in us still… How 

Counseling services provide 
opportunity to help individuals 
deal with their unique challenges 
and obstacles to reaching a 
turning point. The shelter may 
want to consider if this takes the 
form of professional counselors, 
which may be more expensive, 
or equipping staff and volunteers 
with training to develop 
skills in empathetic listening. 
Interviewees who credited the 
support of key individuals for 
their turning points stressed a 
strong relationship cultivated 
from trust and care. These 
key individuals ranged from 
volunteers, staff, teachers, and 
case workers.

Mackenson, for example, hoped 
for staff who would “be able to 
sit down or meet with a certain 
person and see where their 
problems lie and be able to help 
them... How I was in that state of 
despair, I couldn’t do anything, 
and if you have one person who 
actually shows that they care, it 
kind of boosts you.” 

 

More broadly, many individuals 
require self-confidence and self-

Younger staff who are close in 
age to those who are staying in 
the shelter can be a strong asset. 

Counseling services should be 
accessible for all guests.

Staff should be aware of varying 
degrees of receptiveness to 
services for individuals in 

different stages. 
“

” 
 When you’re living 

homeless... you feel you’re 

living by primal instinct... 

And I think all it takes is 

time. For me at least, to 

get back to accepting 

normal things.
- Keith

“
” 

 I think the younger 

the staff is, the more 

they can relate, versus 

someone who is older 

and cares, but who can’t 

go through the steps and 

understand it that well.

- Kayla

EMPOWERING EMPOWERING YOUNG ADULTS
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The shelter should provide guests 
a survey about their experiences. 
The questionnaire could be 
offered when guests leave, in an 
electronic format for guests to fill 
out easily and anonymously and 
for staff to quickly analyze the 
data.

Many participants stressed that 
having a person able to show a 
pathway out of homelessness can 
be inspiring. The Youth Advisory 
Board could fulfill this role 
initially, but in the future, those 
who have left the shelter might 
come back and support residents 
as volunteers themselves. This 
might take the form of formal 
one-to-one mentoring or 
discussion sessions.

would you feel if a freaking kid 
here is going, ‘You can’t do that 
right now’? I mean if they want 
to volunteer on some counseling 
type of stuff or whatever, that’s 
different because you are going to 
go in there, like alright, this dude 
wants to intern as a counselor, 
that’s cool.” 

A strategy to ameliorate this 
would be to schedule at least one 
older graduate student in each 
shift who could step in should an 
issue arise. 
 

Repeating personal information 
or stories to many different 
people, and the inability to 
predict who will be available 
when, can be demoralizing and 
frustrating. Additionally, some 
participants were wary of trusting 
staff members they hadn’t already 
built a relationship with. A focus 
group member, for example, said, 
“I talk to other staff, but if they 
are trying to give me another 
youth worker I wouldn’t come 
here.” To the extent possible, 
volunteer schedules should align 
with the length of time that 
guests are able to stay at a shelter. 

Consistent interactions between 
guests and volunteers would 
make relationship-building even 

more effective.

The shelter should allow strivers 
to become role models for other 

guests.

The shelter should enable guests 
to hold the shelter accountable to 

its vision and goals. “
” 

 There was a guy 

I looked up to who was 

a few years sober. He 

worked [at a treatment 

program]. Right now 

he got a scholarship to 

Simmons to become 

a social worker. He’s 

somebody I looked up to, 

and that’s something that 

interests me.

- Brian

EMPOWERING
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Kayla is a 20 year old woman with an 18 month old son who is no longer in her custody.  She had her 
son when she was 19 years old.  She attributes her homelessness and having a mental disability as the 
reasons she lost custody.  She became homeless in May 2011 and has been living on the street and in 
different shelters in the Boston area since then, including Bridge Over Troubled Waters, St. Francis 
House, the Kingston House, and eventually Youth on Fire.
 
“As far as the staff, it would just have to be someone who is really for the homeless, not so much working 
because it’s a check, more so people that currently interact.  And I think the younger the staff is, they 
more they can relate versus someone who is older and cares, but who can’t go through the steps and 
understand it that well.
 
Question: What have people done in the past for you at all these different places that you really, really liked?

Just conversation... But you always have a case manager or always have somebody there, even if you don’t 
want the person to look at you and you just want them to sit there, you just want the person to sit there 
while you let it all out.  I’ve always wanted that, just have somebody to sit there, not even to yell at them, 
but just to let it all out and they would still accept me – ‘ok, she’s going through a lot.  She’s not meaning 
to yell at me or curse at me, she’s just letting it out’.”

 

KAYLA PERSONAL STORY



VISION-DRIVEN
The shelter should have a long-term outlook beyond 
just providing short-term respite. It should aim to 
make the necessary interventions to enable a per-
manent transition out of homelessness. The shelter 
should provide widespread access to resources as 
well as the structure required for guests to develop 
the attitudes and skills to transition out of homeless-
ness. The former principle supports young adults 
along all phases of the transition, while the latter pri-
marily targets those in the ‘striving’ phase who would 
benefit most. 
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This point of contact, either at 
Y2Y or Youth on Fire, would 
help develop a plan of action 
upon entering and a continued 
support plan when leaving. 
 

These partnerships should 
ensure individuals have access 
to resources for physical and 
mental health care, jobs and 
education, rehabilitation 
and rehousing. Ideally, these 
resources should come to the 
shelter when possible. As Kayla 
expressed, “I’ve always seen the 
shelters as a foundation because 
I feel that once I step inside the 

shelter there’s going to be so 
many other resources.” 
 

This includes passive access via 
pamphlets, websites etc., one-on-
one interactions with volunteer 
resource advocates, and meetings 
with visiting professionals. In 
addition, the shelter should offer 
more active options like group 
training and resource access 
sessions to guests in the evenings.

One participant, Keith, told 
of book clubs held at a detox 
program, in which they discussed 
books and memoirs that provided 
inspiration for rehabilitation.  He 
also described one particularly 
memorable discussion group:  
“Where do you see yourself in 
5 years?... The question would 
repeat again, and would be like 
where do you see yourself in a 
year, a year later? Some I’d be 
like, oh, well I could see myself 
having a nice little job. Maybe 
having some money saved up, a 
nice place. Then I wouldn’t have 
those things... I think it could 
open your eyes.” 

Creating an environment of 
accessible, varied resources 
helps all guests in the slipping, 
surviving, and striving stages. 
Staff should nonetheless be 
aware of which resources may 
be appropriate at given stages. 
For example, 3 participants who 
suffered from drug addictions 
stressed needing detox 
programs before transitioning 
into more independent 
living environments. Others, 
particularly those in slipping 
or surviving phases, may 
resist engaging with resources 
entirely.
 

 

Guests should have access 
to group sessions and peer 
discussions that can help build 
the motivation and inspiration to 

make longer-term change. 

Shelter staff should be aware of 
which resources may be the most 
effective for individuals at either 
slipping, surviving, or striving 

stages.

Part 1: Access to resources that 
are varied, easily accessible, non-

judgmental, optional

As far as possible, guests should 
have a regular point of contact 

for planning and support.

The shelter should align and 
continually assess partnerships 
with Youth On Fire and other 

resource providers.

Guests should be able to access 
resources through varied means.

“ There has to be a level of understanding that 

not everyone’s going to be ready. I was there. I wasn’t 

even ready for the housing thing, and then I got to the 

point where I had to do better for myself. And there 

is that level for us where we think we don’t deserve 

better. So I think it’s just a matter of figuring out how to 

present the shelter to kids and make sure they under-

stand that it’s not a pressure.
- Jen

“
VISION-DRIVEN INTERVENTIONS
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restrictions on their level of 
freedom. Ben, for example, who 
struggled with committing to 
services and resources, explained, 
“[Resources] would be more 
helpful to me if I actually allowed 
it to be helpful.” When asked 
what prevented him from being 
receptive to resources, he said, 
“Pride, for one, admittedly. But 
personal stuff too... Honestly 
a lot of people aren’t seeking it 
either.”

For many young adults, 
emphasizing the open 
accessibility of programs may 
be most critical for longer-term 
impact. As Brian explained, “I 
think the gap may be - with some 
of the things - a lot of kids, or 
pretty much addicts in general, 
will look at it as it’s either all or 
nothing… [Resources should] 
not be pushed in people’s faces, 
but know that it’s available.”

 

During this key striving phase, 
young adults must develop 
certain skills and access key 
resources to reach their turning 
points and sustain success. 
Thus we recommend the shelter 
develop a target group specifically 
focused on these strivers, as this 
approach maximizes impact 
while providing role models and 
momentum for others to follow.

Giving responsibilities empowers 
guests, helping develop their 
sense of agency, accountability, 
and self-confidence. Notably, 
favoring a member model over 
a guest model is likely to benefit 
those in the ‘striving’ phase more 
so than those in the ‘surviving’ 
phase. Those ‘striving’ may be 
willing to engage in a structured 
system of responsibilities and 
privileges, whereas those in 

This is particularly critical to 
emphasize in training staff to 
support individuals in sensitive 
situations, such as substance 
abuse or abusive relationships. 
Staff should be aware of potential 
triggers when offering support.  
Dave suggested, “If you have 
a problem with drugs and 
alcohol… instead of accusing, if 
it was like, ‘Just so you know, if 
you do have this problem, it’s not 
your fault. You have a disease.’ 
That might change how people 
take it. I think that would work 
well.”
 

Those in the slipping and 
surviving stages may be 
discouraged from engaging 
in resources if they perceive 

Part 2: Structure that develops 
skills through responsibility and 

privileges

In designing effective structures, 
rules, and incentives, shelter 
leadership should target those 
in the ‘striving’ phase, actively 
attempting to transition out of 

homelessness. 

Resources should be optional 
but pervasive, with nudges to 

encourage guests to engage. 

Guests should participate in 
the shelter through a ‘member’ 
model, in which they have 
obligations and responsibilities.

Resource provision should be 
non-judgmental. 

“ “
 I hope this new 

shelter that you guys 

are building isn’t a place 

where people can be 

judged for what they are 

or who they are with or 

anything.

 Sometimes you’ll 

be in a shelter using, but 

you still want to go hear 

somebody, not even 

wanting to change right 

now but curious of it. A 

lot of times for that age 

group, what you’re doing 

is just planting seeds.

- Aisha

- Brian

“
“

VISION-DRIVEN
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the ‘surviving’ phase may be 
dissuaded from entering the 
system at all.

Staff should establish 
expectations and responsibilities 
to be punctual for meetings, 
meals, and curfew, to be engaged 
in group meetings, to care for 
personal hygiene, and to adhere 
to the key rules of the shelter. 

SHELTER EXAMPLE

Shelters, such as Bridge Over 
Troubled Waters in Boston and 
Father Bill’s and Main Spring 
in Quincy and Brockton, MA, 
have strict rules regarding 
privileges such as meeting times, 
curfews and leaving times. These 
routines provide guests with 
some regularity and a degree of 
stability.
 
Too many rules can risk alienating 
people. From interviews, rules 
were particularly alienating if it 
was unclear as to their purpose, 
or if they seemed unnecessarily 
burdensome. This is particularly 
true for those in the ‘surviving’ 
phase. Additionally, interviews 
with service providers stressed 
that staff should not implement 

any rules they are not capable of 
enforcing. 

Designing rules with the 
mission of developing personal 
responsibility, rather than rules 
for their own sake or for the 
pure convenience of the shelter, 
may help encourage buy-in from 
guests. For example, shelter rules 
can embed useful nudges to push 
guests towards help, support 
and resources that they might 
need. Keith gave an example 
from a substance abuse recovery 
program: “If you’re here while 
their meeting is going on, you 
either have to leave or you have 
to join the meeting. People 
are like well, I don’t want to be 
walking out in the cold, so I’m 
going to go into this meeting… 
It’s all about getting the people 
into the groups.”

Staff can also explain rules 
through long-term goals, for 
example, linking punctuality to a 
meeting with habits that support 
job stability.  For example, 
Luis explained accountability 
structures in his job training 
program: “Every time you get 
terminated, you know what you 
are doing wrong... So, that way 
when you get out of here in the 
real world and for a real job, you 
learn to hold a job, because you 
have practiced that skill here.”

Guests could earn predefined 
privileges after achieving certain 
objectives aimed at building a 
more stable lifestyle. Potential 
objectives include: volunteering 
with tasks at the shelter, such 
as cooking, cleaning the space, 
and cleaning up after yourself; 
accessing resources, such as 
submitting application forms, 
enrolling in programs, attending 
scheduled group and individual 
meetings, and following up 
on meetings; meeting personal 
goals set with a case worker or 
counselor; and encouraging 
socialization and supporting 
others in the shelter. 

Within a structured environment, 
giving guests the opportunity 
for self-advancement through 
earned privileges can help sustain 
motivation, build discipline and 

improve self-esteem. 

In particular, enforcing expectations 
can help guests develop personal 
responsibility and transition to 

more stable lifestyles. “Sometimes the carrot 

and the stick works. It’s 

really tough... How much 

pressure do you want to 

apply without pushing 

someone away, while 

still making what you 

have look attractive?

- Brian

“
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Earned privileges could include 
flexibility on rules, such as eating 
times and entry and exit times, 
or added benefits like preloaded 
transportation cards. This system 
could also be integrated with 
a tiered length of stay policy, 
if the individual qualifies. To 
implement this well, staff again 
must be prepared to demonstrate 
fairness and consistency in 
designating privileges. 
 

SHELTER EXAMPLE

Rising Out of the Shadows 
(ROOTS), a shelter for homeless 
youth in Seattle, provides bus 
tokens and gift cards to residents 
who volunteer at the shelter. The 
shelter also opens its door to 
the greater Seattle community 
every Friday for a Friday Feast 
prepared by volunteers and 
guests. Breaking bread with 
neighbors as well as other people 
in need helps create a community 
and empowers guests to support 
others.  

Interviews suggested that former 
guests would be most interested 
in checking back in with the 
shelter if they maintain regular 
contact with an individual who 
supports them on a continuous 
basis, and if they can continue 
to access support and resources  
even after they transition out of 
homelessness.

Part 3: Long-term planning and 
post-shelter support

This could happen through 
trained volunteer resource 
advocates, but may be more 
effective through long-term 
partnerships with youth 
homelessness professionals, 
such as Youth On Fire. The 
longer-term engagement should 
involve an early conversation 
about ways the shelter can help, 
a transition plan and goals, a 
series of meetings before the 
guest leaves preparing them for 
the transition, and a scheduled 
follow-up meeting after the guest 
leaves the shelter to offer further 
advice or resources, with future 
stay at the shelter contingent on 
attending the follow-up meeting.

Without this planning, guests 
can be caught off guard and feel 
unsupported. Kate described 
the jarring experience she had 
receiving notification that her 
stay at a shelter was over: “You 
come home one day and open 
your bedroom door, and there’s 
a letter on the floor and you’re 
like, ‘Oh great, it’s that letter.’ 
So I think it would be better if 
they had a sit-down with you, 
and they explained maybe some 
options that you could get from 
here on… Even a letter that says, 
‘Here are some other programs 
or services in the area that you 
might potentially benefit from,’ 
with phone numbers, so they 
don’t have to do any of the work, 
but you gave them information.” 

To facilitate ongoing contact, 
one participant suggested the 
shelter offer email addresses, as 
well as an address where residents 
can get mail, both as a means 
of communicating with guests 
and providing them a means 
to communicate with friends, 

Once guests have left, shelter 
staff should check in with them 
over time, both to support and 
monitor them, and to evaluate 
the effectiveness of the shelter’s 

intervention. 

Shelter staff should engage 
guests in a longer-term 
engagement plan during their 

shelter stay.

The shelter should offer 
resources for ongoing contact, 
such as email addresses and 

mailing addresses.“ Even though I do got a 

permanent spot to stay, 

I still always expect the 

worst. I don’t know what’s 

going to happen on a day-

to-day basis.

- Focus group participant

“
VISION-DRIVEN
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family, service providers, and 
potential employers. Google 
provides free accounts for 
nonprofit organizations, which 
the shelter may wish to utilize.

SHELTER EXAMPLE

The Chicago Night Ministry 
runs a continuing care program 
that provides a support system 

to youth who have transitioned 
out of their care and into 
housing. These services include 
home visits, referrals, life skills 
education, safe sex and pregnancy 
prevention education, education 
on active citizenship, youth 
activities, as well as assistance 
with food, transportation, basic 
hygiene, personal identification, 
and household set-up. Allowing 
former guests to continue using 

the shelter’s mailing address 
past their stay provides them 
with additional stability; it also 
shows that the shelter cares. 
The program’s coordinators will 
schedule follow-up meetings with 
guests of their 120-day interim 
and transitional living program 
before they graduate. This 
provides the Ministry a means 
of tracking the development of 
their former guests.

VISION-DRIVEN
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Keith is a 23 year old male currently living in a halfway house. He struggled with substance abuse before 
and during homelessness, but through a series of experiences in prison and in halfway house programs 
developed greater structure, allowing him to maintain a more regular lifestyle.
 
“It’s hard to make people follow up… The Mass Rehab was willing to hand me money, get me a job, and 
pay for me to go do a group during the day. Give a weekly stipend of $150 to go learn how to work a 
trade. I was just like, no. I never followed through with that. I never followed through with really much 
of anything.

[After transitioning to a halfway house] That structure was absolutely 100% necessary. I needed that. I got 
the most that I could... I got structure. I woke up every day. I made my bed. I did chores. I went out on 
job search, but I found a job now.

[Now] I wake up every day. I go to work. I make my bed. I clean my room. I take care of myself, proper 
grooming, proper just everyday life skills that sometimes you lack the ability to be able to do. You’re just, 
it just isn’t second nature anymore. You have to get that back. It’s there. But it’s just something that’s not 
first priority. It’s not second nature after a while and you think, oh no. Like I smell or I need a haircut. My 
clothes are dirty. I need to brush my teeth or anything. I need to organize some things. I need to make 
some phone calls and schedule some appointments. It’s just everyday life skills.

I mean I’ve got to focus more on preventing past mistakes, you know. Whether that would be doing the 
abstinence programs, being involved in the community, maybe like a church group or something like that. 
Anything just to kind of remind myself where I was, and remind myself that I don’t want to ever be there 
again.”
  

KEITH PERSONAL STORY
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The following summaries give a short account of the stories we heard in our interviews, from which we 
developed the report and recommendations. Identifying features, including names, have been changed to 
protect the participants’ identities. 

APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW SUMMARIES
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Pseudonym: Aisha
Age: 19
Duration of homelessness: 2 years
Current housing status: Homeless, living at transitional shelter

Aisha is a 19 year old female. She is currently living in a transitional shelter and will move into an apartment 
in early 2015. She currently attends Bunker Hill Community College and is planning on enrolling in a 
university this fall. She says, “I’m glad… I’m just glad that I’m healthy and happy right now. If I were able 
to go back in the past I wouldn’t change one thing.”

Aisha first left home at age 17 due to an abusive father. At first, she stayed at her aunt’s house but left because 
“something in me was telling me it was not right.” She slept at different friend’s houses, but even at the home 
of a very supportive and adoring friend’s family, she felt uncomfortable staying for a longer period. She has 
stayed in other shelters for a day or two at a time, but felt embarrassed to be there and wouldn’t return. Her 
aunt continued to support her, including offering to pay for tuition for classes.  

At one point, she snuck in at home to install a video camera, which caught her father severely abusing 
her younger siblings. Her father is now in prison, and her mother divorced him and has custody over her 
siblings. 

She identifies her turning point as her admittance to a hospital, when she admitted she had depression 
and had a breakdown. She stayed at the hospital for a couple of weeks, during which the Department of 
Mental Health and a case manager stepped in. In addition to helping her gain coping skills, they prescribed 
medication and directed her towards services and programs, including her transitional shelter. 

Pseudonym: Ben
Age: 22
Duration of homelessness: On and off for four years 
Current housing status: Homeless, staying at a friend’s house

Ben is a 22 year old male from Oklahoma City. He is temporarily living at a friend’s house while searching 
for a house and a job.

Due to unclear circumstances with family, Ben moved around a few times before arriving in Massachusetts 
in 2008. Here, his housing situation became unstable due to issues with the Department of Juvenile Offense 
in late 2011. Afterwards, he lived in and out of group homes and stayed out in Harvard Square, where he 
found out about Youth on Fire. He has also stayed at another friend’s and an ex-girlfriend’s places for a few 
months at a time. 

He generally does not seek shelters. After a first experience at Woods Mullen when he was 19, he formed a 

INTERVIEW SUMMARIES
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negative opinion of shelters due to the people staying there. He later stayed a couple times at the Harvard 
Square Homeless Shelter (HSHS) before a 2-month stay over the summer. He believes HSHS is “how most 
shelters should be run,” speaking positively about the staff. 

He has stayed in psych wards, both before and during homelessness, and only recommended one, the Belmont 
campus of Mclean’s Hospital. He described the staff as more effective but relaxed. In terms of seeking other 
services, he did look into resources during his second, longer stay at HSHS. Another individual, a social 
worker at the Department of Mental Health (DMH), helped point him towards different resources, as he 
was trying to get into DMH custody. However, he described having difficulty connecting with people like 
case managers due to personal reluctance, pride, or other difficulties. He has also worked with HomeStart 
and the Somerville Homeless Coalition, but had personal difficulties with both and left early. 

His recommendations for effective staff and providing resources were to bring them up casually, making sure 
not to seem pushy or forceful. Resources should be provided in a visible way on a cork board or such, so that 
it’s available when the individual wants it. He stressed that staff shouldn’t “play favorites” by giving priority 
access to services or in other ways interacting differently with guests. He prefers a shelter to be dry and able 
to enforce rules, because he distrusts people in wet settings. Generally, the shelter environment should allow 
for people to drop in and get help if they need or want it. 

Pseudonym: Brian
Age: 26
Duration of homelessness: On and off for four years
Current housing status: Living in Hope House, residential treatment program

Brian is a 26 year old white male now living in a three-quarters house that provides a residential treatment 
program for males over 18. He works at a coffee shop and attends class at Bunker Hill Community College.

Through the program, he receives 6 months of support around mental and physical health, as well as 
assistance with long-term housing and stability. After the program concludes, he hopes to get into their year-
long transitional housing option for program graduates, or other recovery programs. 

Brian grew up in the Boston area, and his family still lives in Wellesley. He has a history of struggling with 
substance abuse. In 2011, he finished an 8-9 month treatment program for young adults through the Gavin 
Foundation and was living on his own in an apartment, at this point around 22 years old. In June 2011, he 
picked up drugs again, this time including IV drugs. At this point, his family became more discouraged and 
wouldn’t let him stay with them. 

He went in and out of different programs and was intermittently homeless. The only Boston-area emergency 
shelter he stayed at was Pine Street Inn. During Occupy Boston in winter of 2011, he met a group of young 
adults and chose to leave his living arrangement to sleep out with them for 3 or 4 months. They would go 
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into a shelter if there were drugs or beds available, or if weather was particularly bad, but “staying together 
was more important than anything else.”

His family then sectioned him, sending him to treatment in Brockton and then California. In LA, he was 
in and out of sober houses and homelessness, for about 2 years. During the last 9 months, he was in a 
Christian program that “helped [him] enough to clean up my mind.” He mentions a drop-in center for 
homeless youth in Redlands, California that was particularly helpful because of the woman who ran it; he 
describes her as non-judgmental, warm, and connected to community resources. He compared this to paid 
staff at other shelters who were colder and had a sense of “military strictness.” He strongly recommends that 
treatment programs offer maintenance or harm reduction programs, to help young adults maintain social 
stability and avoid cycles of alternating between sober houses and homelessness.

His parents then flew him back to Boston, where he moved into a sober house. He relapsed again and ended 
up in jail July 2014. From jail, he moved into Hope House, around September 2014. He currently works at 
a coffee shop, as a suggested, light “get-well job”, and has restarted classes at Bunker Hill. He hopes to major 
in psychology and become a social worker, inspired by someone who had worked at the Gavin Foundation 
and was a former drug addict. He foresees living in sober house or recovery program housing for a few more 
years.  

Pseudonym: Dave
Age: 28
Duration of homelessness: Approximately 3 months
Current housing status: Three-quarter house

Dave is a 28 year old male who currently lives in a three-quarter house, a sober living environment on top 
of a halfway house. 

Dave experienced homelessness during two distinct points of his life, both as a result of substance abuse. 
At the age of 23, he was kicked out of his parent’s house in Taunton as a result of a physical altercation that 
occurred at the house. He and his girlfriend then moved into a studio apartment in Taunton (unclear if this 
is government subsidized housing).  By age 26, Dave had returned home, but was again kicked out of his 
home by his mother as he was unable to stay sober. By this point, he was sleeping in different outside spaces 
(train tracks, woods, storage bins); he did not stay in a shelter because all of the shelters he was aware of 
were dry.

After approximately 100 days without a place to stay, Dave, who had several warrants out for his arrest, 
turned himself into the court and requested to be placed in detox. The court obliged and placed him in a 
men’s addiction treatment center. After 62 days in detox, he applied to transfer to a halfway house. Although 
he wasn’t eligible for many halfway houses due to his arrest history, he was accepted to live at Hope House. 
At Hope House, he graduated to the three-quarter house, where he now lives. Dave works as a full-time valet 
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at a hospital, and pays 30% of his income in rent to the three-quarter house.

Dave credits the rigid structure of the detox and halfway homes that lived in with his recovery. He emphasized 
that most young people who find themselves without a home are likely struggling with drugs and alcohol, 
and that a strict treatment program with structured expectations is the first and most important step to 
self-sufficiency. In regards to shelter recommendations, Dave suggests a clean, safe shelter with trained case 
workers that can connect young adults to treatment centers and other services. 

Pseudonym: Jen
Age: 24
Duration of homelessness: On and off, four years
Current housing status: Living in an apartment through a housing voucher

Jen is a 24 year old female, recently housed after receiving a housing voucher. 

Jen moved to Boston to attend college and was paying her way through without her parents’ assistance. Due 
to a health condition, her job began cutting back hours until she couldn’t afford school. At first, she left her 
dorm and came out to Harvard Square; at age 19 or 20, she left school completely. 

While sleeping outside in Harvard Square, she was with an abusive boyfriend who prevented her from 
talking to others or seeking resources. Although he had been a member of Youth on Fire, she did not find 
out about Youth until a year and half of being homeless. Youth became a “safe haven,” helping at first with 
laundry, then getting an ID, and then resources like food stamps, health visits, and eventually housing. Prior 
to accessing Youth, she didn’t access any resources, for example, using hospital emergency rooms for when 
she needed health services. 

The abusive relationship came to a climax when her boyfriend attempted to kill her on a trip to Montana. 
Jen found a hospital, which sent her to a domestic violence shelter. Her father bought her a bus ticket 
back to Boston, and after that point she “got more on top of [her] paperwork and everything,” in terms of 
doctors, food stamps, cash benefits, and applying for disability and SSI. Youth became her only support 
system, as she didn’t have a network of friends to help her with housing. 

She describes the immense frustration of applications for the various programs - “hoop after hoop after 
hoop” - and the critical support of the Youth on Fire staff, who attend meetings with her and advocated for 
her, for example, for the disability trial or for the housing search. 

It was much easier for Jen to receive a housing voucher because she didn’t have a CORI. However, it took 6 
months to find housing, which required an extension, because of running into scams, or landlords unwilling 
to rent to voucher recipients, or inadequate conditions. The housing she eventually found is a building 
strictly for vouchers, and she got in off the waitlist. 

INTERVIEW SUMMARIES
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Jen didn’t access shelters because she was concerned about safety, namely the age range and wet policies 
of most shelters. She felt most workers in those shelters would not care or do anything if a guest was in a 
threatening situation. She did hear positive things about Harvard Square Homeless Shelter and appreciated 
that it was dry. In discussing dry vs. damp policies, she agreed it made sense to be damp, as it would be 
difficult to get young adults to enter a completely dry shelter. Knowing guests wouldn’t have substances 
with them in the building felt like a good balance. In terms of gender identities, she said the youth in the 
area were very accepting, and suggested that, for example, trans females could stay in a room with females 
without a problem. The risk of an open room, she said, would be a few breaking trust and trying to have sex 
in the shelter. She also recommended considering pet-friendly policies. 

In terms of length of stay, she recommended a section for longer-term stays, as many are on waitlists for 
housing vouchers and would want to take advantage of a place to stay while waiting for their voucher. 

Above all, she stressed that the key strength of Youth on Fire was their non-judgmental and supportive 
staff, who were accepting of her situation and decisions. She explained that there needs to be “a level of 
understanding that not everyone’s going to be ready” for additional resources or opportunities. She also 
discussed the importance of being transparent about rules to avoid perceived favoritism. In contrast, she felt 
that other services, even youth-oriented services, could be judgmental or condescending.

Pseudonym: Kate
Age: 27
Duration of homelessness: around 7 months
Current housing status: Living in a house with her partner for the past 2 years

Kate is a 27 year old female from Virginia. She is living in a home she bought with her partner two years 
ago in north Weymouth.

Kate grew up with an abusive mother who lost parental rights by the time Kate turned 12. She spent her 
teenage years in youth residential programs and foster care. At 17, her mother kidnapped her; eventually her 
social worker bought her transportation back to Virginia and help her enroll in an associate’s degree program 
in North Carolina. After the 2 year program, Kate had nowhere to go but back to her mother’s home. Kate 
then fled home and lived out of her car. Her partner at the time convinced her to move to Massachusetts and 
live together. After a domestic violence situation escalated, Kate left her partner and began sleeping outside 
on the North Shore. 

She researched Boston programs using library computers and found Bridge Over Troubled Waters. After 
saving money to take the train to Boston, she arrived at Bridge, and her intake worker helped her arrange 
an emergency bed for domestic violence victims at Brigham Women’s Hospital. The hospital arranged for 
her to stay at Network La Red for their maximum three weeks. Afterwards, she was transferred to the Gay 
Men’s Domestic Violence Project (GMDVP), which serves all LGBTQ and provides short-term emergency 
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housing. She lived there for four months, and described this extended length of time as “when I really 
started to get my life back in order,” such as starting college, seeing a doctor and therapist, taking medication 
regularly, and receiving benefits like food stamps and disability. She contrasts this with the 3 weeks at 
Network La Red, where “they didn’t do much besides put a band-aid on the problem.” 

After her time at GMDVP, she moved into a studio shared with 6 homeless young adults she had met, which 
she describes as a negative experience. Her college then offered her a Residential Advisor position that she 
accepted. After a semester as an RA, she moved into her partner’s home, and they now live together in a 
house. She works at a homeless youth service organization, and hopes to continue working in nonprofits. 

Her recommendations focused on ensuring a shelter stay would be not just a “band-aid on the problem,” 
and thus pushed for longer stays, as “2-4 weeks isn’t enough time to do anything” to work towards addressing 
underlying problems. She also stressed the care shown by staff, as well as the importance of meeting with 
staff and counselors consistently to build trust. Other recommendations included issuing ID cards from the 
shelter, providing a wraparound continuum of services such as medical, dental, counseling, and maternity 
services. 

Pseudonym: Kayla
Age: 20
Duration of homelessness: Approximately 2 years
Current housing status: Living in peoples’ houses and on the street with sporadic admittance into psy-
chiatric wards
 
Kayla had a rocky childhood and adolescence. After her mother died when she was thirteen years old, Kayla 
moved in with her father, which soon proved to be a difficult living situation. She became involved with her 
current boyfriend at age 16 and has a young son who is not currently in her custody.

Kayla first became homeless in May 2011 when she was 18 years old.  She first stayed with her current 
boyfriend at his home, but she was removed from his residence when he was incarcerated.  She then moved 
to the street where she began drinking and getting involved in drugs. 
 
Although she had heard about Bridge Over Troubled Water before, Kayla only began visiting the organization 
regularly when her boyfriend became incarcerated, because it helped her get his mail. Soon after, she started 
accessing Youth on Fire instead. At some point between December 2012 to March 2014, she accessed a 
family shelter with her son and has also accessed other shelters such as St. Francis House and an overnight 
shelter in Providence, RI. After custody complications with the Massachusetts Department of Children & 
Families (DCF), she was told to return to Massachusetts.  She has been living in peoples’ houses and on 
the street since then and was in a psychiatric unit the first weekend of October 2014.  When asked about a 
‘turning point’, this time off the street was what she described, but she explained that it’s more of a situation 
of her trying everything and nothing helping.
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Kayla has emotional problems and cuts herself if she is feeling overwhelmed or angry. She is working with a 
case manager at Youth on Fire who is helping her manage her money, with the end goal of financial stability 
and reunification with her son.  She is applying for public housing for her and her boyfriend under her name.  
She started attending Bunker Hill Community College in September 2014, but when she was sectioned to 
the psych ward in October (2014) she failed her classes.  She hopes to enroll for a class soon and to go to 
a college where there is an actual campus so she is more stable and does not have to worry about housing.
 
She recommends ensuring shelters have enough beds and cautions against shelters that are both wet and dry, 
where people don’t know what to expect from other shelter guests.  Shelters ideally have an equal number 
of beds for “both sides”: there should be a damp portion of the shelter dealing with substance abuse (it will 
make all parties more comfortable).  She recommends having one floor full of resources to help people work 
towards set goals (job searching, legal services, housing services, etc.).  Passionate staff are recommended 
and she suggests that the younger the staff are, the more they can relate and help guests; staff that support 
student volunteers between the ages of 18 to 26 could be a good thing.  The physical closure of doors in a 
facility angers and distresses her.  She would be open-minded and friendly to all shelter users regardless of 
sexual orientation.  Privacy is important when she needs it, but the option to step out into a community is 
important.  

In terms of programming, basement spaces should be utilized so that in the event that another guest becomes 
emotional or physical, it will not disturb others who are doing an interview, working, needing quiet time, 
etc.  There should always be a case manager present, even if it is just to listen and debrief.  The shelter 
time length could be 30 or 60 days; within that time frame, it is a 50-50 responsibility of the individual 
themselves and the shelter to work together so that the end result is not a return to the street.  Staying in 
touch with people afterwards is a good idea, but shelters may want to design their own emailing system to 
give everyone an access venue.  Email is confidential and is the best way for her to communicate because she 
does not have a phone.
 

Pseudonym: Keith
Age: 23
Duration of homelessness: Approximately one year
Current housing status: Living in a halfway house

Keith is a 23 year old male who is currently living in a halfway house.

Keith first began using drugs and alcohol at the age of 13, and had a few resulting brushes with the law. 
He attended a variety of different schools, including an alternative school, and had many friends that were 
also heavily involved in drugs and alcohol. Keith finished high school and began community college, but 
soon was charged with two consequent assault and battery charges. At this point, he dropped out of college, 
moved in with a girlfriend and her mother, and began looking for a job. His girlfriend soon gave birth to a 
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daughter who is now four years old. 

Unable to keep a job, Keith continued to sell marijuana to support his family. He then began selling and 
using cocaine and heroine. At this point, he damaged many of his close relationships. He became homeless 
at the age of 19.

He was homeless for approximately one year in the Charlestown area until he was arrested for an outstanding 
warrant and spent a year in jail. He attributes his time in jail to some of his current stability, claiming that it 
gave him the opportunity to reflect on his mistakes. This led to his stay in a halfway house.

Keith continually emphasized the importance of a caring and responsive staff. He describes the shelters that 
he stayed at as often scary and violent, and states that transportation (long commute that costs $4) and 
curfews were a barrier to an overnight stay. He also spoke enthusiastically about daytime programming, 
particularly group sessions, even if the shelter won’t have an open bed for all participants. He also suggested 
easily accessible laundry services. He was skeptical about the effectiveness of connecting to long-term services 
given the shelter’s proposed 2 week length of stay. 

Since the initial interview, Keith was evicted for receiving a false positive on a drugs test. His friend, however, 
assisted him in accessing a new place to stay. This is a much less structured environment, but Keith noted in 
a follow-up interview that the experience of regularity in the halfway house has left him with positive habits, 
like maintaining cleanliness and keeping busy.

Pseudonym: Luis
Age: 20
Duration of homelessness: Several years, on and off
Current housing status: Living in father’s home

Luis is a 20 year old male who currently participates in the Roca program and lives in his father’s home.

Luis spent his childhood between Puerto Rico, Philadelphia, and Boston with various family members. He 
left his father’s home at 17 after numerous arguments, dropped out of school, got a job and rented a room. 
However, after he lost his job, he couldn’t keep up the rent and could no longer afford the room. He was 
briefly incarcerated, and as a condition of probation he joined the Roca program. He then moved in with 
his girlfriend and her mother at the age of 18, but her mother kicked them out because she didn’t approve 
of him, and they ended up sleeping on the streets. They occasionally found places to stay with friends, but 
never went to a shelter because they didn’t want to be split up and were worried about theft and violence. 
They were homeless for several months. 

While they were homeless, Luis was in touch with his mother over the phone in Philadelphia, but his only 
other support network was the Roca program. 
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He eventually moved back in with his father after he called him to ask for help. He describes one particularly 
cold night as a turning point: he and his girlfriend had run out of food and had only one blanket, and they 
called all their friends and no one could help:  “I felt like I had had enough… I really needed help...I said 
you know, you can only help yourself at the end of the day. You only have your own back”. His dad took 
him and his girlfriend in and helped them financially.

Luis places real emphasis on the role of Roca in changing his life. The job training, and the passion and 
commitment of the staff, have been transformative: “My youth worker, he’s seen me grow, he’s helped me 
grow… this place really does change people.” After being enrolled in Roca for 2-3 years, Luis hopes to get a 
job soon and move out of his father’s house.

He never used a shelter, but has a few recommendations: allow couples, try to increase trust by preventing 
stealing and violence, and allow people in who are under the influence as long as “they can control it.”

Pseudonym: Mackenson
Age: 21
Duration of homelessness: 5-6 months
Current housing status: Homeless, couch surfing

Mackenson is a 21 year old male. He has been homeless for 5-6 months. Currently, he is couch-surfing while 
he looks for a permanent place to stay with the help of YouthHarbors.

Mackenson first became homeless upon being kicked out of his mother’s house. Before that, he lived with 
his mother, stepmother and two brothers. His mother and brothers were struggling with addiction, and 
he relates that his mother kicked him out of the house when he wouldn’t give her money to support the 
addiction. He has tried reaching out to other members of his family in the area without success. He had 
moved in with his mom only recently before that: after being between his mother’s home and foster care as a 
child, he lived with his father between the ages of 10 and 20, but was thrown out after a physical altercation.

Today, Mackenson normally finds somewhere to stay each morning, contacting old high school friends by 
phone or social media, and can usually stay at a friend’s place for one night at a time as he often has to sneak 
in without their parents’ knowledge. He has never had to sleep on the street or in a shelter, but he has been 
“on the brink” several times. He sees a shelter as the “nightmare” option: sleeping in a random place with 
people you don’t know.

He went back to high school this year, after dropping out twice before, and is working towards his final 
credits for his GED. After graduating, he hopes to get a job and support his fiancée and 2 year old daughter. 
He has had several jobs but has had trouble holding them down. Some have ended because he hasn’t 
met all the conditions – sometimes missing work – and others he has left voluntarily, for example when 
management was withholding paychecks several weeks at a time.

INTERVIEW SUMMARIES



54

He has struggled with depression, which he describes as exaggerating the effect of bad events and reducing 
his ability to take advantage of good opportunities: “five steps forward ten steps back: if something good 
happens it’s little, if something bad happens it’s huge.” He has been on Prozac, and has been in and out of 
therapy, which has helped him understand his strengths and weaknesses, and how he can approach solving 
problems.

He describes a major turning point in his journey as the realization that he had to help himself. This was 
encouraged partly by the intervention of three key people at school - Sam Margolius of YouthHarbors, and 
two teachers – who gave him vital resources and most of all helped him have the motivation to help himself: 
“they are the three keys… as soon as I linked with them, everything started going uphill… I felt like, I gave 
up so everybody’s going to give up on me. He basically showed that not everybody’s the same.”

In a shelter, he thinks that a key resource would be a designated “therapeutic” contact: having a designated 
person who can meet repeatedly with an individual and help them deal with their problems (like Sam at 
YouthHarbors). Three key design features he believes are extremely important – especially given his personal 
experience with depression – are bright colors to improve people’s moods, space for physical activities to 
allow people to de-stress and to bring people out of their shell, and a classroom with hands-on educators 
to help people take control of their futures. He also stresses that having to wait in line for things can feel 
psychologically damaging.

Total number of focus group attendees: 6
Ages: 20-24
Duration of homelessness: 1-5 years
Current housing status: All are currently housed at apartment complexes.

The Somerville Homeless Coalition requires its program participants to attend a weekly meeting in order to 
continue living in SHC-subsidized housing. 6 young people (4 female, 2 male) between the ages of 20 and 
24 were present at this week’s meeting. 

Only one of the participants had stayed in a shelter. She described the experience as “scary” and felt lonely 
during her time there. She noted that she did not feel unsafe, but she had just completed detox, had no 
money, and nowhere else to go. No one else had stayed at a shelter, either because they did not realize it was 
an option or because they held a negative perception of shelters. One participant commented “I just really 
could never humble myself to be in a shelter.”

All 6 had faced addiction to drugs and had successfully completed detox. They almost unanimously attributed 
their lack of housing and other problems to using drugs. When considering what caused them to get clean, 
the consensus seemed to be that sometimes you just have to be asked “that twentieth time,” and you need to 
“get to that place” where you want to get clean.
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Tangible recommendations for Y2Y arising from the discussion:

• Cleanliness is paramount. Most said they had seen dirty and smelly shelters, even if they had not stayed 
in one personally.

• Transportation to and from detox would be helpful, especially if it is far.
• Having a communal space, to talk or watch TV, would help reduce anxiety; “having a place where you 

can kind of talk, or watch TV or something, that makes a huge difference.”
• Small shelters, or a feeling that they are small, are more desirable.
• They recognized that it would have to be called a ‘shelter’ so people know to go to it, but one suggested 

that big signs out front, when one is standing in line to get in, often reduce self-esteem. One asked if it 
could be called a ‘B&B’ instead.

• Empathetic staff are essential. If possible, it would be beneficial if there were staff who had been in 
recovery who have a personal understanding of drugs and detox.

• Equal beds for men and women. One participant who had stayed in a shelter had to sleep on the floor 
because of a shortage of beds for women.

• Lockers to store belongings safely are essential.
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This appendix outlines some of the key themes we identified across individual’s stories. While the 
stories we gathered cannot be fully representative of the experiences of youth homelessness in the 
Boston area, we believe that summarizing key commonalities and differences in experiences may be 
useful for shelter staff and volunteers going forward.
 

Substance Use

 Substance abuse as cause of homelessness
Drug addiction and drug use was an extremely common feature amongst our interviewees, yet it 
rarely seemed to be the root cause of homelessness. Instead, homelessness was often triggered by 
other factors (such as family difficulties, loss of a job, etc.) and drug use either started or worsened 
as a result of homelessness. While drugs were not frequently a trigger event into homelessness, for a 
majority of interviewees, drugs were a central cause of repeated cycles of homelessness. According to 
Officer Helberg of the Cambridge Police, “We may think that drugs are the problem, but the addict 
has a different perspective – life is the problem, and the drug is the solution.”
   
Treatment programs 
Many of the interviewees who had experienced drug addiction had been in some form of drug 
treatment program (including detox programs, holding programs, halfway houses and three-quarter 
houses). For several of those, their parents had arranged this or asked them to do so. There was 
consensus that it was difficult to pinpoint what made an individual really decide to become clean. 
Ease of access to drug treatment programs was important, but what was equally if not more important 
was patience and persistence by case workers, friends or family members to convince an individual to 
try to be treated, and to understand that treatment may fail. A participant in the Somerville Homeless 
Coalition focus group described, “I mean you can only try, you can put it in front of somebody and 
maybe they just have to see it that 20th time to have it finally click.” 
 
The interviewees who had been through drug treatment program tended to advocate damp policies 
for the shelter, with the provision of maintenance substances (such as suboxone or methadone). They 
tended to stress not “shaming” drug use in order to ensure proper treatment. In contrast, those who 
had not had drug problems were often wary of a damp shelter, having experienced fear or danger from 
drug-using individuals in the past. 
 
 
Family: problems and solutions

Family as the problem
Of the participants who discussed their family background, most had difficult relationships with at least 
one parent. For several individuals, family difficulties triggered homelessness. In some cases, parents 
asked the young adult to leave the family home because of their addiction and related behaviors, like 

APPENDIX 2: KEY THEMES



57

KEY THEMES

theft or violence. Two participants noted that they had engaged in physical altercations with a parent. 

In other cases, interviewees also had experienced mistreatment at the hands of a parent – many 
had been in foster care, one had left home because of his mother’s drug addiction, and one had 
fled because of physical abuse from her father. She in fact later returned to the family home and 
secretly filmed her father physically abusing her brothers and sisters – evidence that was used in his 
subsequent conviction. 

Anecdotally, domestic abuse or violence seems to be a frequent forerunner of homelessness and of 
drug use. In some cases, this leads abused individuals to seek a “protector” – often a boyfriend – who 
may be equally abusive, as three participants recounted. Kayla, for example, described, “My mom 
died when I was 13 and then I had to live with my dad, and DCF, and the police were called, and that 
wasn’t the best. And that’s what made me find him [boyfriend] at 16. And it was just like he was the 
only male, strong love that I really thought I had because I didn’t have my grandfather and my father 
wasn’t being a father.”
 
Family as the solution
While family was frequently a problem, in other instances family members were active in trying to 
get help for our interviewees. For two interviewees struggling with substance abuse, getting sectioned 
by their parents was key to their path to rehabilitation. For two other interviewees, family members 
provided vital shelter in difficult times – an aunt in one case, and a sister in the other. Yet in the latter 
cases, despite feeling extremely appreciative of these efforts, both of these women decided to leave 
the homes of their family members to avoid being an imposition and to seek independence. Aisha 
had told herself, “I promised myself that I would get an apartment.” Kayla made a similar promise to 
herself: “And I explained to [my sister], I was like , ‘I’m just out here trying to find my own’... so once 
she understood it then it made me feel more comfortable.”
 

Social Networks, Friends and Relationships

Social Networks
For many homeless young adults, especially around Harvard Square, social networks seem to be key 
factors in decision-making. Some interviewees described group decision-making around housing: 
Brian, for example, told of how his group of homeless young adults would collectively decide on 
whether to stay in a shelter that night: “It seemed staying together was more important than anything 
else.” Kayla relied on another homeless couple for security: “There’s another couple that I consider my 
brother and sister because they’ve been around for about the time that I’ve been out there. So wherever 
they sleep at, they make me feel comfortable, and I sleep near them so I know I’m protected.” 
Although two of our interviewees relied on networks of friends in the area to stay on couches or 
in spare rooms, almost everyone else did not have strong social networks in the area outside of the 
homeless population, and/or felt that they had exhausted the trust and generosity of their social 
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networks. In some cases, interviewees described being extremely isolated and having few or no people 
to go to for help, particularly at their most difficult, ‘surviving’ phase during homelessness. Dave, for 
example, said, “I didn’t go and ask for help and I didn’t have anybody to hang out with. I just drifted 
by myself you know… [but now] I probably have half a dozen places I could go and live with… I don’t 
think I’ll ever be homeless again.”
 
Relationships
Few participants discussed a relationship or significant other in great detail. For many of those who 
did – mostly the women – the relationship was not a positive force. One young woman noted staying 
with a boyfriend in an unregistered and uninsured car.  Another young woman, Jen, suffered a long-
term abusive relationship which culminated in him attempting to kill her. Yet for at least two other 
participants, relationships were a positive force which sustained them emotionally through very 
difficult times. It is interesting to note that several interviewees were in relationships with a housed 
partner while being homeless themselves – in two cases, the homeless individual was able to stay with 
the housed partner, but in two other cases they did not.

Key Individuals
Several interviewees identified one key individual or a few key individuals who were vital to their 
transition out of homelessness. Some were family members, others were service providers who 
maintained a long term relationship with the individual through homelessness and through the 
transition. Key individuals appeared not just to provide resources, but to guide the participant 
through many of the stages of the transition process, including practical steps like helping create a 
strategy, going to meetings and filling out applications, as well as support in creating motivation and 
self-belief. It appears from the stories that one key individual can play a role in a transition – and it is 
not obvious that it has to be any particular individual, aside from someone who can play a relatively 
continuous role in an individual’s life. Mackenson, for example, was extremely grateful to his case 
worker, “The enthusiasm in [my case worker] kinda brought me back. I felt like – I gave up, so 
everybody’s going to give up on me. So he basically showed that not everybody’s the same. He showed 
me that I can actually care about myself and keep going.”
 
 
The Journey: Trigger Events, Turning Points and Transitions
 
Trigger Events
Conflicts with family, significant others or authorities were almost exclusively the trigger for entering 
homelessness. Often, these conflicts were related to substance use by the interviewee themselves or by 
someone else in their housing.

For Mackenson, “Basically the fact that I wouldn’t support [my mother’s drug] habit, like giving her 
money, she kicked me out for it.” Dave, on the other hand, was kicked out for his drug use: “My mom 
said you have a place to stay as long as you can remain sober and I couldn’t stay sober longer than four 
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hours...so she kicked me out of the house.” For Brian, he had been doing well in a drug treatment 
program, but relapsed and fell deeper into homelessness: “There were a lot of drugs there [at Occupy 
Boston], and I picked up.”
 
Cycles of homelessness
Participants frequently cycled in and out of homelessness and housing; almost every participant had 
experienced some period of housing, either in a transitional housing arrangement or with friends or 
family, before returning to a period of homelessness. Maintaining housing was a particular struggle 
for those with substance abuse problems. In addition, many interviewees discussed the problems 
of being unable to access housing services – with reasons ranging from criminal records to missed 
housing appointments. Kayla, for example, described her long difficulty re-accessing a shelter or 
housing program:  “December of 2012 up until March of [2014] I went to a family shelter with my 
son, but since we couldn’t get HomeBASE, I left the shelter and ever since then it’s been difficult to 
get back into a shelter because they terminate you for a year.” Brian, on the other hand, cycled in and 
out of sober houses and homelessness due to drug abuse: “That’s where the cycle has been the few 
years--being in sober living, sober house, using, ending up homeless, using shelters, ending in jail, 
like that.”
 
Turning points
A large number of the formerly homeless interviewees could identify a key turning point in their 
transition out of homelessness or transition into the “striving” phase. For many of them, this was a 
single event which triggered their ability to turn their lives around. This often involved contact with 
particular individuals or service providers, such as returning to high school, being sectioned, being 
taken to hospital or accessing DMH services. Mackenson credited his decision to go back to school 
for credit recovery, explaining, “I came to a conclusion that I have to come to school and get a job. 
Because school, education brings you further.” From that point, he received additional support and 
encouragement from teachers and services. In another case, Aisha described her turning point: “The 
turning point came when I was in - in the hospital, and then, DMH kind of stepped into my case... 
They did things like, bought me a phone... told me about programs that, services I could get. Without 
them I wouldn’t be able to even be standing with you now, talking with you.” 
 
But for many individuals the turning point was a slower realization that they were able to and 
needed to do something to change their situation. This was often a realization that came only after 
repeated failures and repeated interventions by family, friends and/or service providers. There was a 
strong theme throughout the interviews that an individual needs to have decided to want to turn her 
life around in order to receive any services effectively. A focus group participant described, “Being 
miserable takes its toll on you. Waking up not caring anymore. Not wanting to wake up. You get to 
that point when you’re just done. And everyone has to get to that point or you’re not gonna do it.” 
 
Dave recalled the moment he came to this realization, “The two guys I used to use with, we used 
to smoke crack together and they were real like, just scumbags basically and here I am, we’re all 
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hanging out together at the food shelter with a couple of crack heads. I’m a crack head myself, but it’s 
unsettling… Needless to say, I was at a bottom. You know what I mean? I was desperate, you know 
what I mean?... and that’s when I realized, I’m not doing well and I asked him to use his phone and I 
called my mom that I wanted to seek treatment.”
 
Making the transition
Even for individuals who successfully get access to housing, making the transition out of homelessness 
can be difficult. For one interviewee, Ben, who had been homeless for a particularly long period, 
moving into housed living required changing his mindset and ingrained behavioral habits. Another 
interviewee, Jen, mentioned the importance of continuing to check in with the services which had 
helped her while she was homeless (in this case, Youth on Fire). At least three interviewees discussed 
the importance of a gradual, phased transition from homeless to housed, including gradually lifting 
restrictions on mobility, substance possession, and independence to access services on your own.
 
Brian stressed the importance of this transition, “It’s almost like when you’re living homeless, you’re 
living by primal instinct. Theft is second hand… You’re just not dealing with what most people think 
are normal human skills… To get back to accepting normal things like hygiene and respecting other 
people and like not being a thief, probably a lot of that has to go with recovery… It’s a completely 
different frame of mind.” Dave too experienced this gradual transition and credited it with more 
stability today, “Every place I’ve transitioned to has got better and better and I’ve gotten more freedom 
which is in line with the amount of attention I needed from staff at the time.”
 

Criminal Justice Experience
 
Jail time/criminal record
Many of the interviewees, specifically those who experienced drug abuse, went through jail time and 
had criminal records. Several pointed to the fact that these experiences led to a greater desire to change 
their lifestyles. Brian, for example, identified jail time as his turning point: “I ended up in jail…[and 
the experience] made me a little more determined to change myself.” One individual indicated that 
his record made him ineligible for most halfway houses for substance abuse recovery: “Because I had 
five open cases I wasn’t eligible for 90 percent of [halfway houses].” Several others mentioned friends 
or partners whose criminal records made them ineligible for or low on the waiting list for government 
housing or other benefits.

Jobs and Education

Jobs and Income
Participants who worked held a range of jobs, including in cafes, hospitals, and call centers. Many 
worked in low-skills jobs that would allow the individual to focus on recovery while also maintaining 
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an income. Brian called this a “get-well job… [a job that is] light, you know, not going to stress you 
out.” 
 
Others struggled to adhere to the structure and expectations associated with employment. Ben, for 
example, in his interview vaguely indicated a desire to work but expressed little commitment to the 
job application process. Still others described directly the difficulty of finding and holding a job, due 
to the difficulty of telling employers their housing situation or address, or the difficulty of meeting 
standards of professional conduct, such as transport difficulties, punctuality problems, or difficulties 
accessing showers or laundry. Finally, poor employer practices like withheld checks meant that some 
individuals left their jobs. In describing future career aspirations, several mentioned wanting to enter 
the social services field.

One interviewee, Keith, had just finished his first week of work at a call center when interviewing 
with us, and credited his success at work to the skills he had to develop when homeless: “I pulled in 
more savings than anyone in the office… I think it just comes from how I made money, when I was 
out in the streets …when I was homeless, was just the art of con. We were able to just improvise on 
the spot.”
 
Another major source of income for those who qualify is Social Security and disability, enabling those 
participants to save for housing first and then focus on work.

Education
Several participants noted enrolling in educational institutions during the transition out of 
homelessness. Three participants are currently enrolled in community college, and one is currently 
enrolled in high school credit recovery. All had enrolled at different points after becoming homeless, 
to pursue degrees and career opportunities. Being able to focus on schoolwork was a key challenge for 
participants. Kayla, for example, hoped to switch to a campus environment: “That way I could stay 
focused on my homework and not worry about where I’m going to sleep tonight, where I’m going to 
eat the next morning.”

Physical and Mental Health

Mental Health
Almost all individuals described mental health issues before and/or during homelessness. Several 
attested to the benefits of therapy or SSRIs. Fewer individuals had experiences in hospital psych-
wards, but these were viewed less positively and with less certainty, because admission is based on the 
doctor’s discretion. 

At least three individuals noted that contact with mental health services had been a key turning point 
in their journey out of homelessness (either being sectioned, or accessing services voluntarily). A 
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focus group participant reflected on the outcome of receiving mental health therapy, “Going through 
therapy, it taught me that, instead of punching walls, which gets to points where you almost die and 
kill yourself. Instead of that, you can just cry it out, like outlets. Outlets is another big thing.”
 
Physical Health
Few participants discussed their physical health. For Jen, her inability to treat her epilepsy was a major 
part of her transition into homelessness. It was also a major factor keeping her in Massachusetts: she 
had moved to other states while homeless, but had to move back to get her medication: “They had 
housing programs out there [in another state]… But because of all my health conditions and my 
seizures, I didn’t have a way to access my meds. And so I needed to come home.” Two participants 
discussed the fact that they accessed physical health care services while homeless, with one using Mass 
Health and one primarily using the emergency room. One made frequent use of the mobile medical 
van operated by Bridge Over Troubled Waters in Harvard Square.
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APPENDIX 3: TEMPLATE

Template for goal-setting worksheet and criteria for longer stay

EXAMPLE CRITERIA FOR LONGER STAY
1. On the housing waiting list or will soon be able to access a safe, secure place to stay - but unable to 

find accommodation until then
2. Organized a social activity or workshop
3. Taken on a chore or other responsibility during the two week stay, and carried it out successfully
4. Either not using drugs or alcohol, or engaged in a detox program
5. A verbal or written reference from a staff member or volunteer with whom the individual has 

had regular interaction, and who can vouch for good behavior and character, as well as details of 
responsibility/chore taken on

TEMPLATE

Name: ____________________________       Age: _________________ 

Contact information: _________________  Date you wish to stay until: _________________ 

What are your goals for your time at the shelter?

What services do you plan to use and what activities do you hope to organize?

-------------------------- below to be filled out after 10 days stay ----------------------------

Why do you want to stay longer at the shelter? 

What social activity or workshop have you organized? Provide details of the event, such as what the 
activity was and how many people attended.

What chore or other responsibility have you taken on during your time at the shelter? Provide details of 
this, such as number of times you have completed this task.

Are you currently engaged in a rehabilitation program? Are you willing to complete a drug test?

Please provide the name of a staff member or volunteer who can provide a reference. This person 
should be able to give information about your time at the shelter, including the activity you 
organized and/or the chore you have taken on.
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APPENDIX 4: SHELTERS

CDP researched the following shelters in depth during background research and referenced them 
throughout the recommendations:

Bridge Over Troubled Waters
 
The downtown Boston location of Bridge Over Troubled Waters is a multi-storey, multi-service 
complex for runaway youth and homeless young adults between the ages of 14 and 24. The shelter 
runs on a harm-reduction based model, with more of a focus on short-term crisis intervention. A 
Transitional Day Program provides guests with access to shower facilities, food and kitchen services, 
and laundry services; youth that are committed to transitioning out of homelessness can stay for up 
to six months as part of a Transitional Living Program. Twelve beds, split evenly between women 
and men, are made available for the transitional living program and as emergency beds on a need-
be basis. A Warming Center is open 24/7 for youth to get food, take showers, and do laundry. The 
organization also runs a Maternal Group Home in Brighton, Massachusetts, as well as a Mobile 
Medical Van that offers medical support to young adults on the streets.  Partnering with Sidney 
Borum Health Center, the Tufts dental school and coordinating with other agencies such as the Pine 
Street Inn, the Boston Business Improvement District, and the Boston Police Department, helps the 
shelter to offer a more comprehensive set of services, including medical and dental care, counseling, 
and career and educational support services. 
 
 
Roots
 
ROOTS was established in 1999 as the first overnight youth shelter in Seattle. Located in the Uni-
versity District, this low-threshold shelter is run by a team of paid staff members and University of 
Washington volunteers. Forty-five emergency beds are arranged in a 100-square foot open space. 
Beds are allocated on a first come, first served basis between 8 PM and 8:30 PM; beds are allocated 
through a lottery if more than 45 young adults are trying to access the shelter. After four nights, 
guests have to show a valid ID card or proof of application. There is no maximum length of stay, 
and the average length of a stay ranges from a few days days to a couple of months, to a year. In 
addition to providing clothing, toiletries, food, and access to showers, the shelter offers case man-
agement services and is part of the University District Service Provider Alliance, which provides 
a continuum of services for homeless and youth around health, education, youth, and art. Health 
services are offered three nights a week, alternative care one a month, and dental care every three 
months. A yoga session is held once a week and guests can access legal care twice a month.
 
 
Father Bill’s and MainSpring
 
Nonprofits Father Bill’s and MainSpring merged in 2007 to combine their efforts to end homeless-
ness in southern Massachusetts. Together, Father Bill’s and MainSpring operate two shelters, one 
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in Brockton, MA, and another in Quincy, MA, just south of Boston. Although the shelter does 
not provide alternative sleeping arrangements for homeless young adults and adults, Father Bill’s 
and MainSpring run a program especially for youth called the Youth Protocol Program (YPP). The 
program targets homeless young adults that are still in school, providing them additional support 
and flexibility to help them graduate. Guests that are a part of YPP are allowed to eat dinner late 
and alone, can keep their phones on them, and can overnight with friends and family without los-
ing their beds.  Father Bill’s and MainSpring created this program after seeing a rise in the number 
of homeless young adults following the Great Recession. In the fiscal year 2013, Father Bill’s and 
MainSpring served 150 youth.
 
 
Night Ministry
 
The Night Ministry is a low-threshold shelter system across Chicago, serving homeless adults, 
homeless youth, as well as underinsured Chicagoans ages 14 to 24. A total of 52 beds are spread 
across 4 different programs: “the Crib” provides 20 emergency beds; the 120-day interim pro-
gram helps teens and young adults transition from homelessness to housing in two years; the 
Response-Ability Pregnant and Parenting Program provides 8 beds and community services for 
homeless and pregnant and parenting teens; and the transitional living program helps young adults 
transition from the streets to housing while living in two connected apartments. The Night Min-
istry collaborates with a number of non-profit organizations, congregational groups, health service 
providers, and government organizations to strengthen their network of services, which currently 
includes street counseling (run out of a mobile van), food, clothing, structured groups, HIV preven-
tion and testing, health services, prenatal care, parenting education, showers, laundry, prenatal care, 
parenting education, and housing advocacy.
 
 
 

SHELTERS
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