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ORGANIZATION OVERVIEW

• Family Support Center of South Sound is a nonprofit organization in 
Olympia with the mission “Working Together to Strengthen All 
Families”. 

• Founded in 1992 to be a “one stop shop” for families with children 
• Grown and evolved since then, incorporating best practice and 

evidence based approaches to serve families and survivors 



PROGRAMS & SERVICES
• 6 programs with the goal to reduce the impacts of trauma, homelessness, and 

domestic violence. 
• Programs include: 

• Homeless Family Services
• Family Resource Services
• Family Justice Center
• Parent & Child Education
• Hope Program
• Pear Blossom Place

• Programs rooted in trauma informed care, hope theory, client driven services, 
harm reduction, low barrier 



SHELTER HISTORY
• Salvation Army in Olympia provided emergency shelter for families with children 

for several years. 
• Fall 2009, Salvation Army closed family shelter with very little community notice. 
• Family Support Center best poised to take on shelter, as we were collaborating 

with Interfaith Works to operate overflow shelter for women
• Rather than close it, transitioned to serve families; started November 1, 2009. 

• Moved from church to church a week at a time, run by volunteers overnight. 
• Overnight shelter only, first come first served. 



FIRST CHRISTIAN CHURCH
• By winter of 2010 we were settled permanently in the basement of First Christian 

Church. 
• Staffed by volunteers every night; initially 7pm to 7am only. Later able to open at 

5:00PM. 
• 26 beds for families. 

• Must have children under age 18 with you or be pregnant
• Always very family centered, and open to ANY family as they define themselves









RULES IN THE 
EARLY DAYS



RULES IN THE 
EARLY DAYS



WHAT WERE WE 
THINKING?! 



AN OPPORTUNITY FOR GROWTH

• Family Support Center of South Sound applied to City of Olympia for a 
package which included acquisition of a vacant building and $500,000 in 
CDBG funds towards  renovations. 
• Funds were for capital dollars plus supportive services 

• July 1, 2014 Pear Blossom Place: A Family Support Community opened. 
• 6 shelter units, 36 shelter beds. 24 hours / day, 365 days / year 
• 7 Permanent supportive housing apartments







A FRESH START

• Shelter was now open 24 hours per day for families
• Continued to be first come, first served. Did not maintain a waiting list. 
• 90 day shelter stay. 
• Staff present from 9am to 5pm; volunteers overnight 
• Supportive services onsite for families living in apartments



NEW RULES



BUT WHY?

• Within 1 hour of guests arriving to Pear Blossom Place, a rule was broken… 
• Mom wanted to go smoke; everyone was in their room- who’s going to watch 

her child? 
• What’s the purpose of our “rules”? 
• What’s the punishment?
• What type of dynamic does it create to have rules? 

• So what if someone uses dryer sheets? 
• Guests have to watch their kids at all times, yet can’t prop open their door? 
• We want shelter to be friendly and welcoming, but a child can’t have a friend 

over?



WE KEPT ASKING…

If I were to walk into shelter today with my family, how 
would I want to be treated? 



HOW TO START TO CHANGE

• Training, training, training 
• WSCADV – “Running a Shelter” 

• Rules can be triggering 
• A way to control someone 

• What do our values say? 
• Family Support Principles
• Protective Factors 
• Trauma Informed Care 
• What is the need behind the behavior? 



TOUR OTHER PROGRAMS

• Visit other programs to see what they’re doing
• What can we take from their program?
• What are we doing well?
• What successes have they had with their program? 



PRIORITIZATION OF SHELTER BEDS

• July 2015 – began using Vulnerability Index Family Service Prioritization 
Decision Assistance Tool (VI-F-SPDAT) 
• No longer first come first served
• Prioritizing shelter placement

• Began to see longer shelter stay
• Higher barriers to housing
• Poor rental market

• So what do we do at day 91? 



OPEN ENDED STAY

• Dropped out length of stay requirement and went to open ended stay
• Seeing higher barriers to housing, needing more time to identify a housing 

option
• Many of the families transition into a permanent supportive housing program

• Dynamic change now that there’s no clock ticking for families 
• Able to settle
• Work on their own goals
• Consistency for kids 



CHANGE IN LANGUAGE

• Working with staff to change our language when working with families, and 
when talking about the expectations at shelter

• If we have a rule that you must be respectful to one another, are we 
assuming that our families won’t do that already? Why do we need to say it? 



SLOW PROGRESSION

• Didn’t throw all of the rules out at once
• Took time to evaluate each change– what’s going well with removing one 

of the rules?
• Are there unintended consequences? 
• Do we need to be clearer on different things? 



DRUGS AND ALCOHOL

• Property is smoke free- non negotiable
• But, not going to be exited for it. 

• Staff address it with you
• Make a plan to support smoking off the property if needed

• Ask that guests are not using drugs or alcohol on the property or in 
their rooms 
• Harm reduction approach
• Offer lock boxes if requested 
• Address issues individually through case management 







SUPPORTING STAFF & VOLUNTEERS

• Some staff and volunteers have struggled with our approach 
• There aren’t any rules! People can do whatever they want! 

• Working individually with each person, as well as a whole team to get buy in 
and understand why we’ve transitioned 

• Reminder that it’s about basic health and safety 



SUCCESSES 

• Families are able to settle; have consistency for their children 
• Open ended stay allows families time to gain permanent supportive housing 
• Shelter feels more like a home.  The atmosphere is positive and nonpunative
• Families come back to volunteer 
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