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Family Homelessness 
 
Being without a safe, warm place to sleep, eat and care for children; being without 
the security of familiar people and belongings, this is homelessness. The loss of a 
home is a crisis for anyone. Especially for families parents who must endure the 
heartache of being unable to provide a secure environment for their children. 
Without a home, children are deprived one of most basic resources required for 
healthy development. The saddest statistic is that one out of every four homeless 
people is a child. 
 
Until recent years, many people believed that only alcoholics and severely 
mentally ill people could become homeless. These stereotypes never did 
accurately portray the homeless population. They definitely do not reflect today's 
reality as families with young children now account for up to 40 percent of the 
homeless population and make up its fastest growing segment. 
 
There may be many individual reasons for a family's homelessness but the root 
cause largely stems from the lack of affordable housing. Hundreds of thousands of 
American families have found themselves falling in the growing gap between 
family income and the cost of a home. Low-income renters are often only one 
paycheck or calamity away from homelessness. The loss of a job, an increase in 
rent, the onset of sudden illness, gentrification of a neighborhood, the absence of 
family supports; any one of these can drive a family into homelessness.  
 
Fortunately there are many thousands of people who believe that homelessness is 
unacceptable.  In concert with many partners through the RCEFS network, we will 
assist homeless families and work together to provide permanent solutions. 
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The Role of Volunteers 
 
The success of the RCEFS program depends on the effort and enthusiasm of 
hundreds of volunteers. They perform a variety of tasks necessary to provide a 
safe and comfortable temporary home for guests. Volunteers express your 
hospitality by interacting with guests, treating guest families with dignity and 
respect, and showing genuine concern for their well-being. Without volunteers 
there would be no program.  
 
Volunteers come from host congregations and sometimes from support 
congregations. Although most hosts are adults, youth can participate as well, 
particularly with arranging activities for young children and helping older children 
with schoolwork. The following are the main types of RCEFS volunteers. Keep in 
mind your congregation may have more, as alternate volunteers and services for 
resident guests are encouraged. 
 
Evening Hosts (3-4 per shift, evening shift operates from 6 p.m. to 10 p.m.) 

• Work with staff to help maintain consistent policies and procedures 
• Assist staff with welcoming resident families  
• Provide appropriate social interaction with adults and children living in shelter  
• Offer families fun or creative activities such as games, crafts, etc. 
• Ensure confidentiality at all times 
• Direct/assign families to their sleeping areas 
• Assist children with homework or other learning opportunities   
• Serve as an outlet if a family member wishes to discuss issues they are facing 
• Observe and report any rule infractions to staff 

 
Overnight Hosts (1-2 per shift, overnight shift operates from 10 p.m. to 6 
a.m.) 

• Work with staff to help maintain consistent policies and procedures 
• To ensure resident guests are in their appropriate sleeping areas with their family at 

lights out 
• Assist staff with waking resident guests  
• To address any issues that may arise overnight 
• Provide appropriate social interaction with adults and children living in shelter  
• Submission of volunteer timesheet after each shift 
• Ensure confidentiality at all times 
• Observe and report any rule infractions to staff     2 



   

  Role of volunteers (cont’d) 
 
Some congregations may opt to enlist the help of volunteers to help with specific 
aspects of their host week. Here are some alternate volunteer ideas: 
 

Alternate Volunteer Opportunities 
 
Supplies- Volunteers either purchase or coordinate donations of certain supplies 
needed for the shelter to operate. 
 
Activities- Volunteers plan and organize special activities and events such as arts 
and crafts projects, video parties, birthday parties etc. 
 
Family Resource Center- Volunteers are invaluable additions to the daytime 
Family Resource center. There they can continue engaging resident families and 
help them job search, write and update resumes or other activities that help them 
on a path of independence. 
 
 
 
Site Coordinators 
 
Volunteer hosts are supported at their host site by other volunteers who serve as 
site coordinators. Each congregation has a primary site coordinator with the 
responsibility for managing the host week. Some congregations may choose to 
enlist several assistant coordinators that manage specific responsibilities, such as 
donations, supplies, snacks, and scheduling. 
 
Coordinators serve as managers of the program within their congregations. They 
should communicate regularly with other volunteers to ensure that the host week 
runs smoothly. Volunteer hosts should report problems or unusual incidents to the 
site coordinator for follow up. 
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How can I help? 
 
By understanding my role… 
We all want to know the best ways to help. RCEFS volunteers help most when 
they understand their roles: As members of a host congregation, they have offered 
their congregations facility as a temporary home. As hosts you support homeless 
families on the path to independence. Although volunteers cannot solve all the 
guest’s problems, volunteers’ small acts of kindness make a difference in the lives 
of the homeless families they serve 
 
By providing a temporary home… 
Homelessness disrupts life beyond all measure. Host congregations invite guests 
to use their facilities as their temporary home. During the host week, when 
volunteers enter their house of worship, they’re entering their guests’ home. By 
experiencing their congregation’s facilities in this way, volunteers identify with 
the needs of guests. 
 
By seeing beyond stereotypes… 
The RCEFS’s success lies in the ability of its volunteers to put a human face on 
the tragedy of homelessness and to develop relationships with guests based on 
mutual respect. 
 
By striving for understanding… 
Volunteers need to understand that guests are going through what may be the most 
severe crisis of their lives. Each person deals with this trauma in a different way. 
Some individuals are optimistic and open about their situations, while others feel 
ashamed humiliated and alienated. However guests cope with their displacement 
they find themselves dependent upon others to support their basic needs and the 
needs of their children. Many homeless families feel helpless and frustrated and 
express these feelings by withdrawing or acting out in an angry matter. Some may 
find it difficult to accept the goodwill of volunteers or to show appreciation. 
Volunteers need to recognize and be sensitive to the frustration and anger the 
guests may feel. 
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How can I help? (cont’d) 
 

By not judging… 
Volunteers should try to overcome the normal tendency to judge or criticize. 
Guests and volunteers may have different lifestyles and values; it is the volunteer’s 
task to forego these differences and relate to guests as individuals worthy of trust, 
respect, and utmost courtesy. An ability to see life from another perspective is an 
especially useful attitude for all volunteers. 
 
By being a good listener… 
While volunteers are not counselors, they do need to employ the listening skills of 
good counselors: reflecting back, clarifying, and summarizing what they hear. 
Good listeners don't assume that others think as they do; they listen more than they 
talk; they don't need to express an opinion on everything that’s said. By becoming 
adept listeners, volunteers can help guests begin to work through the challenges 
they face 
 
By respecting privacy… 
Guests will meet dozens of volunteers during their stay in the program. For this 
reason especially volunteers need to take their cues from guests. Volunteers should 
introduce themselves and be friendly, but not pry or hover. Guests who want to 
talk are not usually shy about it. Volunteers should respect those who don't. 
 
By focusing on strengths… 
As volunteers develop relationships with guests, volunteers become a helping 
force by focusing on guests’ strengths and capabilities. This focus helps to create 
empowerment, or state of mind in which an individual feels personal power as a 
result of confidence and self-esteem. As guests begin to feel empowered, they 
mobilize their own internal and external resources to take action solve problems. 
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How can I help? (cont’d) 
 
By understanding my limits… 
At times, volunteers may feel helpless in the face of seemingly insurmountable 
problems in guests’ lives. To temper any disappointment, is vital that volunteers 
remain clear about their role. They are not counselors or professional problem 
solvers. At most, volunteers encounter guests a few times a week every two or 
three months. The role of volunteers is not to solve but to serve. The goal of 
RCEFS volunteers must be to provide a secure, homelike environment where 
guests can focus on their needs and take action to solve problems. Volunteers may 
make many contributions to homeless families, but their greatest contribution is 
the kindness they offer. 
 
By adopting the hospitality code… 
Just as guests are asked to comply with a set of guidelines, volunteer hosts are 
asked to observe the RCEFS hospitality code. The code summarizes the religious 
coalition's ideology of treating families with dignity and respect. All volunteers 
should be familiar with the hospitality code and try to live by it in their 
relationships with guests. 
 
 

                  Volunteer Do’s and Don’ts 
 
DO:       DON’T:     
 
- Introduce yourself to initiate conversations - Try too hard, just be yourself 
- Be warm, friendly and approachable  - Dig for information 
- Share your experiences    - Ask lots of questions 
- Let your guest know you care and why - Take it personally if a guest is    
- Listen and reflect back       nonresponsive  
- Observe guest actions and body language         - Push religion or politics 
  for cues on how to approach a guest  - Try to read between the lines 
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RCEFS Hospitality Code 
 

1. It's nice to hear your name, learn the name of our guests and talk to them whenever you 
have a chance. 
 

2. Labeling people creates invisible barriers. Remember that guests are  
guests, not "the homeless". Labeling whether spoken, or printed on a posted sign creates 
divisions that can foster a climate of "us" and "them". 

  
3. Personal questions can be tough to answer, so don't put guests in awkward positions by 

asking personal questions. If guests need to talk, give them the chance, but don't pry. 
 

4. We all like to keep some things to ourselves. All information about guests   
 is confidential. Don't discuss guest situations with other people. 

 
5. Everyone can use a little privacy. Our houses of worship become temporary homes for 

our guests. “Knock” by announcing yourself before entering a guest's area. 
 

6. Sometimes we need to spend time alone. Respect guests need for quiet times alone or 
with family. 

 
      7.  We all have bad days. Depression, sadness, and hopelessness may come.  
           Allow guests the space to deal with their emotions. Be prepared to forgive   
           outbursts without judging guests ungrateful. 
 

8. We understand and care for our children. Allow guests to do the same.   
Avoid contradicting guests’ instructions to their children. Always ask parents permission 
before giving things to children. 

 
9. Parents need a break. Offer to tutor, play with, and plan activities for   

interested children while their parents take a break. 
 

10. Adult guests should be treated like adults. Although our guests are in  
situations that may make them temporarily dependent on others, remember that they are 
adults who are capable of making their own decisions 
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Policy and Procedures 
 
Guest Guidelines 
All guests are required to read, sign and abide by the Guest Guidelines. Volunteers 
should become very familiar with the rules to be able to effectively monitor shelter 
guests. All volunteers should immediately report any observed rule infraction or 
harm-causing factor to their site coordinator or RCEFS staff for follow-up. These 
guidelines are also posted in all host sites. 
 
Volunteer Guidelines 
As guests do, volunteers also have a set of rules they must abide by. These must be 
adhered to in their entirety. The rules focus on a standard set of policies formed to 
keep volunteers, staff and guests safe. A volunteer may be removed from serving 
in the RCEFS if found to be in violation of these rules.  
 
Housekeeping  
Guests and volunteers should share the responsibility for keeping the living and 
sleeping areas clean and comfortable. At the Saturday orientation meeting, site 
coordinators should review the list of daily chores with the guests, sign up 
individual guests for specific jobs, and post a chore sheet for the week. 
 

Chores should include the following: 
 

- After snack clean up (if your congregation is providing this) 
- Sweeping or vacuuming the hospitality area(s) 
- Cleaning up toys before bedtime 
- Cleaning and checking the bathrooms in the morning and in the evening 

 
Recreational Events and Activities 
Planned activities on a limited basis provide a nice break for guest families. When 
the weather is pleasant, the site or activities coordinator may decide to arrange 
outdoor activities, such as visiting a playground, playing basketball or kickball, or 
other recreational activity. In the winter, videos, board games, puzzles, books, an 
arts and craft materials may be a more suitable activity. 
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Policy and Procedures (cont’d) 
 
Activities are great, but it's important to remember that school children have 
homework to do, and adult guests are often tired and want to relax in the evening. 
Monday through Friday, activity should be kept low-key so that guests can attend 
to their responsibilities and still have time to rest and relax. 
 
Donations  
Volunteers often want to donate clothes, furniture, and household items to guests. 
However, space constraints often limit what can be stored in the program. 
Therefore, unless a guest has an immediate need for certain apparel, donations 
should not be made until a guest has found a permanent home. 
 
Medications and Medical Needs 
To safeguard children and other guests, prescriptions and other over-the-counter 
medications will be kept in a lock box. The RCEFS will provide a lock box in 
which to store medications. Hosts will not be responsible for dispensing any 
medication, as staff will handle all instances of medication dispensing for over the 
counter and prescription medications. A first-aid kit will also be on hand at all 
times. Volunteer hosts must never recommend any medication, as guests must 
make their own decisions. 

If a guest develops a contagious disease or illness the RCEFS director will make 
other arrangements for the guests until the period of contagion is over. If there is 
an injury or any other need for a volunteer or guest to be in contact with blood or 
other bodily fluids protective gloves must be worn. A supply of gloves will be 
kept at the host congregation’s site along with other supplies. Any areas soiled by 
blood or other bodily fluids must be thoroughly cleaned with a solution of one part 
bleach to ten parts water. Documents in your manual cover this as well as the 
Universal Precautions sheet and should be posted in all host sites.  

Intake process 
Potentially eligible families will be interviewed at the Religious Coalition where 
the screening process will take place. A roster of approved resident families will 
be given to your Site Coordinator and will be updated as needed. The shelter will 
provide a daily resident log that highlights and instructs about any notable changes 
or issues a resident family may be experiencing.     9 



   

Policies and Procedures (cont’d) 
 
Admission Denial: 
 
From the time the shelter screening takes place at the Coalition, until the 
admission time at your site, it may be possible that a household member becomes 
intoxicated. Per the Guest Contract, alcohol and drug use is prohibited while 
residing in RCEFS. All adult residents will be breathalyzed by staff nightly. Any 
adult who registers a positive alcohol screen will be denied admission and likely 
exited from the program. Adults are also subject to an initial and random 
urinalysis throughout the program. Additionally, if a household member is 
exhibiting signs of intoxication that is not alcohol related, the Shelter Director will 
be contacted and that household member may be denied admission. Any 
admission denials or discharges for substance use or any other rule infraction will 
be handled exclusively by staff.    
  
Child Safety 
 
No one can ignore the fact that sometimes children are abused emotionally or physically. 
No one ever wants this to happen to any child. The Religious Coalition encourages all 
host sites to use common sense and best-practice to guard against the possibility that a 
resident child would be abused in a site.  
 
The Volunteer Guidelines are not meant to suggest that children are at special risk in a 
host site of being abused, but rather to help protect children from abuse by deterring 
would-be abusers and eliminating situations in which abuse can occur. These guidelines 
also protect well-meaning adults from unfounded accusations. 
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Volunteer Guidelines 
 

- The basic rule is that no one adult will be left alone with any number of 
children that are not directly related to the adult on the church property.  

 
- Parents may never leave children unattended at any host site. 
 
- Parents must be made aware of their child’s involvement in a group 

activity. 
 
- If an emergency occurs, the adult will choose (if possible) someone 

(staff, volunteer, resident) to temporarily supervise the child until the 
alternate childcare provider is reached. If the adult is unable to choose, 
staff will supervise the child until the alternate provider is reached.  

 
- Volunteers will not transport residents in their own vehicles. All 

transportation will be provided by the Religious Coalition 
 
- A volunteer will immediately report to staff any observed event that is 

witnessed that could cause harm to any resident guest or volunteer 
 

- Volunteers may not spend time with shelter guests outside of the host 
site or day site without the approval of the RCEFS Director 

 
- Volunteers should never discipline or punish any of the children 

residing in the program 
 

- Volunteers may never give residents money 
 

- Volunteers may never ask residents for money or personal items 
 

- Volunteers should never take a picture or video of shelter guests without 
permission from the guest 

 
- Volunteers are expected to dress in appropriate, respectful attire. Dress 

comfortably be please no revealing clothing 
 

- We expect all staff and volunteers to exhibit professional behavior that 
is appropriate for children at all times 
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Communicable Disease Control Hand Washing 
 

SCOPE AND PURPOSE: Hand washing is the single most effective and least costly 
way to reduce the spread of infections, including the common cold, hepatitis A, food 
borne illnesses, and many other viral and bacterial diseases. Shelter environment 
should encourage and support good hand hygiene. 

 
RESPONSIBILITIES: 
 
Sites shall: 
• Have sinks and hand washing facilities that are easily accessible to 

staff and participants. 
• Have sinks that are kept in good repair, drain properly, and have 

both hot and cold water. 
• Have soap dispensers that contain soap and are in good working 

order.   
• Have disposable towels available. 
• Have facial tissues available for staff volunteers and participants. 

Tissues help contain sneezes and coughs and provide a barrier for 
hands.  Trash cans should be available for proper disposal of tissues. 

 
Volunteers and staff shall: 
• Wash and/or sanitize hands upon entering the shelter.  This will 

effectively reduce the number of germs entering the shelter.  Alcohol-
based hand rub dispensers installed at entry areas encourage this 
practice. 

• NOT use cloth towels or re-use paper towels. 
• Model and encourage good hand hygiene. 
• Wash hands immediately after using the toilet. 
• Wash hands before preparing, serving, or eating food.   
• Instruct shelter participants and volunteers who prepare or serves 

food to wash their hands ahead of time. 
• Wash their hands before and after providing any “hands on” 

assistance to shelter participants. 
• Wash hands after handling shelter participant’s unwashed clothing or 

bedding. 
• Wear aprons/coveralls and gloves when handling soiled laundry to 

reduce risk of infection. 
• Wear gloves when handling shelter participant’s belongings to reduce 

risk of infection from bacteria, viruses, lice or mites, and to reduce 
risk of infection by needle stick. 

 
 
 
 
 



   

Standard Precautions as it Relates to Infection Control 
 

SCOPE AND PURPOSE: Homeless shelter staff and volunteers who may possibly 
face contact with bodily fluids or other potentially infectious materials as a result of 
performing their job duties. To provide guidelines to agency management, staff, and 
volunteers regarding the use of Standard Precautions to minimize the risk of 
employees and volunteers coming in contact with bodily fluids which may contain 
blood-borne pathogens as well as other infectious agents. 

 
RESPONSIBILITIES: 
 
Agency and Employees shall: 
• Provide opportunity for everyone to be trained in the control of 

infectious disease (including blood borne pathogens) as it pertains to 
the shelter setting. 

• Provide all equipment needed to achieve appropriate hand washing 
(hot and cold running water, soap, paper towels).  This equipment 
should be accessible to employees at all times. 

• Provide employees with reasonable access to personal protective 
apparel such as latex gloves (nitrile gloves must be made available in 
all situations for employees with sensitivity to latex), goggles, 
protective gowns, and CPR shields. 

• Have a plan in place for post-exposure to potentially infectious 
materials and employees will be trained in its use. 

• Outline basic procedures for all employee duties that may involve 
contact with bodily fluids or other potentially infectious material.  
Such duties include but are not limited to: providing assistance with 
personal hygiene, handling soiled laundry, providing assistance to a 
sick participant, providing first aid, providing CPR, and cleaning up 
after spillage of bodily fluids.  In all such cases, the agency will make a 
Standards Precaution approach, which is simply an infection control 
approach that treats all bodily fluids as potentially infectious. 

• Agree to follow the procedures regarding duties, which may involve 
contact with bodily fluids and other potentially infectious materials. 

• Immediately report any significant exposure incident to the 
supervisor.  Contact of the employee’s non-intact skin (chapped, 
cracked, scratched or otherwise open), eye, or mucous membrane 
with blood or other potentially infectious material is a significant 
exposure. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



   

DUTIES WHICH MAY EXPOSE EMPLOYEES IN THE SHELTER 
SETTING TO POTENTIALLY INFECTIOUS MATERIALS 
 
First Aid and CPR: 
Employees who are trained in First Aid and CPR may elect to assist 
participants needing these interventions.  The agency should provide 
equipment to reduce the risk of infection while rending such aid.  Equipment 
that should be available and accessible to the employees includes: 
• Latex gloves 
• CPR masks 
• Disposable or cotton gowns that tie in the back 
• Safety goggles 
• Clean-up materials 

 
Assessment of wounds, skin conditions, scalp or hair problems: 
Participants may ask staff to examine wounds, cuts, burns, injuries, skin 
conditions, or to check for the presence of lice or scabies.  Staff should don 
latex gloves when asked to do any type of examination beyond visual.  The 
agency should make latex gloves available for such occasions. 
Assisting a sick participant: 
Participants who are vomiting, drooling, sweating profusely, or being 
incontinent of stool or urine may request assistance with cleaning up or 
changing clothes.  The agency should provide latex gloves, reusable or 
disposable gowns and appropriate supplies for cleaning the environment as 
needed (Mop, bleach, bucket, paper towels, etc.) 
 

Assisting participants who have soiled bedding or laundry: 
 
As much as possible, have the participant handle his or her own clothing and 
bedding.  Wear gloves and a gown when handling soiled laundry.  Encourage the 
participant to discard any heavily soiled laundry.  Heavily soiled lines should also be 
discarded or laundered separately and bleached. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



   

            Bodily Fluids 
 

SCOPE AND PURPOSE: Homeless shelter staff and volunteers who may possibly 
face contact with bodily fluids or other potentially infectious materials as a result of 
performing their job duties. To provide guidelines to agency management, staff, and 
volunteers regarding the use of Standard Precautions to minimize the risk of 
employees and volunteers coming in contact with bodily fluids which may contain 
blood-borne pathogens as well as other infectious agents. 

 
RESPONSIBILITIES: 
 
RCEFS, Employees and Volunteers shall: 
• Provide the following equipment: paper towels; plastic garbage bags; 

kitty litter (for big spills); disinfectant bleach (bleach 1:10 dilution in 
water); mop & mop bucket; and spray bottle 

• Provide the following protective apparel: latex gloves; eye/face 
protection (plastic goggles); and protective gowns or aprons 

• Put on protective gear.  If it is possible that blood or bodily fluids may 
spray or splatter, wear protective eye covering (plastic goggles).  Put 
on latex gloves.  If there is a possibility that your clothing may become 
soiled, put on a protective gown (as when handling laundry or soiled 
clothing).  Keep the scene clear of people. 

• Get a bucket or spray bottle, bleach, and paper towels or a mop to 
clean the floor and other areas.  If the area is large, put 4 teaspoons of 
bleach in a gallon of cool water (hot water destroys the bleach).  Spray 
the area with this solution.  If the area to be cleaned is small, you can 
make a solution of bleach and cool water in a quart spray bottle.  Use 
1 teaspoon of bleach per quart.  This bleach solution must be 
discarded after 24 hours.  It is recommended that a fresh solution be 
mixed up every time it is needed. 

• Blot up as much of the spill and the bleach solution as possible with 
paper towels.  If there is a large volume spills or vomit, use kitty litter 
to absorb.  Dispose of these materials in a plastic garbage bag. 

• If you use a mop, rinse the mop in bleach solution and allow to dry.  
Dump the leftover solution down the drain or toilet.  DO NOT use a 
sink that is normally used for food preparation. 

• Pick up any soiled debris (clothing, bedding, towels, or bandages) and 
place in a garbage bag.  If you are finished cleaning, remove your 
protective gear and gloves and put them in the garbage bag.  Tie off 
the garbage bag and place it in the regular trash.  Only very large 
spills need to be placed in special biohazard bags and disposed of by 
an approved facility. 

• Wash your hands thoroughly.  Re-stock the clean-up/spill kit.  If you 
have had a significant exposure to bodily fluid (needle stick or contact 
with mucous membrane or non-intact skin) contact a supervisor 
immediately. 


