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SUMMARY 
 
Purpose. The purpose of this critical, ethnographic study was to (i) explore, describe, and interpret the 
lived experiences of nine women experiencing first-time homelessness via covert participant observation 
and (ii) promote positive change in the policies and practices that uphold the discovered problems. 
Length of shelter stay is a key performance indicator set by the HEARTH Act. The provider expected the 
women to exit the shelter program within 30 days. This study examines the individual, environmental, 
organizational, and policy-level factors that influence length of stay. 
 
Background. Only a few studies on the shelter staff-client relationship could be found in the literature 
and none regarding the power dynamics. Thus, this study expands the scholarship on the nuances of the 
staff-client interaction in homeless shelters.  
 
Key Issues. The prevailing problems discovered by a critical incident analysis and an operational/ 
compliance audit were that, as a course of conduct, homeless service provider staff and security 
personnel (i) subjected clients to abuse, harassment, and intimidation as defined in the state’s legal 
statutes (ii) and administratively neglected their clients by failing to comply with organizational and 
federal policies. Additionally, external rental and employment agencies were found to discriminate 
against shelter clients. No public advocacy or legislative efforts to prevent such abuses in shelters were 
found, such as those in place for other vulnerable populations in the state (e.g. nursing home patients). 
 
Results. Clients stayed significantly longer than the expected 30 days (M=175, Mdn=179, SD=97, p = 
0.001). Length of stay was statistically independent of the clients’ age, race, marital status, and parental 
status. Unemployed clients in the program had significantly longer shelter stays. The longer-than-
expected stays of those employed were marginally significant, although the nearly 60-day difference may 
be of practical importance. Moreover, administrative neglect and staff’s misuse of power directly 
increased clients’ length of stay. Finally, women who displayed more self-advocating behaviors had 
significantly shorter stays, as did those with more education even when controlling for self-advocacy.  
 
Implications for Practice/Research. Increased shelter stays—particularly due to preventable 
administrative neglect and staff abuses of power—naturally reduces operational efficiency and increases 
program operating costs. Thus, a Bill of Rights for the Homeless is needed to create stringent legal 
protections against the maltreatment and discrimination and would, in effect, neutralize the misuse of 
power. Since the same bases of power that underlie the abusive and discriminatory behavior may also lie 
at the root of the administrative neglect, this power shift may lead to fewer operations violations by 
shelter staff. Reduced violations and administrative neglect would decrease clients’ length of shelter stay 
and consequently reduce shelter operating costs.
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Homelessness is a social issue of immediate concern during the down economy. In 2009, 

roughly 1.56 million Americans throughout the country spent at least one night in an emergency shelter 

or transitional housing program (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development [HUD], 2010b). 

More than 6 million citizens were doubled-up with family and friends in the aftermath of 2.8 million 

foreclosures and a 60% increase in the unemployment of 14.3 million professionals and blue-collar 

workers (Sermons & Witte, 2011). Forty-seven (47) million citizens received supplementary food 

benefits.  As a result, families were the fastest-growing sub-population in the homeless community. 

Alarmingly, 44% of people experiencing homelessness were gainfully employed. Contrary to popular 

belief, the majority of individuals experiencing homelessness were mentally stable, able-bodied men 

and women who simply could not afford to maintain housing on their own (HUD, 2010b). 

The selected community was located in a New England 

state ranked as one of the five hardest hit in the nation by the 

recent economic downturn (Rhode Island Housing, 2010). The state 

had the third highest unemployment rate at 12.7% (Reed, 2010) 

with a 10% drop in poor workers’ income compared to the 2% 

national average. (Sermons & Witte, 2011). Moreover, the state 

had the highest rate of seriously delinquent mortgages in New 

England (Reed, 2010) and saw a 90% surge in its doubled-up 

population compared to an average 12% increase across the nation 

(Sermons & Witte, 2011). Given that doubled-up individuals—those 

living with family and friends for economic reasons—face the 

highest risk of becoming homeless, the state endured the third 

largest increase in its homeless population in the U.S. According to 

HUD (2009), from 2008 to 2009 its homeless population totaled 

4,510 individuals in emergency shelters and transitional housing, 

including 905 single women and 1,706 adults and children in 

families.  

The history of homelessness, its causes, and the emerging 

shelter movement are well documented (Closson, 1894; Dees, 

1948; Hopper, 1990; Culhane, 1992; De Venanzi, 2008; DeWard & 

Moe, 2010). Nonetheless, little research examines the factors that 

influence length of stay in homeless shelters (Shinn, Knickman, 

About the Author 
Ms. King is an entrepreneur in 
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development and training 
industry, which includes the 
provision of personnel quality 
of service evaluations and 
operational/compliance audits 
for businesses. She is a former 
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Electrical Engineering. Ms. 
King also holds an M.A.Ed. in 
Adult Education and Training 
with a focus on designing, 
implementing, and evaluating 
programs for adult learners. In 
2009, Ms. King founded 
International Freedom 
Coalition, a nonprofit 
dedicated to eradicating child 
maltreatment worldwide by 
strengthening and stabilizing 
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mission, the Coalition’s focus 
areas include assisting women 
in transition and conducting 
collaborative action research 
for efficient social service 
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Ward, Petrovic & Muth, 1990; Hartnett & Postmus, 2010; Weinreb, Rog, & Henderson, 2010). The 

literature on the power dynamics present in the staff-client interaction is even scarcer (Dees, 1948; 

Smith, 1977; Hopper, 1990; Walsh, et al., 2010; DeWard & Moe, 2010; Novotny, 2000) and only hints at 

their effects on length of stay. As such, this study examines the individual, environmental, 

organizational, and policy-level factors that influence shelter length of stay. Moreover, the analysis 

presents valuable insights into the power dynamics present in the homeless shelter staff-client 

interaction given the paucity of research in the literature on this subject.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
DeWard and Moe (2010) elucidate how shelters tend to operate as total institutions whereby 

administrators and caseworkers assume sole rule-making, decision-making, and administrative power. 

Shelter planners traditionally view clients “more as problems than as capable of providing potential 

solutions” (Novotny, 2000, p.382) or as troubled individuals who are unable to function independently 

(DeWard & Moe, 2010; Hopper, 1990). In order to receive shelter, residents must wholly submit to the 

set rules, practices, and decision-making of the staff, which systematically erodes their sense of 

autonomy, dignity, and pride. Challenging the institution only leads to punishment. The rules and the 

arbitrary enforcement of the rules essentially “exert control over residents and reinforce hierarchy 

(DeWard & Moe, 2010, p.119).”  

DeWard and Moe (2010) conclude that residents find it impossible to simultaneously be a 

compliant dependent and achieve the self-sufficiency necessary to return to independent living. Yet, the 

researchers do not examine the underlying power bases and their impending effect on clients’ length of 

stay.  Likewise, Hopper (1990) only skims the surface with the assertion that shelter policies inhibit 

shelter consumers’ “capacity and willingness… to return to work (p. 27)” but stops short of expounding 

on the power factors fueling the staff’s actions in carrying out those policies. 

Power and Influence in Staff-Client Relationships 

Social power is defined in terms of the bases of power that shelter staff use to influence change 

in the client who is in a dependent position (Raven 2008; Gupta & Sharma, 2008; Pierro, Cicero, & 

Raven, 2008; Mossholder, Kemery, Bennett, & Wesolowski, 1998). Rather than directly controlling the 

outcomes in the client’s life, use of these power bases alters the client’s mental, emotional, and perhaps 

spiritual state by controlling his or her level of engagement through the provision or withholding of 

resources and the administration of punishments (Brauer & Bourhis, 2006; Davenport & Early, 2010). 

The client’s altered state then affects their decision-making and action-taking behaviors which result in 
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certain outcomes. The six bases of power include informational, expert, referent, reward, coercive, and 

legitimate.  

Shelter staff with informational power possess the information that clients do not have access 

to or which is unknown to them but is needed to produce a positive outcome for clients (Baldwin, 

Kiviniemi, & Snyder, 2009). Power lies in the staff’s ability to control if, when, how much, and how 

accurately the information will be shared with the client (Miller, Salsberry, & Devin, 2009). As a result of 

gaining the new knowledge, the client internalizes the new perspective or change in behavior and 

independently applies that change in future decision-making without continued guidance from the staff 

(Pierro, Cicero & Raven, 2008; Raven 2008; Baldwin, Kiviniemi, & Snyder, 2009).  

Expert power parallels informational power. However, clients behave according to the 

information received out of a belief that the staff knows best (Gabel, 2011) but not because they 

understand or internalize a change in attitude (Raven, 2008). Staff with referent power possess the 

ability to inspire clients such that clients view them as a model to follow (Gabel, 2011; Raven, 2008). 

Shelter staff who invoke reward power provide positive reinforcement, incentives, promises, 

concrete rewards, benefits, personal approval, respect, or autonomy when clients display a desired 

behavior. This type of power also entails the staff’s ability to remove anything that is undesirable to the 

resident (Raven, 2008; Gabel, 2011; Mossholder, Kemery, Bennett, & Wesolowski, 1998). Conversely, 

coercive power employs threats (Rhode Island General Assembly, n.d.a, n.d.b, n.d.d), punishment, 

negative consequences, undesirable conditions, or even personal disapproval to force residents to 

conform to an influence attempt. However, with both reward and coercive power, the change in a 

client’s behavior remains dependent upon receiving the continued stimulus from the staff. The client 

does not internalize any new perspective or attitude that will prompt the behavior independently. 

Legitimate power includes legitimate position power and legitimate power of responsibility or 

dependence (Raven, 2008; Pierro, Cicero & Raven, 2008). Legitimate position power encompasses a 

social norm or accepted hierarchical right for staff to require clients to accept or obey their demands 

and the clients’ obligation to comply simply because the staff is in a superior position over the client 

(Gabel, 2011).   On the other hand, legitimate power of responsibility or dependence – the power of the 

powerless (Raven, 2008) – necessitates that staff have the social responsibility to help clients who 

depend upon them for help because they are unable to help themselves. 

Self-Advocacy as a Behavioral Response 

This study attempts to evaluate clients’ action-taking and decision-making responses to the 

homeless shelter staff in terms of self-advocacy. Self-advocacy comprises (i) knowledge of one’s 

strengths, disabilities, rights, and responsibilities (Mishna, Muskat, Farnia, & Wiener, 2011; Kleinert, 
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Harrison, Fisher, & Kleinert, 2010), (ii) the ability to make decisions and evaluate one’s own behavior, 

and (iii) “the ability to effectively and appropriately communicate, convey, negotiate, or assert 

information” about one’s strengths, choices, needs, required accommodations, rights, and 

responsibilities “to those with the ability to change the circumstances that contribute to the problem or 

inequity” (Clemens, Shipp, & Kimbel, 2011, p. 34). 

Studies show that patients in a health and rehabilitation setting have greater success managing 

their illnesses when they advocate for themselves (Jonikas, et al., 2011). Conversely, patients who 

perceive an imbalance of power between themselves and their provider or who feel afraid to challenge 

their provider fail to advocate for themselves. Nonetheless, the literature is void of self-advocacy studies 

amongst people experiencing homelessness or residing in homeless shelters.  

PURPOSE 
 

Initially, the general purpose was to discover the unmet needs of families from vulnerable 

populations to inform program planning for the author’s nonprofit organization.  However, surprising 

incidents occurred between staff and clients in a homeless shelter during the first week of data 

collection. Thus, the purpose became two-fold: (i) to explore, describe, and critically interpret the lived 

experiences of individuals and families experiencing homelessness and (ii) to promote positive change in 

the policies and practices that uphold the discovered problems.  

Problem Statement 

The problem statement emerged throughout data collection. The problem was that, as a course 

of conduct, homeless service provider staff and security personnel (i) harassed, intimidated, and 

mentally and verbally abused their homeless clients—as defined in the state’s legal statutes—and (ii) 

administratively neglected their clients by failing to comply with organizational and federal policies.  

Research Questions 

The Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing Act, or HEARTH, specifies 

“length of time homeless” (HUD, 2010a, p. 7) as one of the key performance indicators for Continuums 

of Care (CoC’s) and related programs.  High performing CoC’s and programs have a mean length of 

homeless episodes that is less than 20 days (HUD, 2010a, p. 9). This study focused on: 

RQ1. Is the typical length of stay for women in a homeless shelter program 30 days or less? 

RQ2. What individual factors influence length of stay? 

RQ3. What environmental factors influence length of stay? 

RQ4. What organizational factors influence length of stay? 

RQ5. What policy-level factors influence length of stay? 
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Definitions 

For the purposes of this study, the following definitions were used: 

1. "Homeless" means an individual or family who is (i) undomiciled, has no fixed address, 

or lacks a fixed regular nighttime residence,  or who (ii) resides in a place not designed 

for regular sleeping accommodation for human beings including living on the streets, 

resides in a shelter, resides in a residential program for victims of domestic violence, or 

resides in a hotel/motel on a temporary basis. (New York Senate, 2011) 

2. "Abuse" means (i) any conduct which harms or is likely to physically harm the client or 

resident except where the conduct is a part of the care and treatment, and in 

furtherance of the health and safety of the patient or resident; or (ii) intentionally 

engaging in a pattern of harassing conduct which causes or is likely to cause emotional 

or psychological harm to a client or resident, including but not limited to, ridiculing or 

demeaning a client or resident, making derogatory or abrasive remarks to a client or 

resident, cursing directed towards a client or resident, or threatening to inflict physical 

or emotional harm on a client or resident (Rhode Island General Assembly, n.d.d). 

3. "Harassing" or "Harassment, intimidation or bullying" means following a knowing and 

willful course of conduct directed at a specific client or resident with the intent to 

seriously alarm, annoy, or bother the client or resident, and which serves no legitimate 

purpose. The course of conduct must be such as would cause (i) a reasonable person to 

suffer substantial emotional distress, be in reasonable fear of harm to his or her person, 

or be in reasonable fear of damage to his or her property (Rhode Island General 

Assembly, n.d.a);  or (ii) is sufficiently severe, persistent, or pervasive that it creates an 

intimidating, threatening, or abusive environment for a client or resident (Rhode Island 

General Assembly, n.d.b). 

4. "Course of conduct” means a pattern of conduct composed of a series of acts over a 

period of time, evidencing a continuity of purpose (Rhode Island General Assembly, 

n.d.a). 
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METHODOLOGY and PROCEDURES 
 

The problem was investigated over a 29-week period from October 2010 to May 2011 using a 

critical, ethnographic research design. The author as principal investigator (PI) spent the first 40 nights in 

an emergency shelter operated by the largest provider of homeless services in the state (Provider A). 

She spent the remainder of the study in a Single Room Occupancy (SRO) transitional housing facility in a 

neighboring city operated by a different provider (Provider B).  The PI achieved total situational 

immersion by interacting with providers and accessing services as would a person experiencing 

homelessness. The author received no research funding or private living stipend during the study. 

Table 1: Client Characteristics in Provider A’s 30-Day Operation First Step Program 

Client Code Age Race/Ethnicity Marital Status Children Highest Ed Employed 

P1 23 Black, non-Hispanic single 0 GED/HS no 

P2 34 Black, Hispanic married 0 Vocational no 

P3 41 Hispanic married 3 Vocational during 

P4 42 Native American  single 2 BA no 

P5 38 White single 0 GED/HS no 

  P6* 36 Black, non-Hispanic single 0 MA no 

P7 54 White divorced 3 Vocational no 

P8 29 African married 0 BA yes 

P9 22 White single 1 GED/HS no 

Note. *Client P6 is the PI.  

 
Participants were selected using comprehensive sampling in Provider A’s 30-Day Operation First 

Step program for women experiencing first-time homelessness. They ranged in age from 22 to 54 (n=9, 

M=35, Mdn=36, SD=10) as shown in Table 1. The majority were single (56%), unemployed (78%), Black 

or of African descent (44%), with no children (56%). One woman became employed during the study. 

The racial makeup included Whites (33%), Hispanics (22%), and Native Americans (11%), with Client P2 

being included in both the “Black” and “Hispanic” categories. Most had a GED or High school diploma 

(33%) or vocational certificate (33%). Two had bachelor’s degrees and the PI (Client P6) held a master’s 

degree.   

Data were collected in two phases through covert participant observation, casual interviews, 

documents, and policy reviews. Phase I, the problem discovery phase, extended from October 2010 

through February 2011. Phase II, the intervention phase (RQ5), began nine days after study start and ran 

concurrently until study end. For this phase, the author researched, drafted, and advocated for a 

comprehensive Bill of Rights for the Homeless as a policy-level intervention to free clients from what 

appeared to be systemic injustices in the homeless provider system. The study ended on May 14, 2011 
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after data collection for both phases reached saturation and the investigator returned to her home state 

in the South. However, advocacy efforts for a Homeless Bill of Rights continued post-study. 

The PI examines RQ1, RQ2, RQ3, and RQ4 via descriptive and inferential statistics. An 

operational/ compliance audit (Institute of Internal Auditors, 2012) using HUD’s 60% pass/fail threshold 

(GAO, 2009) provides further quantitative analysis of RQ4. The Critical Incident Analysis (CIA) 

frameworks of Radford (2006), Lister and Crisp (2007) and Halquist and Musanti (2010) address the 

challenge of examining and interpreting the unstructured qualitative data collected for RQ4 that is 

inherent in participant observation (Lambert, Glacken, & McCarron, 2011). However, only one of 

Halquist’s four probing questions is considered: What power relationships between the staff and clients 

are being expressed?  

RESULTS 

As indicated in Table 2, 44% of the clients were still in Provider A’s Operation First Step program 

at the end of the study. Twenty-two percent (22%) were placed in a residential treatment home and 

22% exited to apartments. One client found transitional housing in Provider B’s SRO unit on her own.  
 

Table 2: Client Length of Stay and Disposition 

Client 
Code Age 

Entry 
Date Exit Date 

Total 
Days Disposition at End of Study 

P1 23 4/16/10 12/10/10 235 Residential Treatment Home 

P2 34 6/16/10 11/12/10 147 Permanent Housing (HUD-VASH voucher) 

P3 41 7/1/10 Unknown 314 Still in shelter 

P4 42 8/1/10 1/5/11 155 Disciplinary dismissal to Residential Treatment Home 

P5 38 8/1/10 unknown 284 Still in shelter 

   P6* 36 10/29/10 12/8/10 40 Provider B’s SRO unit (found by client) 

P7 54 11/1/10 unknown 194 Still in shelter 

P8 29 11/11/10 12/9/2010 29 HPRP Apartment placement 

P9 22 11/16/10 unknown 179 Still in shelter 

Note. Study period was October 29, 2010 to May 14, 2011. Client P6 is the PI. 

The mean length of stay was 175 days (n=9, Mdn=179, SD=97) as illustrated in Figures 1 and 2. 

Three extreme values of 29, 40, and 314 days did not pass the outlier test (z =  1.50, - 1.39, and 1.43, 

respectively) but served as critical cases for inferential and qualitative analysis. The mean length of stay 

rose to 214 days (n=7, Mdn=194, SD=64) with the two extremely low values removed and settled at 198 

days (n=6, Mdn=186, SD=52) when all three extreme values were omitted—a marked 39 and 23 days 

longer than the overall mean.  
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 Figure 1. Frequency distribution of length of stay. Figure 2. Box plot of length of stay. 

Research Question 1 (RQ1): Typical length of shelter stay  

A single sample t-test determined that the women’s observed mean stay of 175 days was 

significantly longer than the expected 30-day limit (μ1 > μ0, t = 4.47, p = 0.001).  

Research Question 2 (RQ2): Individual factors influencing length of stay 

Figures 3 and 4 highlight a tendency for clients’ shelter stay to increase with age. However, two 

zero-order correlations–the first with all clients included (r = 0.18, r2 = 0.03, p = 0.33) while the second 

removed the three extreme data points of 29, 40, and 314 days (r =   ̶0.09, r2 = 0.007, p = 0.44)—showed 

no direct relationship between age and length of stay. Age accounted for only 3% and less than 1% of 

the variation in length of stay, respectively, and was not statistically significant.  

  

 Figure 3. Age and mean length of stay by age group.      Figure 4. Scatter plot of age and mean length of stay. 
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Given that clients belonging to a minority group in Figure 5 outnumber Whites two-to-one, their 

length of stay was suspected to be longer. Yet, no significant difference was found between minority 

clients (e.g. Hispanic, Black/African, and Native American combined) and White clients by a two sample 

t-test (t = -0.95, p = 0.19). Race accounted for a modest 12% of the variation in length of stay as shown 

by a point biserial correlation (rpb =   ̶0.34, r2 = 0.12, p = 0.19).  

 

 

 Figure 5. Observed and expected mean length of stay by racial group. 

 

Likewise, a one-way ANOVA [F(2,6)=0.03, p=0.05] and three point biserial correlations found no 

significant difference by marital status, although divorced clients appear to edge out those who were 

married and single in Figure 6.   

 

 

 Figure 6. Observed and expected mean length of stay by marital status. 
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Parental status presented another 

possible influential factor on clients’ 

length of stay. As illustrated in Figure 7, 

the 44% of clients who reported having 

at least one child also had a mean length 

of stay of 211 days—64 days longer than 

clients without children. All children were 

adults at the time of the study and did 

not live in the shelter. Although a point 

biserial correlation determined a weak and insignificant correlation between the mothers and length of 

stay (rpb =  0.34, r2 = 0.12, p = 0.18), which accounted for 12% of the variation, the 64-day difference may 

be of practical importance.  

Conversely, education was assumed to have an impact on clients’ shelter stay after reviewing 

Figures 8 and 9.  A zero-order correlation showed a very strong, significant, inverse relationship between 

length of stay and education (r =   ̶0.98, r2 = 0.97, p = 0.008), where education level explained nearly 97% 

of the variation.  

  

 Figure 8. Mean length of stay by educational level.        Figure 9. Scatter plot of education and length of stay. 

Further, a point biserial correlation confirmed a very strong, significant, inverse relationship 

between length of stay and self-advocacy (rpb =   ̶0.82, r2=0.67, p = 0.003) shown in Figure 10  and 

emphasized by Clients P6 and P8. In fact, self-advocacy accounted for 67% of the variation in length of 

stay. 
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Education and Self-Advocacy 

A point biserial correlation determined 

that women with more education tended to 

advocate for themselves significantly more 

than women with less education (rpb =   ̶0.77, r2 

= 0.59, p = 0.007). However, first order partial 

correlations revealed that self-advocacy (k) had 

no effect on the relationship between 

education (i) and length of stay (j), rij.k  =    ̶0.97, 

r2 = 0.93, t =   ̶9.08, p = 0.0001 (two-tailed). 

Even when controlling for the effect of self-

advocacy, education explains 93% of the variation in length of stay. Further, first order partial 

correlations showed that education (i) had an insignificant, anteceding control effect on the direct path 

from self-advocacy (k) to length of stay or shelter exit (j), rkj.i  =    ̶0.55, r2 = 0.30,    t =   ̶1.61, p = 0.16 (two-

tailed). Although statistically insignificant, this finding may be of practical importance. Thus, when 

controlling for the effect of education, self-advocating behaviors alone may explain only 30% of the 

variation in length of stay compared to 67% with education included.  

 
Research Question 3 (RQ3): Environmental factors influencing length of stay 

Hypothesis Thirteen 

H0:  Unemployed clients stay 30 days or less as expected by the shelter provider. 

H13:  Clients who are unemployed have longer shelter stays. 

A single sample t-test for all unemployed clients only revealed that the observed sample mean 

of 175 days was significantly greater than the expected 30 days (μ13 > μ0, t = 5.78, p = 0.0003). The null 

hypothesis must be rejected. The unemployed women in the program had significantly longer shelter 

stays than the expected 30 days. 

Hypothesis Fourteen 

H0:  Employed clients stay 30 days or less as expected by the shelter provider. 

H14:  Clients who are gainfully employed have shorter shelter stays. 
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Figure 10. Observed length of stay by self-advocacy. 
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A single sample t-test for the two employed 

women depicted in Figure 11 yielded a 

different result. Client P8 was employed 

throughout her 29-day stay, while client P3 

stayed in the shelter for 146 days after 

obtaining employment. Yet, the t-test 

determined that there was no statistically 

significant difference between the women’s 

mean 87.5-day stay and the expected 30 days 

(μ14 > μ0, t = 0.983, p = 0.25). The null hypothesis can neither be accepted nor rejected since the 

employed women’s stay is factually longer than expected. Although not statistically significant, the 

nearly 60-day difference is of practical importance given the nature of homelessness. 

Hypothesis Fifteen 

H0:  Length of stay is independent of employment status. 

H15:  Employment reduces length of stay. 
 

A two sample t-test between both sub-groups 

uncovered a marginally significant difference 

between the observed mean of 175 days and the 

87.5 days ( t = -1.53, p = 0.08) for unemployed and 

employed women, respectively, as depicted in 

Figure 12.  Moreover, a point biserial correlation 

uncovered a weak inverse relationship of 

marginal significance (rpb =   ̶ 0.48, r2 = 0.23, p = 

0.08) between employment status and length of stay, where 23% of the variation in length of stay was 

accounted for by employment. Thus, the null hypothesis must be rejected. Clients’ length of stay in the 

shelter was marginally dependent upon employment status. 

Research Question 4 (RQ4): Organizational factors influencing length of stay 

Hypothesis Sixteen 

H0:  Shelter staff adhere to documented operational procedures at least 60% of the time. 
H16:  Shelter staff adhere to documented operational procedures less than 60% of the time. 
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Figure 11. Scatter plot of employed clients’ total stay. 
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Table 3: Audit Scoresheet for Provider A’s Operation First Step Guidelines Compliance (Appendix B) 

STANDARDS  SUBSECTION 
POSSIBLE 
POINTS 

LESS 
N/A 

ADJUSTED 
POSSIBLE 

EARNED SCORE PASS / FAIL 

I. Provider A’s Tenancy Limit  1  1 0 50% FAIL 

II. Admission Procedures 3  3 2 67% PASS 

III. At Will Checks 1 1 0 0 -- INCONCLUSIVE 

IV. House/Shelter Exit Procedures 2  2 0 0% FAIL 

V. Confidentiality    3 2 1 0 0% FAIL 

VI. Drugs and Alcohol Guidelines 3 2 1 0 0% FAIL 

VII. Medications 2 1 1 0 0% FAIL 

VIII. Safety and Security 7 1 6 3 50% FAIL 

IX. Smoking Guidelines 2  2 1 50% FAIL 

X. Housekeeping and Chores 5  5 2 40% FAIL 

XI. Dress Code 3  3 2 67% PASS 

XII. Personal Hygiene 2  2 2 100% PASS 

XIII. Curfew and Visitors 3  3 2 67% PASS 

XIV. Late Nights and Overnights 2  2 1 50% FAIL 

XV. Visitors and Visiting 2 1 1 1 100% PASS 

XVI. Bedrooms 4  4 3 75% PASS 

XVII. Budgeting 3  3 1 33% FAIL 

XVIII. Community Service 1  1 1 100% PASS 

XIX. Case Plan Development  3  3 1 33% FAIL 

XX. House Meetings  2  2 0 0% FAIL 

XXI. Medical Emergencies 1  1 1 100% PASS 

XXII. Miscellaneous  3  3 3 100% PASS 

XXIII. Noncompliance and Discipline  1  1 0 0% FAIL 

XXIV. Steps to Dismissal  2  2 0 0% FAIL 

XXV. Warnings 2  2 0 0% FAIL 

XXVI. Immediate Dismissal 7  7 4 57% FAIL 

XXVII. Grievance Procedure  17 7 10 3 30% FAIL 

PERFORMANCE/COMPLIANCE TOTAL  N/A ADJUSTED EARNED SCORE OUTCOME 

TOTAL STANDARDS/POSSIBLE POINTS 87    
  

Less N/A Points 15   

ADJUSTED TOTALS 72 33 46% SUBSTANDARD 

PASSING SCORE 72 43   60%* PASS 
*Note: Audit uses HUD’s Pass/Fail Threshold of 60% and its “Pass” and “Substandard” rating systems (GAO, 2009). 
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The goal of the Operation First Step Program was “to provide persons leaving the [Provider A’s 

name] Rhode Island Assessment Shelter the chance to live in safe and decent temporary housing while 

receiving skilled counsel and care” (Emergency Housing Guest Guidelines, 2007, p.2). The operational 

and compliance audit included in Appendix D assessed the staff’s performance on, adherence to, and 

enforcement of the 87 non-negotiable standards established in the guidelines to meet this goal. 

Table 3 shows that Provider A received an overall “Substandard” performance rating for being 

only 46% compliant with the documented standards. Following HUD’s performance guidelines (GAO, 

2009), a minimum score of 60% was needed to pass. Looking one level deeper, staff followed 

established procedures in only 9 of the 27 areas evaluated—a mere 33% success by subsection. They 

performed strongest in enforcing policies regarding personal hygiene, visitors, community service, and 

medical emergencies. Areas in which substandard performance existed included tenancy limit, 

confidentiality, drugs and alcohol guidelines, safety and security, late nights and overnights policy, case 

plan development, and grievance and disciplinary procedures. The null hypothesis must be rejected. 

Shelter staff did not adhere to documented operational procedures at least 60% of the time. 

Hypothesis Seventeen 

H0:  Administrative neglect has no effect on length of stay. 

H17:  Administrative neglect increases length of stay. 

Violations of case plan development, late nights and overnights, budgeting, and disciplinary 

procedures had a quantifiable impact on length of stay. Critical Incidents CI23 and CI35 in Appendix A 

underscore the dilemma of clients failing to complete all the activities in their case plan as a direct result 

of case advocates not completing the prerequisite actions needed but that only they could take.  

For example, Client P7 spent 120 days of her 194-

day shelter stay waiting for her case advocate to 

print out a form as illustrated in Figure 13. She 

entered the shelter upon release from a 

correctional institution. In Critical Incident CI23, 

she reported needing a specific authorization 

form that could only be obtained from her case 

advocate given her legal history, in order to get a 

government-issued identification (I.D.) card. With 

120
74

Client P7's Length of Stay

Days waiting

Days after
Figure 13. Client P7 waits 120 days for a form. 
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the I.D. card, Client P7 would have been able to apply for Supplementary Security Income (SSI) and/or 

Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) since she had a well-documented history of a qualifying 

medical condition. Upon receiving approval for the benefits, Client P7 would have had the proof of 

income needed to request a parole transfer to her home state where she could live with relatives or to 

exit the shelter via other social service programs.   

However, when Client P7 was scheduled to meet with her case advocate to obtain the form or 

make phone calls to related agencies in an effort to obtain the needed documentation, the case 

advocate did not show for the appointments. In fact, the case advocate did not give Client P7 the 

necessary forms until approximately 120 days after shelter entry—a full four months later. Client P7 

then started the process of applying for the I.D. card and benefits needed to exit the shelter.  The client 

lamented, “She just went into the computer and printed it out. Just like that. I don’t understand why she 

wouldn’t do that in the first place.” 

 

Moreover, Client P3’s 10-month shelter stay, 

shown in Figure 14, could have been reduced by 

up to 146 days or almost five months. This client 

began part-time employment 168 days after 

shelter entry, which qualified her to exit the 

shelter via HUD’s (n.d.) Homelessness Prevention 

and Rapid Re-Housing Program or HPRP.  

According to the program’s guidelines stated in 

Appendix K, HPRP participants may choose any 

type of housing in any community of their 

choosing so long as it meets rent reasonableness tests and passes a mandatory inspection. 

However, Provider A’s HPRP Housing Locator frequently missed appointments with the client 

and a potential landlord—particularly when the client self-selected the apartment. For Critical Incident 

CI35, Client P3 reported that the Housing Locator simply “won’t respond to me when I find an 

apartment” that was in a neighborhood “better than the ones she wants to put me in.” The client also 

stated that she reported her concerns to the HPRP Case Manager. However, no action was taken. She 

remained in the shelter by the end of the study, some 146 days later. 

168
146

Client P3's Length of Stay

Days unemployed

Days employed, waiting

Figure 14. Client waits 146 days for staff to comply. 
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Finally, Critical Incident CI23 affirms that 

197 days of Client P5’s nine-month shelter stay 

could be attributed to the above-mentioned 

standards violations. Client P5 reported her case 

worker as being “absent for meetings 90% of 

time” and being unaware that she did not use her 

bed in the Operation First Step Program. The PI 

directly observed the client’s extended overnight 

absences from the dorm five to seven days per 

week. From the PI’s entry into the field until study 

end 197 days later, Client P5 reported making no 

plans with her case advocate or attempts to move. 

Research Question 4 (RQ4): Organizational factors influencing length of stay 

The CIA analysis classified 34 staff-client interactions documented in the PI’s online reflex 

journal (International Freedom Coalition, 2010b) and the operational audit as critical incidents. Eight (8) 

were themed as self-advocacy and removed from the CIA analysis. Of the remaining 26 incidents, 31% 

resulted in an immediate positive outcome for the homeless clients while 69% led to negative outcomes.  

 
 

Figure 16 illustrates the staff’s use of power. Staff employed 51 instances of the power bases 

during the 26 critical incidents, where multiple bases of power may have been used in any one incident. 

Of the 51 instances, 25% led to immediate positive client outcomes while 75% led to negative outcomes.  
 

 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

Informational Power

Expert Power

Referent Power

Reward / Coercive Power

Legitimate Position Power

Legitimate Power of Responsibility

Power Bases Used in Critical Staff-Client Interactions

POSITIVE CLIENT OUTCOME NEGATIVE CLIENT OUTCOME

87

197

Client P5's Length of Stay

Days before study, actions unknown

Days during study, no action taken

Figure 15. Client in shelter 197 days without action. 

Figure 166. Power Bases Used in Critical Staff-Client Interactions 
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In the critical interactions resulting in a positive outcome, staff employed reward power (8%), 

informational power (6%), legitimate position power (6%), and legitimate power of responsibility (6%). 

Examples include: admitting the PI into the shelter (legitimate power of responsibility) and promising to 

recommend the PI as an HPRP candidate (legitimate position power, reward power). 

The negative interactions exposed the staff’s use of legitimate position power (31%), coercive 

power (18%), legitimate power of responsibility–neglect (16%), and informational power–withholding 

(10%).  For instance, eight critical incidents (16%) involved client abuse, harassment, and intimidation 

(coercive power) by shelter staff and security personnel that meets the state’s legal definition (Rhode 

Island General Assembly, n.d.a, n.d.b, n.d.d). The substandard management and administrative neglect 

of Clients P7, P3, and P5’s cases as highlighted by the audit and the refusal to grant the PI access to 

vocational and HPRP resources illustrates the negative use of legitimate position power, informational 

power, and legitimate power of responsibility. 

Research Question 5 (RQ5): Policy-level factors influencing length of stay 

The PI discovered no public advocacy or legislative efforts to prevent abuses and discrimination 

in shelters, while other vulnerable populations enjoy such protections as the Rights of Nursing Home 

Patients (Rhode Island General Assembly, n.d.d). She conducted most of her legislative research at the 

Rhode Island State House in the Public Records room. Critical Incident CI9 in Appendix A details how the 

PI began drafting the Bill of Rights for the Homeless (International Freedom Coalition, 2010c) on Day 9 of 

the study (Appendix D). The bill stood as a policy-level intervention to address the organizational-level 

policy violations and external discrimination, which could possibly have a positive impact on reducing 

length of stay in the shelter.  

The PI presented the proposed legislation to: leaders (Appendices E and P) and concerned 

citizens at a community forum (Appendix A); the Rhode Island Commission for Human Rights (Appendix 

L); the NAACP-Providence Branch (Appendix H); the mayor and members of the Civil Rights Roundtable 

(Appendices N, O, R & S); and other lawmakers (Appendix M).  

The study results were cited in a letter of support for the proposed bill issued by the Civil Rights 

Roundtable (Appendix S). Later, the Chair of the Senate Committee on Housing and Municipal 

Government formally introduced an adaptation of the Homeless Bill of Rights (Appendix Q).  
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RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

Further study is needed to empirically measure the power used in staff-client interactions; the 

resulting change in homeless clients’ attitude, action-taking, and self-advocacy behaviors; and the 

impact on length of stay and operating costs. Answering all of Halquist’s probing questions may inform 

shelter policy to improve staff-client interactions, produce more positive outcomes, and reduce 

operating costs. 

This study’s findings also support the implementation of on industry-wide, customer-oriented, non-

negotiable operational and quality of care standards to protect shelter residents from abuse, 

discrimination, and waste via: 

a. Bill of Rights for the Homeless as the model. 

b. Shelter certification similar to that implemented by Calgary Homeless Foundation. 

c. Shelter licensing process and quality assurance program similar to that mandated for 

Long Term Care Facilities. 

LIMITATIONS 
 

The general population data used in the calculations are from the period October 1, 2008 to 

September 30, 2009. Complete data from the study period (October 1, 2010 – September 30, 2011) had 

not been released by HUD at the time of the study. Additionally, some of the women in the sample did 

not report exact shelter entry dates. Instead, shelter entry was often recorded as the beginning, middle, 

or end of the month. Therefore, the margin of error for the clients’ length stay could be as high as ±14 

days. 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

Education, self-advocacy, administrative neglect, power, and to a lesser extent employment, rise 

as the most important factors leading to shelter exit. By definition, self-advocacy hinges upon 

knowledge. Knowledge and education as informational power lead to independence. However, shelter 

staff consistently withheld informational power from clients, which directly increased length of stay. 

Instead, staff primarily employed coercive power which requires client dependence and hinders self-

sufficiency (DeWard and Moe, 2010) or legitimate position power which possibly created a perceived 

imbalance of power, reduced or eliminated client engagement, and possibly led to a failure for clients to 

advocate for themselves (Jonikas, et al., 2011). The lack of self-advocacy increases shelter length of stay. 
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Appendix A: Incident List 
 

Code Date Observed Incident Category Theme 

CI1 10/28/2010 PI (Principal Investigator) shelter intake with Provider A.  

The Case Advocate asked the PI the customary personal 
history questions. When the PI did not present with any  
issues  listed on the intake form (aside from being 
unemployed), the Case Advocate returned to the question 
about mental illness.   
 

Excerpt from PI’s online reflex journal: 
“None of the customary boxes could be marked as an 
applicable explanation for my presence there. Then, she 
switched her questioning angle, ‘Have you ever had 
depression or anxiety, suicidal thoughts ,or anything like 
that?’ 

‘Sure, yeeeaaarrrsss ago, I did when I hadn't and didn't 
know how to resolve the traumas of my past. I was 
depressed and had suicidal thoughts. But that was then. 
This is now. That's not my life today. That's not my reality 
today.’ 

Aha! The Case Advocate quickly checked the boxes 
labeled ‘Mental Illness’ and ‘Long-term’ and wrote in 
‘suicide ideation.’ 

‘Hold on,’ I protested. ‘I don't have a mental illness. I'm 
not depressed. I certainly don't have any of that long-
term. I'm not suicidal. I'm unemployed.’ 

Trying to cover, she explained that they just needed to be 
aware of any issues that might become a problem during 
a client's stay at the shelter. ‘Oh, no, this is not meant to 
be offensive.’ 

‘It's not offensive. It's inaccurate. It's not my truth.’ 

‘No, we just need to...’ she hesitated, ‘sometimes people 
come in with chronic iss—‘ 

‘I don't have chronic anything but chronic 
unemployment,’ I interrupted. ‘I'm fine. I'm just an 
unemployed professional with no money to get a place to 
live.’ 

‘Oh, we don't mean it that way. It's great that you don't 
let your past define your future. We just have to let staff 
know if there are any potential problems with a client.’ 

Negative Organizational 
level factors 



Power in Homeless Shelter Staff-Client Interactions: Influence on Length of Stay 
Sapphire Jule King, M.A.Ed. 

 
 

 

 

Page 28 
 

Copyright © 2011-2013. International Freedom Coalition. All rights reserved.  

Let it go, I told myself. I was not going to argue with her as 
I had clearly stated my truth. Now, the red flags were 
waving in my mind. 

Why was this happening? Why did she have to put a label 
on me? Is it that unusual that an educated professional 
who's given so much to the community could become 
unemployed with no money to sustain housing? Must 
something be wrong with me to be in this situation? Was 
it because I said that God led me here? Is it only 
acceptable for a Community Leader starting and heading 
social service programs to say that God led her to do it 
but not acceptable for an individual receiving services in 
those programs to say following God's directives led her 
into this situation? Did that make me mentally ill... for the 
long-term?” 

Read full detailed account. 

CI2 10/28/2010 PI shelter intake with Provider A.  
Although the Case Advocate would not remove the 
inaccurate description of the PI’s mental health, the PI did 
receive a bed in the Operation First Step Program. She 
checked in the next day. 

Positive Organizational 
level factors 

CI3 10/29/2010 
thru 

11/1/2010 
(Days 1-4) 

Upon check-in, the Case Advocate asked the PI “What 
help do you need?” 
 

The PI stated that she needed employment or referrals for 
possible employment. The Case Advocate did not 
respond. 
 

Later on Day 1, the PI was informed by other Operation 
First Step clients about the shelter’s onsite computer lab. 
The lab is part of Vocational Services and is used by clients 
for job searching. The PI called the Vocational Services 
representative as advised by the other clients. Her voice 
messages were never returned. Her Case Advocate never 
mentioned such an available service to the PI or provided 
a referral. 

Negative Organizational 
level factors; 
Administrative 
neglect 

CI4 11/1/2010 

(Day 4) 

Food stamp shakedown. 
 

The PI was in the Operation First Step women’s dorm 
when Security Guard #1 banged on the door and began 
speaking in a loud, authoritative voice. Two of the clients 
(P1 and P2) opened the door. The Guard boomed, “Where 
is the food, ladies? It’s the first of the month and I know 
you got your food stamps.  Give it up.” 

Negative Harassment, 
intimidation. 
Bullying 
 
(Rhode Island 
General 
Assembly, 
n.d.a; Rhode 
Island General 

http://strongfamiliesnow.org/blog/2010/10/28/unemployment-not-a-valid-reason-for-being-homeless/


Power in Homeless Shelter Staff-Client Interactions: Influence on Length of Stay 
Sapphire Jule King, M.A.Ed. 

 
 

 

 

Page 29 
 

Copyright © 2011-2013. International Freedom Coalition. All rights reserved.  

The two clients who opened the door went into the 
kitchen area and began bagging food from the pantry.  
They gave the bags of food to the Guard. 

Assembly, 
n.d.b.) 

CI5 11/2/2010 

(Day 5) 

The PI is permitted access to the shelter’s Vocational 
Services and computer lab. 
 
Excerpt from PI’s unpublished reflex journal: 
“I finally got into the computer lab here. Once the 
Vocational Services rep saw that I had an MAEd, had a 
real resume, and was seriously applying , then she 
changed her tune. She started sending me all kinds of jobs 
– jobs that weren’t coming across the wire on Indeed. “ 

Positive Organizational 
level factors 

CI6 11/2/2010 

(Day 5) 

The PI directly experienced abusive, harassing, and 
intimidating behavior by shelter Security Guard #2. Other 
clients confirmed his behavior as “normal.”  

Excerpt from PI’s online reflex journal: 
“Well, pre-judgments are getting out of hand. Yesterday, 
Friendly Security Guard tells me to stay out of trouble. 
This morning, the vocational services rep at the shelter 
told me to stay out of trouble citing, ‘Some people may be 
jealous or may think that you think you are better than 
they are.’ 

Tonight, I walked one of my new roommates [P7] down to 
the front desk so that she could get a sandwich. She 
hadn’t had any dinner but has phobias about open places 
and ordering at counters. As we approached, I heard two 
of the other security guards saying, ‘She don’t even speak 
to me. She just walks around with her nose in the air. I'm 
not giving her my food.’ 

I finally figured out that they were talking about me. The 
guard distributing the sandwiches didn’t want to give me 
“his food” as he called it. Finally, he throws a sandwich up 
on the counter. I asked my roommate what kind she 
wanted. ‘Ham, if they have it.’ 

‘You have to take what I have,’ spat the guard in charge. 

So, my roommate slowly approached the counter with her 
hands folded one into the other, eyes looking downward, 
and picked it up. We turned to walk away. The guard then 
said to me, ‘Oh, you don’t want one? What, you too good 
for us now?’ When I just glared at his ignorance, he tried 
to smooth it over with, ‘I’m just playing.’ 

I gave him the coolest stare that I could muster and made 
sure I held his gaze long enough for him to shift his weight 

Negative Abuse; 
Harassment, 
intimidation, 
bullying. 
 
(Rhode Island 
General 
Assembly, 
n.d.d; Rhode 
Island General 
Assembly, 
n.d.a; Rhode 
Island General 
Assembly, 
n.d.b.) 
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from one foot to the next in unexpected discomfort 
before finally turning and gesturing for my roommate and 
I to return upstairs. I suppose my unusual presence here is 
causing a bit of a stir.” 
Read full detailed account. 

CI7 11/3/2010 

(Day 6) 

Provider A’s HPRP Housing Locator provides the PI with a 
job lead, a contact person, and forwards her resume to 
said contact. 

Positive Organizational 
level factors 

CI8 11/5/2010 

(Day 8) 

The PI’s Case Advocate dismissed the behavior of Security 
Guard #1. 
 
Excerpt from PI’s online reflex journal: 
“Unbelievable. I met with my caseworker today and 
promptly told her of my experience with the security 
guard. Instead of addressing the inappropriateness of his 
comments, she simply shrugged her shoulders and pursed 
her lips. ‘Was he kidding? I don’t know what people’s 
motivations are for saying things.’ 

Then, she started probing. ‘He must have triggered 
something in you. Are you sad? I mean did his comments 
make you think… uh… like… yeah, maybe I do think… you 
know… uh… that I’m bette—‘ 

She wouldn’t finish saying it. Perhaps the 
uncompromising look on my face stopped her from 
completing her sentence. Did she agree with this guard? 
Did she condone his behavior? Are you kidding me? She 
certainly was not expressing any concern for how it made 
me feel. I felt as if she kept trying to make ‘something 
wrong’ with me. There’s no other explanation for me 
being here in this shelter if there isn’t something wrong 
with me. That keeps them above the residents in some 
way – at least in their minds. But the truth is they are the 
same as the residents. They are neither any different nor 
any better.” 

Read full detailed account. 

Negative Organizational 
level factors; 
Administrative 
neglect 

CI9 11/6/2010 

(Day 9) 

The PI receives a vision for a Homeless Bill of Rights. 
 
Excerpt from PI’s online reflex journal: 
“I’ve been up since about 3:00am, and it just finally hit 
me—that which is needed. Materializing in my mind’s eye 
like wisps of smoke, I saw the words Homeless Bill of 
Rights. 

All night I tossed and turned with the guard’s words 
entwined with my caseworker’s flippant response etching 

Positive Advocacy; 
Self-advocacy; 
Policy-level 
intervention 

http://strongfamiliesnow.org/blog/2010/11/02/causing-a-stir-too-good-to-be-homeless/
http://strongfamiliesnow.org/blog/2010/11/05/residents-dissed-by-shelter-staff-2/
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ruts in my mind. Why should their treatment of shelter 
residents be any different from serving someone in a 
restaurant? Why must residents approach the counter 
slightly withdrawn or cowering while the guard carelessly 
tosses or slaps the food upon the counter? His actions 
remind me of how my grandmother used to grab a 
handful of feed from the barrel and scatter it across the 
lawn with one flick of her wrist. These are not chickens 
they’re feeding. These are human beings in a vulnerable 
state who deserve to be treated with the same dignity 
and respect as anyone else in a commercial 
establishment. 

After only five days of being here, I saw the truth. Since I 
am looking through God’s eyes rather than the haze of 
alcohol, drugs, meds, indifference, selfishness, or self-
importance, I can see the truth about what’s going on 
inside these walls. A client asked me the other day if I saw 
the television commercial for this place. I said no. She 
snorted, ‘It’s so degrading.’ 

 When I inquired further, she said the commercial 
portrayed the shelter as clean and inviting when her 
reality of it is much different. So, from her perspective, it’s 
degrading because it doesn’t reflect the truth. 

Here is the truth. All acts of Congress seem to be limited 
to housing in terms of the homeless. What about their 
treatment? Members of the Rhode Island Congress 
toured this facility not too long ago. Were staff instructed 
to be on their best behavior, to treat all residents with 
patience, respect, dignity, and care? Certainly had the 
lawmakers seen what I’ve seen, something would have 
been done. Are there no standards, no requirements, or 
no protocols to guarantee protection from verbal, mental, 
and emotional abuses within shelter facilities? There 
should be. God is instructing me to ensure that it 
happens. 

Ergo, I’d like to exercise my First Amendment rights to 
freedom of speech and to petition the government for a 
redress of grievances on behalf of all citizens. What is 
needed is a Homeless Bill of Rights.” 

Read full detailed account. See Appendix D 

CI10 11/6/2010 

(Day 9) 

The PI’s Case Advocate gives her nonperishable food 
items from the shelter’s food pantry. The Case Advocate 
instructs the PI to use the microwave in the staff lounge 

Positive Organizational 
level factors 

http://strongfamiliesnow.org/blog/2010/11/06/vision-of-universal-respect/
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to cook the food since there is not one available in the 
dorm area. 

CI11 11/7/2010 

(Day 10) 

The PI was not permitted access to the microwave to cook 
the food she was given the day before by her Case 
Advocate. Moreover, the PI could not resolve the matter 
because the Case Advocate did not arrive to work at her 
scheduled time. 
Excerpt from PI’s unpublished reflex journal: 
“I was hungry. I mean the ache woke me up out of my 
sleep this morning. I wanted until about 10am – so that I 
would be fuller longer—before I gathered up the oatmeal 
[my Case Advocate] gave me, along with the bowl from 
the cupboard that I washed and dried. Items loaded into 
an eco-friendly recycle grocery bag, I went downstairs to 
get a guard to let me in the kitchen. 

The front desk staff lady emphatically said, ‘Oh, no. That is 
not allowed. That’s a big no, no.’ 

I explained what [my Case Advocate] told me, but it was 
no use. I asked what time [my Case Advocate] was 
supposed to come in so that I could talk to her.  

‘10:30’ 

It was 10:20am. So I waited. And waited. And waited. 
Finally, at 11 she told me that she didn’t think [my Case 
Advocate] was coming. 

‘But I have a 6 o’ clock appointment with her this 
evening.” 

The pain was kicking holes in my stomach. I had to get 
something to eat.” 

Negative Organizational 
level factors 

CI12 11/10/2010 

(Day 13) 

Client business put on hold for chit chat. 
 

The PI approached the shelter’s front desk to request a 
bus pass in order to deliver her resume. The staff person 
was on the phone. She did not acknowledge the PI nor the 
other shelter clients who stood in line. As the PI stood 
there for seven minutes, she could hear that the 
conversation was personal and not business-related.  
 

Such behavior was observed regularly by the PI. 

Negative Organizational 
level factors; 
Administrative 
neglect. 

CI13 11/11/2010 

(Day 14) 

The PI presented the idea of a Homeless Bill of Rights at a 
screening of the documentary You Can Make a Difference 
in Newport. Bud Cicilline pledges support. 
 
Excerpt from PI’s online reflex journal: 

Positive Advocacy;  
Self-Advocacy; 
Policy-level 
intervention 
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“After the film, the producers Jimmy Winters and Al Angel 
were introduced and spoke their words of thanks. Then, 
the questions began. I waited patiently as others were 
called to stand up at their seats and ask the panel their 
burning questions. Finally, I was called to not only stand 
up but to also come to the front of the room with the 
panelists to pose my question. I introduced myself as the 
founder of the Coalition who has worked in the 
community with disadvantaged families including the 
homeless for more than eight years. I explained that I 
moved here on a leap of faith to undertake a spiritual 
mission which landed me in a shelter. Faces in the 
audience contorted into various expressions of confusion 
and surprise. 

‘The treatment that I am experiencing and which I am 
observing other residents experience has led me to 
propose a bill of rights for the homeless such as that 
passed by the House of Representatives in Illinois. If an 
organization is working on something like this, I would like 
join forces. If not, I am willing to get it started.’  

Before I could return to my seat, several people stopped 
me with information, suggestions, and offers to help. 

After the forum adjourned, a gentleman came up to me, 
gave me his card, and said, ‘Let me know when you’re 
ready to move on this thing. I’m a former congressman 
and I know most of those guys up there.’ More people 
came up to me. Some had the same reaction as the 
Window Man and the lady from earlier in the day. ‘Please 
don’t tell me you’re in [shelter name]? Are you still 
there?’” 

Read full detailed account. Also see Appendix E. 

CI14 11/13/2010 

(Day 16) 

Shelter Grievance. 

The PI submitted a written complaint against an 
Operation First Step client [Client P4] using the three-part 
NCR grievance form provided by the shelter. Upon 
entering the shelter, the PI had been warned by the other 
clients about her behavior and the previous “three or 
four” complaints against her.  

Read account #1. 

Read account #2. 

The staff person at the shelter’s front desk took the 
complaint form and placed it face-down on top of a pile of 

Negative Organizational 
level factor; 
Policy level 
factor 

http://strongfamiliesnow.org/blog/2010/11/11/am-i-finally-leaving-the-shelter-exhale/
http://strongfamiliesnow.org/blog/2010/11/13/not-yielding-to-opposition/
http://strongfamiliesnow.org/blog/2010/11/14/feeling-unsafe-and-unprotected-has-god-abandoned-me/
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other complaint forms about the thickness of 1.5 reams of 
paper. The staff person did not give the PI one of the 
three copies for her records. 

The following evening, the PI met with her Case Advocate 
and inquired about the status of the grievance. The Case 
Advocate said, “I don’t know. They didn’t tell me anything 
about it.” 

The PI and the Case Advocate walked to the front desk. 
The Case Advocate asked another staff member where 
the submitted complaint forms were kept. Once she 
located them, the Case Advocate spent several minutes 
looking through the forms, starting with the one on top, 
until she found the PI’s. 

The next day, the Case Advocate informed the PI that the 
Program Manager was aware and would remove Client P4 
if she received another complaint. 

CI15 11/14/2010 

(Day 17) 

The PI returned to the shelter in the early evening. Upon 
entering, Security Guard #3 –who the PI had previous 
referred to as “Friendly Security Guard” – was sitting 
behind the front desk with Security Guards #1 and #2. He 
began badgering the PI by repeating over and over 
“troublemaker… devil… oh, the devil picked a good one.” 
Another front desk staff person was present. She just 
looked at the guards, looked at the PI, and neither said 
nor did anything. 

Negative Abuse; 
Harassment, 
intimidation, 
bullying; 
Organizational 
level factor 

CI16 11/19/2010 

(Day 22) 

PI drafts and presents Bill of Rights for the Homeless. 

From 11/15/2010 to 11/19/2010, the PI researched 
federal, RI, and other state’s laws to draft a Bill of Rights 
for the Homeless (Appendix D).  

She emailed the proposed legislation to Bud Cicilline, the 
former legislator she met at the documentary screening 
who pledged his support. 

(See Appendix E) 

Positive Advocacy; 
Self-advocacy; 
Policy level 
intervention 

CI17 11/22/2010 

(Day 25) 

Think outside the box. 

The PI was signing in at the shelter’s front desk when her 
Case Advocate stopped her. The Case Advocate informed 
the PI that she wanted to submit an application for Rapid 
Re-housing (HPRP program) on behalf of the PI. However, 
she explained that she needed to show that the PI will 
have income. She told the PI to “think outside the box and 
see if you can come up with something.” 

Positive Organizational 
level factor 
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CI18 11/23/2010 

(Day 26) 

Response to Bill of Rights for the Homeless. 

The PI received an email response from Bud Cicilline 
regarding the Bill of Rights for the Homeless. Mr. Cicilline 
stated that he shared the bill with Senator M. Teresa 
Paiva Weed and scheduled a meeting for them to meet 
with Provider B’s Executive Director and other local 
homeless advocates. 

(See Appendix E) 

Positive Advocacy; 
Self-advocacy; 
Policy level 
intervention 

CI19 12/01/2010 

(Day 34) 

HPRP Budgeting Class Cancellation. 
Client P8 was required to attend a Budgeting class in 
order to participate in the Homelessness Prevention and 
Rapid Re-Housing Program (HPRP). The two hour class 
was only offered once per month.  

The client had to request a leave from a job that she had 
just obtained, without pay, in order to attend the class. 
However, the instructor did not show up, the class was 
cancelled without explanation, and was rescheduled for a 
date two weeks later. When the client inquired further 
about the matter, the Operation First Step Coordinator 
dismissed her concerns by saying, “Oh, that’s life. Life 
happens.” 

Negative  Organizational 
level factor 

CI20 12/01/2010 

(Day 34) 

Taking matters into her own hands. 

Client P8 did not accept the Operation First Step 
Coordinator’s “flippant, dismissive attitude toward the 
residents.”  

She confronted the Coordinator by saying, “It’s as if you 
believe residents aren’t doing anything or they’re losers. It 
doesn’t matter if we show up.” 

The Coordinator continued to say that it was a matter of 
things outside of her control. Again, she stated, “Life 
happens. Deal with.” 

Client P8 was visibly and audibly upset. She asked the 
Coordinator, “Where are you going tonight? You have a 
home to go to. This class was required for me to get a 
home. I showed up. I took off from work to come, but you 
do nothing to help.” 

RESULT: The class was rescheduled for the coming 
weekend. 

Client P8 later recalled, “I felt like I should take matters in 
my own hands. It’s like you come this close. They feel like 

Positive Self-advocacy 
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we’ll get to you when we get to you if we get to you. 
There is no attachment to their work, no personal.” 

CI21 12/2/2010 

(Day 35) 

“Lost” intake form. 

The PI’s Case Advocate stopped her in the lobby and said, 
“They asked me to redo some forms because ‘they’ lost 
them. The intake forms.” 

The Case Advocate completed the forms using the same 
dates and information given to her by the PI during the 
original intake. When she came to the question about 
mental illness, she again asked the PI. The PI again said 
that she did not have any mental illness.  

This time, the Case Advocate marked “No” on the forms. 

Positive Self-advocacy; 
Organizational 
level factor 

CI22 12/3/2010 

(Day 36) 

Mental illness question… again. 

The PI met with her Case Advocate to supposedly receive 
a referral to the HPRP program. Instead, the Case 
Advocate told her, “You can get diagnosed. We have a 
clinic onsite. Once you get a mental health diagnosis, you 
can get SSI and go to one of these places,” gesturing to a 
list of three names. 

The Case Advocate then called another caseworker into 
the office. She asked him about a place called 
“Riverwood.” He told her that  “it’s only for people with  
mental health issues.”  

Then, she asked him about SSI. He said, “again, it’s only if 
you have mental health issues or are on disability.”  

The Case Advocate then turned to the PI and asked, “You 
don’t have a diagnosis do you?” 

The PI replied, “NO.” 

“Well, you can get an appointment downstairs or at the 
Providence Center for an evaluation and a diagnosis. Then 
you could qualify.” 

The PI simply said, “No thank you. I don’t have a mental 
illness.” 

The Case Advocate never mentioned the HPRP program to 
the PI or gave a referral. When the PI shared her story 
with Client P7, who openly discussed her phobias or 
mental health diagnoses, she stated emphatically, “You 
see. That’s what I need. Can I switch to your case 
worker?” 

Negative Harassment ; 
Organizational 
level factor 
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CI23 Ongoing Case worker neglect of duties. 

Clients P1, P3, P5, and P7 openly complained about their 
Case Advocates not showing up for scheduled case 
management appointments on a regular basis. 

Client P5 stated that her case worker was “absent for 
meetings 90% of time” and was not aware that she does 
not use her bed in the Operation First Step Program. She 
regularly stayed with her partner in the shelters attached 
Single Room Occupancy (SRO) units. 

Additionally, these clients—particularly P1 and P7 
bemoaned  their Case Advocates’ practice of not 
providing forms required to obtain identification and 
other social services needed to exit the shelter. 

For example, Client P7’s Case Advocate  did not give her 
the proper forms and authorizations needed to obtain her 
identification card until approximately 120 days after 
shelter entry.  

Client P7 stated, “She just went into the computer and 
printed it out. Just like that. I don’t understand why she 
wouldn’t do that in the first place.” 

With her identification card, Client P7 would have been 
able to apply for SSI, for which she had a well-
documented and qualifying medical history.  With the 
proof of income, she would have been able to move out 
of the shelter. 

Negative Organizational 
level factor; 
Administrative 
neglect 

CI24 Specific 
date 
unknown 

Denial of services based upon homeless status. 

Client P7 was informed by social services that she 
qualified for a free cell phone through SAFE LINK. 
However, her application was denied when they put in 
the shelter’s address, which came back as an “institution.”  

Negative Discrimination 
Policy level 
factors 

CI25 Specific 
date 
unknown 

Breach of confidentiality. 

Client P7 reported an incident with her Case Advocate 
that “upset” her. The Case Advocate met with Client P7 
and a male shelter resident at the same time. Client P7 
commented that “because we both are on parole, I guess 
she thought it was okay. But she was talking about my 
charge and information about my case that he should not 
know about. I didn’t think that was right. That is my 
private information.” 

Negative Organizational 
level factor; 
Administrative 
neglect 

CI26 Ongoing The PI observed shelter staff regularly yelling at, berating, 
and using hostile nonverbal body language when 
interacting with shelter clients in the main lobby. 

Negative Abuse; 
Harassment, 
intimidation, 
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bullying; 
Organizational 
level factor 

CI27 Ongoing The PI noticed a difference when applying for jobs using 
the address of Provider A’s shelter and using a personal 
mailbox she later obtained. The PI received no responses, 
not even a confirmation of receipt or denial, when she put 
the shelter’s address on her resume. However, she 
received responses and job interviews when she listed her 
personal mailbox address. Other shelter clients reported 
similar experiences. 

Negative Discrimination 

CI28 Ongoing All clients reported that their Case Advocates made verbal 
threats to move them to another local shelter which was 
purported to be “worse” than Provider A’s. 

Negative Intimidation; 
Organizational 
level factor 

CI29 12/6/2010 

(Day 39) 

Meeting with Provider B and Bud Cicilline to discuss 
support Bill of Rights for the Homeless. Provider B offered 
the PI an SRO unit. 

Positive Self- advocacy 

CI30 12/8/2010 
(Day 41) 

PI exits shelter to Provider B’s SRO unit in Newport. Positive Self-advocacy 

CI31 12/27/2010 

(Week 9) 

The PI’s HPRP intake with Provider A. 

The PI was contacted by Provider A to come back in and 
participate in the HPRP program. The PI asked if that was 
possible being that she now lived in Newport and not in 
Providence. Provider A’s HPRP Case Manager assured the 
PI that she could find housing in Newport as the program 
is statewide. No problem. Provider A’s HPRP Case 
Manager said that the PI could either select from their list 
of apartments or find an apartment on my own. She also 
explained that the rent needed to be in a range that the PI 
could reasonably sustain on her own after she left the 
program. “For some people that’s $600 per month. For 
others, it’s $900,”she said.  

The PI repeated the requirements as she understood 
them:  

✓ Must attend the budgeting class.  

✓ Agree to monthly case management.  

✓ Current employment not necessary but must be 

actively seeking and show proof.  

✓ With part-time employment, I would continue to 
receive help but be required to substantially pay down 
her credit card debt and show proof every month.  

Positive Organizational 
level factor; 
Policy level 
factor 
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✓  The PI could remain in Newport to meet  
community obligations and continue to make connections 
that could possibly lead to employment.  

✓ The PI could select her own apartment in a rental 
range that she could reasonably sustain after leaving the 
program.  

✓ The PI could receive rent/utility payments for up to 
18 months as long as her salary was <$25,600.  

The HPRP Case Manager agreed that these were indeed 
the requirements the PI must meet, and they proceeded 
with the intake. 

(See Appendices J and K) 

CI32 1/6/2011 

(Week 10) 

Unprofessional conduct and breach of confidentiality. 

Provider A’s HPRP Housing Locator showed up for an 
appointment between a rental agency and the PI one 
hour late after calling and saying she would be ten 
minutes late.  

The Housing Locator also brought her young adult 
daughter along. She divulged aspects of the PI’s case to 
the rental agent and her daughter who  remained in the 
same room. Additionally, the daughter viewed the 
apartments with the PI and the Housing Locator and was 
thus present for discussions regarding the PI’s HPRP case. 

(See Appendix J) 

 Organizational 
level factor; 
Administrative 
neglect 

CI33 1/6/2011 

(Week 10) 

Some apartments off limits. 

A rental agency in Newport removed the “better” 
apartments from a list to show the PI as possible rentals 
after the Housing Locator showed up one hour late for the 
appointment and said that I would be participating in the 
HPRP program, which was guaranteed to pay the rent on 
time.  

The Housing Locator also went into partial details about 
the PI’s private case management plan. The agents 
immediately crossed off several apartments from their 
prepared list stating they knew those landlords would not 
participate in any kind of subsidized or public housing. 

The apartments shown to the PI and Housing Locator 
were in a rental range of $750-$950 but were not the 
cleaner units listed on their website within the same 

Negative Discrimination 

Administrative 
neglect 
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$825-875 range. No doubt, these were the units crossed 
off the list. 

(See Appendices J and K) 

CI34 1/7/2011 

(Week 10) 

Presentation makes a difference. 

The PI found another “better” apartment on her own 
within the price range set by Provider A’s HPRP Case 
Manager and met with the leasing agent alone. She 
simply stated that she was awarded a grant to cover her 
housing expenses, was shown the apartment, completed 
the requisite application, and was approved.  

(See Appendices G, J, K and L) 

Positive Self advocacy 

CI35 Ongoing Not allowed to self-select. 

Provider A’s HPRP Housing Locator did not respond to 
clients P6 and P3 when they self-selected apartments that 
were clean, decent, of “better quality”, located in better 
neighborhoods, and within the agreed upon rental range.  

Client P3 became employed 168 days after shelter entry, 
qualifying her for the program. She remained in the 
shelter by the end of the study, some 146 days later. 

(See Appendices G, J and K) 

Negative Organizational 
level factor; 
Administrative 
neglect 

CI36 1/11/2011 

(Week 11) 

Transfer, not accountability. 

The PI’s HPRP case was transferred to another agency 
when she complained about the conduct of Provider A’s 
HPRP Housing  Locator to the HPRP Manager and Vice 
President of Adult Services.  

(See Appendices  J and K) 

Positive/
Negative 

Self advocacy 

CI37 1/20/2011 

(Week 12) 

The PI filed a housing discrimination complaint with the 
Rhode Island Commission for Human Rights.  

(See Appendices G and L) 

Positive Advocacy;  
Self advocacy; 
Policy level 
intervention 

CI38 1/24/2011 

(Week 13) 

The PI submitted a Letter to the President of the NAACP-
Providence Branch  requesting support for the Bill of 
Rights for the Homeless. 

(See Appendix H) 

Positive Advocacy; 
Self-advocacy; 
Policy level 
intervention 

CI39 1/11/2011 

to 

1/26/2011 

Provider A’s and the secondary HPRP Case Manager 
imposed arbitrary conditions for participation in HPRP 
program. 
  

(See Appendices G, I, J and K) 

Negative Organizational 
level factor; 
Policy factor 

CI40 2/4/2011 

(Week 14) 

The PI submits a formal HPRP complaint to the Rhode 
Island Office of Housing and Community Development. 

(See Appendices J and K) 

Positive Advocacy; 
Self-advocacy; 
Policy factor 
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CI41 2/25/2011 

(Week 17) 

The PI formally meets with the RI Commission for Human 
Rights regarding the discrimination complaint and support 
for the Bill of Rights for the Homeless. She also invited 
Senator Tassoni. 

(See Appendices L and M) 

Positive Advocacy; 
Self-advocacy; 
Policy level 
factor 

CI42 3/24/2011 

(Week 21) 

The PI presented the Bill of Rights for the Homeless to 
Mayor Taveras at the Civil Rights Roundtable. 

The PI asked Mayor Taveras (i) if he was aware of the 
abuse, harassment, and bullying experienced by shelter 
residents at the hands of the staff and security personnel 
charged with keeping them safe and (ii) if he would be 
willing to consider supporting the Bill of Rights for the 
Homeless as possible solution. 

He responded, “I thought you were going to say by other 
residents. No, I was not aware of that, and I would be 
willing to work with you on this issue.” 

The PI left a copy of the Bill of Rights with the leaders of 
the Roundtable to forward to the mayor. 

(See Appendices N and O) 

Positive Advocacy; 
Self-advocacy; 
Policy level 
factor 
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Appendix B: Operation First Step Program Guidelines 
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Appendix C: Operational/Compliance Audit of Provider A’s Operation First Step Program 
 

NON NEGOTIABLE EXPECTATIONS/STANDARDS OBSERVED COMPLIED POINTS EXPLANATION 

I. PROVIDER A’s TENANCY LIMIT     

1. Operation First Step will offer case management 
services in order to move guests towards self-
sufficiency and independent living within the six-
month tenancy at the emergency house/shelter. 

Y N 0 

(i) The PI found a discrepancy between the six-month tenancy limit 
stated in the handbook and the 30-day limit verbally mandated by 
the case advocates. 

 
(ii) Table 2 shows the follow lengths of stay: 

Client P1: 235 days, nearly 8 months 
Client P3: 314 days, nearly 10.5 months 
Client P5: 284 days, nearly 9.5 months 
Client P7: 194 days, nearly 6.5 months 
Client P9: 179 days, 5.97 months 
 

(iii) Critical Incidents CI3, CI12, CI14, CI19, CI22, CI23, CI32, and CI35 
(Appendix A) reveal a pattern of case advocates neglecting to 
fulfill their administrative duties. 

II. ADMISSION PROCEDURES     
2. Bags checked upon entrance and exit. Y Y 1 The PI’s bags were checked upon entry. All clients reported the same. 

3. Personal belongings limited for safety and must be 
kept to basic necessities. 

Y N 0 
The PI observed at least two clients whose belongings occupied more 
than their allotted space in the dorm. 

4. Upon leaving, clients must take all possessions. 
Personal belongings will be held for a maximum of 
7 days. Belongings abandoned for 8 days will be 
disposed of. 

Y Y 1 

A client exiting the shelter upon the PI’s entrance left her belongings 
for about one week. The PI and other clients were told by the Program 
Coordinator that those belongings were at risk of disposal. The client 
did return to retrieve most of the items in the large bags. However, the 
bags that were abandoned were disposed of by the Coordinator. Other 
clients exiting the shelter during the PI’s stay removed their belongings 
within 7 days. 

III. AT WILL CHECKS     
5. Staff may perform at-will site inspections of beds, 

bedrooms, and personal belongings. 
N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

IV. HOUSE/SHELTER EXIT PROCEDURES     
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6. Staff Responsibility Y N 0 No responsibilities are specified in the handbook. 

7. Guest Responsibility Y N 0 No responsibilities are specified in the handbook. 

V. CONFIDENTIALITY     

8. Staff is trained to maintain confidentiality.  All 
information you share is confidential within the 
Operation First Step Program. Some information 
may be shared with staff and Operation First Step 
Program stakeholders. 

Y N 0 

See Critical Incidents CI25 and CI32 in Appendix A. 

CI25: Client P7 reported that her Case Advocate met with her and a 
male resident at the same time. The Case Advocate discussed her 
charge and her case, which should have been kept private. 

CI32: Provider A’s HPRP Housing Locator brought her daughter to a 
private meeting between the PI and a rental agency. She divulged 
aspects of the PI’s case to the rental agent and her daughter. 

9. Staff will share information about you with people 
outside of agency only with your written 
permission. 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

10. Clients must also maintain confidentiality. Talking 
about someone you have met in this shelter with 
outsiders is never appropriate. 

N N/A 1 
It is not possible to determine what clients said away from the shelter. 
For the purposes of this study, the PI used codes in place of client 
names and only included personal details when relevant for analysis. 

VI. DRUGS and ALCOHOL GUIDELINES     

11. Illegal drugs and alcohol and drug paraphernalia 
are not allowed into the facility. 

Y N 0 
The PI witnessed drug-money exchanges taking place outside of the 
facility. Then, the receiving individual entered the facility. Other clients 
reported seeing drugs and drug use. One admitted to using drugs. 

12. Drug and alcohol screening will be performed 
randomly. 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

13. Refusal of mandated testing and treatment will 
result in immediate dismissal. 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

VII. MEDICATIONS     
14. All medications, prescriptions, and over the 

counter drugs are to be stored by Staff. 
Y N 0 

The PI observed that Operation First Step clients kept their medications 
and prescriptions within the dorm room. 

15. All medications and dosages will be logged by staff 
and reviewed by Case Manager. 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

VIII. SAFETY AND SECURITY Operation First Step is a safe, non-violent program. 

16. All guests must sign in and out. Y N 0 
The PI and other clients had to sign in at the end of the day. However, 
clients were not required to sign out. 

17. Weapons are not tolerated. Y Y 1 The PI did not observe any weapons. Clients did not report any issues. 
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18. Threats will not be tolerated. Y N/A 1 

Critical Incident CI28 details clients’ reports of Case Advocates making 
verbal “threats” to move them to another local shelter which was 
purported to be “worse” than Provider A’s. Although clients perceived 
these actions as threats, the actions do not fully meet the definition. 

19. Stealing will not be tolerated. Y Y 1 
Clients P3 and P7 reported an incident of stealing that occurred in 
January 2012. As a result, Client P4 was dismissed and placed in a 
residential treatment home. 

20. Fighting/verbal and physical abuse will not be 
tolerated. 

Y N 0 
Critical Incidents CI6, CI8, CI15, and CI26 highlight verbal abuse of 
clients by shelter staff. 

21. Sexual behavior/sexual harassment will not be 
tolerated. 

Y Y 1 
The PI did not observe nor did clients report any issues with sexual 
harassment or sexual behavior. 

22. Guests and staff are expected to interact with 
each other in a non-violent and non-threatening 
manner. The safety of each guest is important, 
therefore no abusive language, threats, or the use 
of intimidation is allowed. 

Y N 0 

Critical Incidents  CI6, CI8, CI15, CI26 highlight verbal abuse of clients by 
shelter staff. 
 
Critical Incidents CI4, CI22, CI28 further exemplify intimidation of 
clients by shelter staff. 

IX. SMOKING GUIDELINES     
23. The house/shelter is a smoke-free facility. 

Smoking in designated areas only. 
Y Y 1 

The PI observed that all smokers went outside to smoke. No smoking 
occurred in the dorm or living/kitchen area. 

24. No smoking in front of facility. Must be at least 50 
feet from the door. 

Y N 0 Smokers often stood next to the building’s front entrance. 

X. HOUSEKEEPING AND CHORES     

25. Guests must keep living area, their 
beds/bedroom, and kitchen area clean. 

Y Y 1 
Clients kept their belongings in an assigned trunk and cubby. Beds were 
made daily and dishes were regularly washed. The living areas were 
free of trash and debris. 

26. In house rules for chores posted. Y N 0 None were posted. 

27. Everyone is to participate in their room and house 
upkeep. 

Y Y 1 
All clients generally cleaned up after themselves both  in the dorm and 
in the living, kitchen, and bath areas. 

28. Chores assigned by staff. Y N 0 None were assigned. 

29. Staff responsible to make sure assigned chores 
completed in timely fashion. 

Y N 0 None were assigned. 

XI. DRESS CODE     
30. Clients must be appropriately and fully dressed 

when moving about the house. 
Y Y 1 

All clients wore appropriate clothing. Pajamas were worn only in the 
dorm room. 
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31. Absolutely no sleeping in the nude. Y N 0 One client regularly slept in the nude. No action was taken. 

32. Shoes or slippers must be worn at all times. Y Y 1 All clients wore appropriate footwear. 

XII. PERSONAL HYGIENE     
33. Clients must take daily showers. Y Y 1 All clients took showers daily. 

34. Clients responsible for disposal of sanitary 
products according to in-house rules. 

Y Y 1 All clients were in compliance. 

XIII. CURFEW and VISITORS     
35. Anytime you leave, we ask that you sign out, list 

the time leaving, destination, and estimated time 
of return.  

Y N 0 
Clients were not required to sign out and give this information. This 
action was only required when a client received a bus pass. 

36. Bus passes will be made available. Y Y 1 Clients needing a bus pass received one. 

37. A strict guideline for curfew established that has 
hours, days, and time for daily curfew sign ins and 
outs. 

Y Y 1 
The curfew guidelines were given to the PI upon intake and enforced 
by the front desk staff. Sign outs were not enforced as mentioned in 
Audit Item #35. 

XIV. LATE NIGHTS and OVERNIGHTS     
38. Only granted when required by a job. Y Y 1 One client regularly worked an overnight shift. 

39. All others are allowed only granted in emergency 
situations and preapproval. 

Y N 0 
Four clients regularly reported overnights with a significant other.  The 
PI observed the absences.  One of the clients did occasionally receive 
permission for a family emergency. 

XV. VISITORS and VISITING     

40. No visitors allowed in bedrooms. Y Y 1 No visitors were ever observed in the dorm room. 

41. Professionals may visit in designated areas. N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

XVI. BEDROOMS     

42. No electrical appliances, food, or beverages in 
bedrooms. 

Y Y 1 All clients complied with this regulation. 

43. Respect others’ privacy and property. Y Y 1 This policy was enforced by staff. See Audit Item #19. 

44. Staff must inspect all personal electrical items. 
Y N 0 

Several clients had hair dryers, curling irons, and electrical 
toothbrushes that were not inspected. 

45. Extension cords are not allowed. Y Y 1 No extension cords were present or in use. 

XVII. BUDGETING     

46. Work with Case Manager to set up realistic budget 
to save funds necessary to get into own housing. Y Y 1 

Only two clients worked while in the shelter. One client reported to the 
PI that she and her Case Advocate met to discuss budgeting. 
Information about the other is unknown. 
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47. Guests must save 40% of monthly income and put 
in money orders held by staff. 

Y N 0 Neither client reported saving any portion of their income. 

48. Residents receive receipt for each money order 
given to case manager. 

Y N 0 
Neither client reported purchasing money orders and giving them to 
the Case Advocate. 

XVIII. COMMUNITY SERVICE     
49. Guests are encouraged to plan for employment or 

community service with your agency or other 
outside organization. 

Y Y 1 

Several clients reported volunteering for the shelter in order to receive 
funds for necessary documents (e.g. birth certificates, etc.). One client 
volunteered elsewhere. 

XIX. CASE PLAN DEVELOPMENT Following the Case Plan is a condition for continued housing at the shelter. 
50. Each guest, along with Case Manager, will develop 

a Case Plan that outlines activities to be 
accomplished during stay in shelter. 

Y Y 1 
All clients reported that a case plan detailing the actions to be taken 
was developed with their Case Advocate.  

51. Guests are responsible for completing the 
activities assigned to you in the plan. 

Y N 0 

Clients completed the action steps assigned to them. However, some 
steps depended upon action that could only be taken by the Case 
Advocate.  Critical Incidents CI3, CI12, CI22, CI23, CI35 are examples of 
such situations. 

52. Guests required to attend all meetings, training 
programs, and workshops scheduled by the staff. 

Y N 0 
One client did not attend the Get Hired program as required. Proper 
action was taken. However, Critical Incidents CI19, CI20, and CI23 detail 
how staff obstructed client participation. 

XX. HOUSE MEETINGS     
53. House/shelter meetings are held regularly.  Y N 0 No meetings for the Operation First Step clients were held. 

54. Meeting with the Case Manager is a necessary 
part of your stay here and staff will make every 
effort to meet you after, or before, work hours. 

Y N 0 
Critical Incident CI23 provides examples of how Case Advocates 
scheduled meetings with clients, clients showed up, but Case 
Advocates were no shows on a regular basis. 

XXI. MEDICAL EMERGENCIES     
55. In the case of medical emergencies, the rescue 

will be called and you will be transported to the 
nearest hospital. 

Y Y 1 
The PI observed the rescue being called for a resident in the front 
lobby. The PI also received a report that Client P7 attempted suicide 
and was rushed to the hospital. 

XXII. MISCELLANEOUS     
56. Cell phones can be used in the shelter until lights 

out. 
Y Y 1 

All clients with cell phones were able to use them in the shelter. 

57. Guests found with pornographic or explicit 
material will be dismissed. 

Y Y 1 No guests were ever found with such material. 

58. Animals are not allowed in the shelter. Y Y 1 No animals were present in the shelter. 
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XXIII. NONCOMPLIANCE and DISCIPLINE     

59. Do not break or ignore Guidelines because you 
disagree with them. Discuss your concerns with 
staff. Any one or all of these actions by the guest 
or guest’s visitor could lead to immediate 
dismissal.  

Y N 0 

In this audit, clients and/or staff did not comply with: 
• Admission Procedures 

• Confidentiality 

• Drugs and Alcohol Guidelines 

• Medications 

• Safety and Security 

• Smoking Guidelines 

• Housekeeping and Chores 

• Dress Code 

• Curfew and Visitors 

• Late Nights and Overnights 

• Bedroom 

• Budgeting, Case Plan Development, House Meetings 
 
Only one client was dismissed. No corrective action was taken against 
staff for noncompliance. 

XXIV. Steps to Dismissal     
60. Failure to comply with the following list of items 

may be a reason for grounds for termination from 
the shelter unless that action does not reach the 
fourth offense. 

Y N 0 
The handbook does not contain a “following list of items” for this 
guideline. 

61. Guests when in violation will receive a verbal 
notice their first offense, written for the second 
and third, and will be dismissed from the shelter 
on their fourth offense. 

Y N 0 
The handbook does not contain a “following list of items” for this 
guideline. 

 

XXV. Warnings                                                  Warning Reasons: Bedtime, Case Plan Development, Chores, Curfew, House Meetings, Sign out 
62. A warning can be given to a shelter guest and/or 

visitor by the Operation First Step Program Case 
Manager when a violation of the rules occurs. 
There are no exceptions to this rule. 

Y N 0 

“Bedtime” is not detailed in the Guidelines handbook. As discussed in 
Audit Section XIX, Case Advocates frequently failed to comply with the 
Case Plan Development guidelines. No corrective action was taken. 
Moreover, staff did not follow the guidelines for chores, house 
meetings, and sign out (Audit Sections X, XIII, and XX). 

63. Guests will receive a verbal notice their first 
offense, written for the second and third, and will 

Y N 0 See Audit Item #62 
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be dismissed from the shelter on their fourth 
offense. 

XXVI. Immediate Dismissal     

Failure to comply with either one of these Reasons for Dismissal violations will be cause for immediate dismissal from the OFS Program: 
64. Break of confidentiality Y N 0 See Audit Item #8. Staff faced no disciplinary action. 

65. Unauthorized late nights and overnights Y N 0 See Audit Item #39. Clients were not dismissed. 

66. Drug and alcohol use Y N 0 See Audit Item #11. The client was not dismissed. 

67. Acts of violence Y Y 1 See Audit Section VIII. Violent behavior was not observed.  

68. Sexual harassment Y Y 1 See Audit Item #21 

69. Visitor’s violation of rules Y Y 1 See Audit Item #40 

70. Weapons 
Y Y 1 

See Audit Item #17 
 

XXVII. Grievance Procedure     
71. The shelter shall post the rights and 

responsibilities of shelter residents that shall 
include a mechanism for residents to present 
suggestions or grievances. 

Y N 0 
No such rights and responsibilities were posted in the Operation First 
Step living area or dorm or in the shelter main lobby. 

72. A copy of the grievance resolution and the results 
of any appeal shall be available to the resident 
and/or their authorized representative. 

Y N 0 
The PI never received a copy of the resolution for the grievance she 
filed in Critical Incident CI14. 

XXVII.i.     Shelter Client Grievance Procedures - Notice of Rules, Rights/Responsibilities and Conditions 

73. Oral and written—upon admittance to shelter, 
staff to review written list of rules, rights 
(including grievance procedure) and 
responsibilities with resident. 

Y Y 1 

The PI’s Case Advocate gave to and reviewed with her a copy of the 
Emergency Housing Guest Guidelines: The Operation First Step 
Program. All rules and responsibilities listed form the items for this 
audit. 

74. Rules to be posted in shelter. Y N 0 See Audit Item #71 

75. Community meetings to suggest 
clarification/modification of rules and to share 
common concerns shall be held at least once a 
month. 

Y N 0 
No community meetings to discuss rules and common concerns were 
held or orchestrated by staff. 

XXVII.ii.     Shelter Client Grievance Procedures – Types of Violations 
76. “Major” violation by resident may result in 

immediate discharge: physical violence, drugs, 
Y Y 1 

Client P4 was the only client immediately discharged for a major 
violation during the observation period.   
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substantial and disruptive intoxication, 
destruction or stealing of property, concealed 
weapons/firearms and failure to leave the 
premises on demand of staff. 

 
See Audit Item #19 

77. “Minor” violation by resident does not result in 
immediate discharge. However, a pattern of minor 
violations that continues after two written 
warnings may result in discharge. 

Y N 0 

The guidelines do not provide examples for minor violations. However, 
Critical Incident CI14 documents a pattern of complaints against Client 
P4 as a result of non-major violations. Yet, no action was taken until 
she was reported to be stealing from another client.  

78. Violation by shelter of health and safety standards 
or improper behavior. 

Y N 0 

Staff violated confidentiality, verbal abuse, and threatening behavior 
standards, as well as administrative responsibilities related to case 
management.  
 
See Audit Items #8, 20, 22, 51, 52, 54 
 
 

XXVII.iii.     Shelter Client Grievance Procedures – Warnings for Rule Violations 
79. Written warnings for all violations, major and 

minor (minor violations can be initiated by oral 
warning, but written notice should follow 
promptly). 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

80. Checklist-type form should be developed and 
placed in resident file (with copy to resident). 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

81. A copy of all written warnings should be given to 
the client within 24 hours. 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

XXVII.iv.     Shelter Client Grievance Procedures – Grievance/Appeals Process 

82. A form should be available for residents who wish 
to file grievances appealing decisions to discharge 
them, or to complain about conditions and/or 
staff. 

Y Y 1 
The PI and at least Client P7 requested and received grievance forms to 
file complaints against another client. 

83. Such grievances should be responded to in  a 
timely manner and in writing, so a record can be 
kept of the results of the grievance. 

Y N 0 
For Critical Incident CI14, the PI did receive any response until she 
explicitly asked her Case Advocate. The PI did not receive a written 
response.  

84. Any person who is barred for more than a six-
month period may make an appeal six months 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 
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from the date of his or her discharge, and again 
every six months after. 

85. If a grievance is not resolved to the resident’s 
satisfaction, the resident may present the 
grievance to a 3-person external review 
committee. 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

86. Failing successful mediation, a hearing will be held 
with the three hearing officers, the person filing 
the grievance, and a representative of the 
affected agency. 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 

87. The committee will then make a written 
recommendation for the resolution of the 
grievance to the Office of Homelessness for 
resolution at the next monthly meeting. 

N N/A 1 This standard could not be observed or verified. 
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Appendix D: Bill of Rights for the Homeless 
 

Proposed Rhode Island Bill of Rights for the Homeless 

Introduced by: International Freedom Coalition 

Developed by: Sapphire Jule King, MAEd 

November 26, 2010 

Section 1: Summary 

BILL SUMMARY 

Establishes the Bill of Rights for the Homeless Act which designates “housing status” as a prohibited 

ground of discrimination, abuse, and harassment. 

PURPOSE OR GENERAL IDEA OF BILL 

This bill would develop a consumer-centered system of human rights-based principles and practices to 

ensure that educational, employment, and service programs are free from either conscious or 

inadvertent bias, discrimination, abuse, and harassment often levied against homeless individuals and 

families at shelters, meal sites, public and private agencies, on the street, and in any other places where 

homeless individuals may be found. 

Section 2: Rights of homeless individuals, clients, or residents. 

No person’s rights, privileges, or access to public or private services may be denied or abridged solely 

because he or she is homeless. Such a person shall be granted the same rights and privileges as any 

other citizen of this State. These rights include but are not limited to the following: 

1. The right to receive safe, appropriate, courteous, and high quality care, shelter, and services in a 

timely manner with consideration, dignity, respect, and equality by all. 

2. The right to access emergency medical health services in any health care facility doing business in 

this State in a timely manner with consideration, dignity, respect, and equality by all. 

3. The right to receive public services or accommodations offered to any other citizen of this State in 

accordance with established eligibility guidelines for those services. 

4. The right to be free from: 

(i) discrimination on the basis of race or color, religion, sex, disability, age, sexual orientation, 

gender identity or expression, country of ancestral origin, housing status or perceived housing 

status by public and private entities, shelters, service providers and their staff or other clients 

or residents; and 

(ii) threats or coercion; mental, emotional, verbal, or physical abuse; harassment, intimidation or 

bullying; stalking or cyberstalking; physical punishment; damage to or theft of property; or 

exploitation of any kind by public and private entities, shelters, service providers and their 

staff, or other clients or residents. 

5. As a condition to receive services or shelter, the right to refuse being categorized or labeled with an 

addiction, mental illness, disability, or other health-related issues which occurred in the person’s 

past but is inaccurate or inappropriate for describing his or her present emotional, mental, or 
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physical health; and not to be subjected to discrimination, reprisal, or denial of shelter or services 

for doing so. 

6. The right to accept or refuse care and services and to be informed of the consequences of that 

action. 

7. Any person denied products or services shall be offered the opportunity to be given the reason for 

such denial in writing within a reasonable period of time. 

8. The right to not be coerced or penalized in any way for not taking any medication or for not 

undergoing any medical treatment that has not been authorized by a qualified physician. 

9. The right to access his or her own medications and appropriate medical treatment. 

10. The right to have access to his or her personal and clinical records. 

11. The right to employment and training opportunities in accordance with his or her interests and 

abilities. 

12. The right to vote, which may not be denied solely based upon the person’s housing status, 

notwithstanding any provision of the Election Code. 

13. The right to live in any community in this State in which he or she can afford to live. 

14. The right to choose a type of living arrangements in accordance with local regulations without 

harassment or interference from any other citizen or from any public or private entity. 

15. The right of visitation with family members, friends, clergy, and professional or public consultants 

notwithstanding the person’s living arrangements, as long as the visitation does not interfere with 

the smooth operation of the person’s place of residence. 

16. The right to manage his or her own personal finances notwithstanding his or her living 

arrangements, unless (i) the person voluntarily signs a written agreement, sworn to and witnessed 

before a notary public, authorizing an individual or agency to manage his or her finances, (ii) the 

person resides in a shelter for homeless persons and has enrolled in a savings program designed to 

provide rent money upon the person’s departure from the shelter, or (iii) the person has been ruled 

or adjudicated by a court of competent jurisdiction to be incompetent to manage his or her financial 

affairs. 

17. In the case of a group living arrangement or long-term care facility, the right to receive and sign any 

check, voucher, or other warrant or legal tender issued in his or her name before the moneys may 

be expended by the person’s landlord or a public or private agency, unless the person waives the 

right in a writing sworn to before a notary public. If the person is unable to sign his or her name, the 

person may make his or her signature with an “X” that is witnessed by 2 other persons not 

employed or directly associated with the landlord or agency, preferably a relative or guardian of the 

person or someone designated by the person beforehand. 

18. The right to have his or her personal and clinical records treated and maintained in a confidential 

manner and to be advised by the agency of its policies and procedures regarding disclosure of 

personal and clinical records. Homeless shelters shall obtain a voluntary written release from a 

homeless person prior to disclosing any personal information regarding the homeless person, 
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including, but not limited to, name, social security number, and birth date, except in aggregate form. 

The right to confidentiality of records includes the dissemination of materials to other agencies, 

either private or public, for any experimental research or investigational activities. The homeless 

person shall be given the option of whether to release records via informed consent, based on 

guidelines from the Office of Human Research Protections, United States Department of Health and 

Human Services. 

19. A person shall not be required to waive these rights, via a release of information, in exchange for the 

goods or services of the provider. 

20. Clients’ or residents’ rights shall be conspicuously posted and a copy of these rights shall be given to 

any client or resident upon request. 

21. The right to assistance in obtaining legal representation to protect these rights. 

22. The right to voice his or her grievances through a documented grievance mechanism established by 

the shelter, meal site, or service provider involving clients or residents, staff, and relatives or 

authorized representatives of clients or residents, which will insure clients’ or residents’ freedom 

from discrimination, abuse, exploitation, reprisal, coercion, harassment, intimidation, or bullying; to 

be advised on how to voice grievances; and not to be subjected to discrimination or reprisal for 

doing so. The grievance procedure shall include provisions for appeal. 

23. The right to voice grievances regarding treatment or care that is (or fails to be) furnished, or 

regarding the lack of respect for the client or resident or the client’s or resident’s property by 

anyone who is furnishing services on behalf of a shelter, meal site, or service provider; to be advised 

on how to voice grievances; and not to be subjected to discrimination or reprisal for doing so. The 

grievance procedure shall include provisions for appeal. 

24. When a person has presented to a shelter, meal site, or service provider an internal complaint 

alleging a violation of the rights under this chapter, the shelter, meal site, or service provider shall 

be required to disclose in a timely manner in writing to that client or resident the disposition of the 

complaint, including a description of any action taken in resolution of the complaint, provided 

however no other personnel information shall be disclosed to the complainant. 

25. Housing status or perceived housing status shall be added as a protected class in the State’s statues 

regarding: Fair Employment Practices, Harassment at Institutions of Higher Education, Hotels and 

Public Places, and Fair Housing Practices. 

Section 3: Definitions 

(1) “Housing status” means (i) the type of housing in which an individual resides or (ii) the status of 

having or not having a fixed or regular residence, including the status of living on the streets, in a 

shelter, or in a temporary residence. 

(2)  “Homeless” means a person or persons who (i) are undomiciled, with no address or regular 

residence (ii) or resides in a place not designed for regular sleeping accommodation, a shelter, a 

residential program for victims of domestic violence, or in a hotel/motel on a temporary basis. 

(3) “Abuse” means (i) any assault as defined in the state’s general laws; (ii) any conduct which harms or 

is likely to physically harm the client or resident except where the conduct is a part of the care and 
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treatment, and in furtherance of the health and safety of the patient or resident; or (iii) intentionally 

engaging in a pattern of harassing conduct which causes or is likely to cause emotional or 

psychological harm to a client or resident, including but not limited to, ridiculing or demeaning a 

client or resident, making derogatory or abrasive remarks to a client or resident, cursing directed 

towards a client or resident, or threatening to inflict physical or emotional harm on a client or 

resident. 

(4) “Stalking” means harassing a client or resident or willfully, maliciously and repeatedly following a 

client or resident with the intent to place that client or resident in reasonable fear of bodily injury. 

(5) “Cyberstalking” means transmitting any communication by computer to any client or resident or 

causing any client or resident to be contacted for the sole purpose of harassing that client or 

resident or his or her family. 

(6) “Harassing” or “Harassment, intimidation or bullying” means following a knowing and willful course 

of conduct directed at a specific client or resident with the intent to seriously alarm, annoy, or 

bother the client or resident, and which serves no legitimate purpose. The course of conduct must 

be such as would cause (i) a reasonable person to suffer substantial emotional distress, be in 

reasonable fear of harm to his or her person, or be in reasonable fear of damage to his or her 

property; or (ii) is sufficiently severe, persistent or pervasive that it creates an intimidating, 

threatening, or abusive environment for a client or resident. 

(7) “Course of conduct” means a pattern of conduct composed of a series of acts over a period of time, 

evidencing a continuity of purpose. Constitutionally protected activity is not included within the 

meaning of “course of conduct.” 

 

 

International Freedom Coalition. (2010a). Bill of Rights for the Homeless. Retrieved October 13, 2011, 

from http://strongfamiliesnow.org/blog/bill-of-rights-for-the-homeless/ 
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Appendix E: First Proposal of Bill of Rights for the Homeless 
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Appendix F: Thank You Letter to HPRP Case Manager 
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Appendix G: Discrimination Complaint to Commission for Human Rights 
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Appendix H: Letter to NAACP-Providence Branch President & Response 
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Appendix I: HPRP Denial Letter 
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Appendix J: HPRP Complaint Letter 
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Appendix K: HPRP Complaint Response 
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Appendix L: Response from RI Commission for Human Rights 
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Appendix M: Invite to Sen. Tassoni for Human Rights Commission Meeting 
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Appendix N: RSVP for Civil Rights Roundtable with Mayor Taveras 

 
  



Power in Homeless Shelter Staff-Client Interactions: Influence on Length of Stay 
Sapphire Jule King, M.A.Ed. 

 
 

 

 Page 
95 

 
Copyright © 2011. International Freedom Coalition. All rights reserved.  

Appendix O: Civil Rights Roundtable Mayor Meeting Follow-up 
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Appendix P: Online Petition Social Media Campaign 
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Appendix Q: Bill Presentation and Formal Introduction in Senate 
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Appendix R: Formal Support Request to RI Civil Rights Roundtable 
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Appendix S: Formal Support Letter from RI Civil Rights Roundtable 
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