
 

 

Are you interested in learning more about volunteering at the IHN family 

shelter? Here are answers to frequently asked questions! 

1. What is IHN? 
IHN stands for In the Hour of Need Family Shelter. It is a shelter for up to six families who are 

experiencing homelessness. Volunteers from local communities of faith and other local 

organizations (like colleges) volunteer in the evenings and overnight to involve the community 

while keeping staffing costs down. 

This is not an emergency shelter. Guests must be able and willing to follow the rules and 

guidelines of the house (like no alcohol use). The shelter does not take walk-in guests. 

For more information on IHN, please visit the website: https://www.ihnworcester.org/ 

2. How does First Unitarian support IHN? 
For the past 20 years, First Unitarian members have supported IHN by volunteering their time 

and providing monetary support. 

We volunteer in shifts for three weeks each year. This year, we will cover three weeks, one week 

each in October, February and August.  

 

Our next weeks are: 
February 18-24, 2024 
August 4-10, 2024 

 

3. What are the volunteer shifts? 
Evenings: 5:30 PM- 8:30 PM 

Overnight: 8:30 PM to 6:30 AM on weekdays and 8:30 AM on weekends. (There is a private room 

for sleeping.) 

4. What do volunteers do during the shifts? 
Volunteers are the responsible adult in the house. The primary role of volunteers is to be on-site 

in case of emergencies (calling 911 in case of an emergency). Beyond that, here are descriptions 

of what volunteers do. 

• Evening shift (5:30 PM to 8:30 PM): Volunteers can either hang out in the office, or come 

prepared with an activity they like to do, such as: 

o Read books to kids, teach people how to play chess, cook a special dessert (apple crisp) 

with ingredients brought from home, or just hang out in the office and respond to 

questions. 

https://www.ihnworcester.org/


• Overnight shift (8:30 PM until morning, 6:30 AM on weekdays and 8:30 AM on weekends): 

Volunteers will sleep overnight. Guests will knock on the office door if they need something, 

like medication or a tool like a screwdriver.  

o Answer the door if the doorbell rings since the doors are always locked.  

o Volunteers can let the telephone go to voicemail.  Experienced volunteers might 

answer it. 

5. Do the volunteers cook the meals? 

No! Parents prepare and serve their own meals to their own family.  

6. Do the volunteers administer medications?  

No! Parents administer prescription medications to their family.  If they are out of over-the-

counter meds, there is a box with some common things on the shelves of the office. 

7. How late do families stay up at night? 
Families usually are in their rooms by 8:30 PM, especially on school nights. 

8. Where do overnight volunteers sleep? 
o Volunteers sleep in the office on a twin-size cot that they roll in from the laundry room next 

to the office. They should bring a sleeping bag or sheets and a pillow. There are blankets on 

the back of the couch to borrow, or you can bring your own.  

o There is also a full-size couch in the living room which is comfortable. 

9. I have never done this before. Is there training?  
Yes! Each volunteer needs to be trained. 

o There is also a green volunteer book with information for volunteers that is on-site. The book 

has information such as a Wi-Fi code, and a  brief summary and a photo of each of the six 

families in the house. It also has a log for each volunteer to write a note about the evening 

activity or any problems or concerns that have come up. It is often as simple as "Quiet night, 

no problems", or “out of paper towels in the closet.” 

10. Who relieves overnight staff in the morning?  
Sheri Linn (Director) arrives at 6:30 AM on weekday mornings. Pat or Kerry (weekend staff) will 

come in at 8:30 AM on weekends. 

11. Can more than one person volunteer at the same time? 
Yes! We do need an adult (someone who is at least 18 years old) who has had the training to be 

at the house. It would be great for teens to come with them.   

Usually there is just one volunteer for an overnight, but the system was set up to have two. The 

two twin-size cots will fit in the office but it might be snug. Or, one person can sleep in the office 

and one on the couch in the living room.  

 



 

12. What is the most difficult situation that a part volunteer has 

encountered? 
The evenings and overnight shifts are typically peaceful. 

The worst thing that has happened to me on a shift is that a woman who was at the shelter with her 

baby had her partner appear at the back door. He was angry and shouting for her. I did not open the 

door to him and was about to call the police when she came downstairs. She gave him what he 

wanted—all the photos of her and the baby and her tore them up and then left. (Volunteer) 

There was a fight between two of the guests. (I wasn't there but heard about it). The Director was 

called (her number is at the front of the volunteer book) and she spoke to each of the 

adults. (Volunteer) 

13. Can teens volunteer and earn community service hours for school? 
Yes! Kids and teens can come with a trained adult during the evenings and can earn community 

service hours for school.  

14. Can BYKOTA and YRU2 volunteers as groups? 
Yes! Kids and teens can volunteer with adults during the evening hours. They can also  make a 

plan to do things on weekend day, like rake, or help organize, clean, or sometimes paint.  

 

15. Who has volunteered at First Unitarian? 
Many people actively volunteer at IHN! Liz Gustavson has coordinated volunteers for over 20 

years at First Unitarian.  

 

16. How can I volunteer? Who is the contact at First Unitarian? 
Amy Borg (borga8698@gmail.com) is the new First Unitarian coordinator. Please reach out with 

any questions, or to sign up. Each volunteer needs to complete a CORI form if they have not 

already completed one at church. A person interested in volunteering can complete the form 

during training. A copy of the driver’s license is needed. It only takes 1-2 days to get back. 
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