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INTRODUCTION: 

This short guide was produced by Denise Malm of the Wallingford Community Senior Center 

(WCSC) and Mason Lowe of the Pike Market Senior Center (PMSC) with the participation of the 

staffs of the Central Area Senior Center, Ballard Northwest Senior Center, Southeast Seattle Senior 

Center, Northshore Senior Center, and South Park Senior Center.  

With the generous support of the United Way of King County’s Services for Vulnerable Older 

Adults initiative, the Senior Homelessness Action, Resources, and Education project had the goal of 

sharing PMSC’s decades of experience serving homeless seniors to help other King County senior 

centers become resources for the growing number of elders facing homelessness. 

WCSC and PMSC began this project from different perspectives: 

The Pike Market Senior Center serves a clientele that is about 50% homeless, with homeless 

clients making up the majority of their daily visitors. It took PMSC years to develop the policies, 

attitudes, and resources to be welcoming to both homeless and housed seniors - learning many 

hard lessons along the way. We hope you will learn from PMSC’s experience and skip some of 

the problems encountered during their early years serving homeless seniors.  

The Wallingford Community Senior Center has seen increasing numbers of homeless clients in 

recent years. With one part-time social worker and little experience to draw from, WCSC is 

facing the steep part of the learning curve with regards to homeless clients.  

This document is by no means comprehensive.  We hope to build on community spirit that began 

with this project and continue to offer support to the staffs and volunteers at other senior centers. 

Please feel free to contact us with your questions about this project or if you are 

trying to help a client and feel stuck. 

During the course of this project, we heard again and again about an alarming number of seniors who 

were facing homelessness due to rising rents, property taxes, and the cost of living. This is a serious 

problem affecting a vulnerable population without an obvious solution.  

Sincerely, 

 

Denise Malm, MSW     Mason Lowe  

Social Worker, WCSC     Grant Writer, PMSC 

dmalm@wallingfordseniors.org    mason@pmsc-dtfb.org 

 

Acknowledgements - Special thanks to Danielle Montrose who was PMSC’s lead social worker on this 

project. Many thanks to Sandra Dunn, Zoë Freeman, and Mark Lally of the Pike Market Senior Center 

for sharing their combined 65+ years of experience.  
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GENERAL SENIOR CENTER OPERATIONS: 

How does a senior center welcome homeless people as members? 

 It’s very much about the outlook of the staff and volunteers - wanting to offer 

something to everyone who comes through the doors. Promote the viewpoint that 

regardless of a client’s living situation or income, everyone is an equal member of the 

senior center, every member has different needs and then do your best to meet those 

needs. 

 

 In addition to attitude, it takes financial resources to serve homeless clients. Because 

the Pike Market Senior Center sees such a high percentage of homeless seniors, they 

offer all of our meals, activities and trips at no cost to any client. This allows every 

member to participate regardless of income, but it means that they must raise the funds. 

If you are seeing more homeless seniors at your center, it could be time to begin raising 

funds to directly support their participation in programs at reduced cost or for free. 

Is it the responsibility of social workers to assist homeless members? 

 Yes and no. Everyone at the senior center can help a homeless client – it can be as 

simple as welcoming housed and homeless clients with the same smile and offering 

them the same expectations and programming.  

 A social worker is the best person to help a homeless client apply for benefits, retrieve 

important documents, schedule medical treatment, or begin the  process of finding 

housing.  

How can volunteers and other staff be welcoming to homeless elders? 

 Say hello and smile. Let homeless elders know they are in an environment where they 

are seen, respected and safe. 

 Allow the use of the center’s phone so they can make local calls for social services. 

 Individuals who do not have permanent housing often need the use of a computer to 

search for shelter. This also promotes communication with family and friends. 

 Offer a comfortable chair to enjoy tea, coffee, snacks and/or a free meal.  
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If a social worker is not available, how can senior center staff and volunteers help 
elders asking for help and assistance with housing? 

 Have a handout listing contacts for current shelters and emergency service. 

 Have the individual call Community Living Connections (206) 962-8467 or toll free 1-

844-348-5464 

What is the role of the kitchen/meals program? 

 The meals program can reduce the cost of meals and/or make payment optional to 

reduce barriers to meals participation. Some centers take EBT cards. 

o If your senior center offers meals for free, service should be designed in a way 

that makes no visible distinction between paying and non-paying clients.  

What is the role of the activities program? 

 There are a few things to keep in mind when offering activities to homeless clients: 

o Be prepared for homeless clients to be less inclined to participate in activities. 

Years of marginalization can make it difficult for them to engage in group 

activities - at least until they have built trust with the senior center. The fatigue 

and stress of homelessness can make participation difficult. That doesn’t mean 

they don’t appreciate the senior center or enjoy observing activities passively. 

o Passive activity like films and TV may not feel like “real” activities, but they have 

been a good gateway at PMSC. We ask clients which films or shows they are 

interested in and begin conversations that way. 

o The positive, productive atmosphere generated by regular senior center activities 

helps homeless clients get a feel for your organization regarding how to use the 

space and the expectations of behavior. 

How does a senior center set and enforce appropriate rules with regards to homeless 
clients? 

 Publish rules or behavioral guidelines so that everyone knows what is expected and 

acceptable. Be sure that the same rules apply to all members. 

 Disruptive actions can be the result of mental health or substance abuse issues and must 

be addressed promptly by trained staff or (more likely) resources outside the senior 

center. This sends an immediate firm-but-fair message of expected behaviors. 

o While you may be sympathetic to homeless clients and aware they are living 

difficult lives, unacceptable behavior should not jeopardize other members. 
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 Appropriate conduct and guidelines depend on the environment at your senior center. It 

is recommended a code of conduct or guidelines be developed and supported by the 

entire staff.  

 Enforcing policies can be hard. Telling a vulnerable person that they need to leave the 

senior center is not easy. There may be days when you need the help of another staff 

person to enforce a rule - either you worry that you won’t be able keep a situation from 

escalating, or you simply don’t have the words. 

 Communication helps! Let the members know why the guidelines exist. For example: 

the code of conduct enhances every member’s safety, security, and feeling of acceptance. 

For homeless seniors, life can be chaotic and dangerous. Their senior center should be a 

safe, secure and calm refuge.  

 When your senior center welcomes housed and homeless members, appropriate 

expectations coupled with consistent implementation will create a safe environment. 
(See Appendixes 1 and 2: PMSC’s member guidelines and the Membership Behavior Consequence Grid 

that PMSC uses to implement policies more consistently.) 

 

 

How do I deal with someone whose hygiene/odor is a problem?  

Should I ask this person to leave? 

 These are very difficult conversations that need to take place for the good of the whole 

membership. 

 Before you speak with a member about a hygiene problem, start with these questions: 

 1) What resources are available to this person? 2) Do they have clean clothes? 3) Do 

they know where they can find hygiene services? Be prepared to offer information and 

transportation resources for people who cannot address their hygiene on their own. 

 Go to where the person is and sit down next to them (if they are seated). Don’t draw 

attention by walking them out of the room - they haven’t broken any rules.  

 Quietly ask them, “Do you have a way to get clean clothes and a shower?” If they do, 

quietly tell them, “You need to clean up. The senior center requires that people be clean. 

Please return once you have cleaned up. There is a strong odor of urine/sweat/etc.” Be 

specific. Many older people have diminished sense of smell from the effects of age or 

smoking. This is helpful information. 

 If the client does not have a place to clean up or needs clean clothes, provide them with 

information for the nearest hygiene resources (e.g. Urban Rest Stop). You may need to 

offer help with transportation (Metro bus tickets) and direct them to leave. Be kind but 

firm. This is a difficult conversation and you may get a strong, negative reaction. Even if 

the member becomes upset and angry, you are likely helping them by bringing the 

hygiene issue to their attention. 

https://urbanreststop.org/
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FOR SOCIAL WORKERS: 

Where can I get the most current information on low income housing resources? 

 Community Living Connections (206)962-8467 or toll free 1-844-348-5464 

 SHARE/WHEEL's Tent Cities are portable, self-managed communities of up to 100 
homeless men and women.  Camp Phone: (206)399-0412   
http://www.sharewheel.org/Home/tent-cities 

 Seattle Housing Authority (SHA) Main office and Housing Service Center:   
(206)615-3300 or (206)239-1737  

 King County Housing Authority (KCHA) partners with HousingSearchNW.org. 
Tel: (206) 574-1100 

 Call 211 or check the 211 website for “Homeless Safe Parking Program” 

 City of Seattle Housing Nonprofit Subsidized Affordable Housing 
https://www.seattle.gov/housing/renters/find-housing#nonprofitaffordablehousingsubsidized 
This page has leasing resources in 14 languages.  

What is Coordinated Entry? 

 Coordinated Entry for All (CEA) is referred to as the “Match.com” of homeless services. 

CEA streamlines the process of finding housing for those who are chronically homeless, 
with the goal of housing the most vulnerable people first. 

 cea@kingcounty.gov  (206)-328-5796. CEA FAQ sheets available in multiple languages. 

 Or call 211 or check the 211 website for Regional Access Points (RAPs) the primary entry 
points for CEA. 

What is Rapid Re-Housing? 

Rapid re-housing assistance is offered without preconditions (such as employment, income, 
absence of criminal record or sobriety) and the resources and services provided are tailored to 
the unique needs of the household. http://allhomekc.org/rapid-re-housing/ 

How can I get on housing resource email lists? 

 King County All Homes newsletter http://allhomekc.org/ 

 Seattle Housing Consortium https://www.housingconsortium.org 

 Seattle Housing Authority https://www.seattlehousing.org/news/newsletters 

 King County Housing Authority https://www.kcha.org/news/releases/ 

 Subscribe to the Senior Housing Assistance Group (SHAG) newsletter The Community 
Gazette by contacting newsletter@shag.org. 

  

http://www.sharewheel.org/Home/tent-cities
https://www.resourcehouse.info/win211/Search?sm=All&q=Homeless+Safe+Parking+Programs&loc=King+County%2C+WA&geo=47.548034%2C-121.983603&reg=King%2C+WA
https://www.seattle.gov/housing/renters/find-housing#nonprofitaffordablehousingsubsidized
mailto:cea@kingcounty.gov
http://allhomekc.org/rapid-re-housing/
http://allhomekc.org/
https://www.housingconsortium.org/
https://www.seattlehousing.org/news/newsletters
https://www.kcha.org/news/releases/
mailto:mailto:starm@shag.org
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How can I support elders with their waitlist status for Seattle Housing Authority?  

 Check in online: 
Go to https://savemyspot.seattlehousing.org/. In the box located on the web page, enter 
the Social Security number for the person named as head of household on the housing 
application. Do not use commas, spaces or dashes. For example, 
 531-99-8254 would be entered as 531998254. 

 Check in by phone: 
Call (206)256-7000 locally or 866-623-5111 toll-free nationally. Follow the instructions 
received on the call. 

 Need help? 
Call (206)239-1737 if you are having trouble using either the online or telephone check-
in systems. Please note that leaving a message at this number does not complete the 
required check in to stay on the SHA Housing waitlists. 

What are some resources to help elders from becoming homeless? 

 The Multifamily Property Tax Exemption (MFTE) Program provides a tax exemption on 
multifamily buildings in exchange for setting aside 20-25% of the homes as income- and 
rent-restricted. Search for “MFTE participating properties”. 

 Call individual Senior Housing Assistance Group (SHAG) facilities. SHAG provides 
apartment homes for qualified seniors. Age and income restrictions apply, 
including minimum and maximum income, and vary by community.  

 Visit https://www.kcha.org/housing/subsidized/apply/  for alternative housing rentals 
and moderate income housing. Note this is not subsidized public or section housing. 

 The Seattle's Human Services Department, has a Rental Assistance Program that 
supports income-qualified families and individuals who are dealing with back rent, 
facing an end to other rent subsidies or dealing with unsafe housing 
situations. https://www.seattle.gov/housing/renters/rental-assistance 

 Eviction Assistance Prevention & Rental assistance 
https://www.rentassistance.us/ci/wa-seattle  

How do I keep from feeling overwhelmed? 

 Self-care is vital.  
o We are fully engaged with the client while maintaining awareness of what is 

happening in our mind, bodies and emotions. 
o Remember compassion, strength and resilience extends to both self and others. 
o Seek consultation and support from others working with elders experiencing housing 

insecurity. Shared stories and experiences validate and affirm you are not alone. 
o Recommended reading: Trauma Stewardship Laura van Dernoot Lipsky 

 

 During our visits to King County senior centers, one of the most common statements we 
heard from social workers is they felt overwhelmed. They also felt frustrated with the 

https://www.kcha.org/housing/subsidized/apply/
http://www.seattle.gov/humanservices/
https://www.seattle.gov/housing/renters/rental-assistance
https://www.rentassistance.us/ci/wa-seattle
http://traumastewardship.com/inside-the-book/
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slow progress they were making for their clients - which led to feelings that they weren’t 
doing enough. You are not alone. 
o Celebrate small victories along the way - obtaining a valid ID for a client, helping a 

client address a medical issue, getting them a free mobile phone, etc.   
o This region is in the midst of a housing crisis - there are not enough units available 

for everyone who needs one. This is going to slow down your work. 
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Appendix 1 – example of member guidelines 
 

Pike Market Senior Center Member Guidelines 
The Pike Market Senior Center strives to provide a safe, clean, and friendly environment for all of our members, 
and to treat all members with fairness and respect. We ask that members behave respectfully toward each 
other and the staff.  
Applicants must show official photo identification that lists a birth date before they can become a member of 
the Pike Market Senior Center.  
A current membership card is required to enter the center, and to participate in meals and activities  
 
For the comfort and safety of our members:  
Bags may be stored under tables and chairs while member is in Senior Center; items left unattended will be 
discarded. The Pike Market Senior Center is not responsible for loss, damage, or theft of personal property.  
No weapons are allowed in the Senior Center  
Appropriate clothing and shoes are required at the Senior Center  
Eating and drinking is not allowed in the pool room or near the computers  
Computers and TV are turned off at 11:30am and at 3:45pm to prepare for lunch and closing  
Members may be asked to leave if they have hygiene issues. Staff have resources for hygiene centers.  
 
The following behaviors will result in temporary or indefinite suspension of membership:  
*Menacing or threatening behavior   *Acting out in anger  
*Physical assault      *Intoxication  
*Abuse or destruction of center property   *Rude behavior, including abusive language  
 
Confidentiality Policy: All information gathered or obtained by PMSC as a result of providing services to clients 
or as part of our operations is considered strictly confidential and will not be shared with 3rd parties without 
prior written approval from the client or a court order requesting such information.  
 
Grievance Procedure: If you have a problem with the services you receive from PMSC, please inform the staff 
person responsible for the service in question. If you continue to have an issue, please notify the Executive 
Director (206) 728-2773, ext 102. If you are not satisfied with the actions taken by PMSC, you may con-tact the 
City of Seattle Human Services Department, Aging and Disabilities Services at 206-684-0660 or at their offices 
located at the Seattle Municipal Tower, 700 5th Ave, 51st Floor, Seattle WA, 98104  
 
AGREEMENT AND RELEASE  
I have read, understand, and agree to comply with the above guidelines. I understand that I have entered into 
this agreement voluntarily; I release and hold Pike Market Senior Center harmless for any loss, injury, or other 
wrong that may occur while visiting or participating in any activities or programs hosted by the Pike Market 
Senior Center.  

Signature                                Date 
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Appendix 2 – Behavior consequences grid 

Behavior Consequence Repeat 
Consequence 

Repeat 
Consequence 

    

Under the influence of alcohol or 
substance when arriving at Center 
Leaves cooperatively when asked. 

Leave for the 
remainder of the day.  
May return next day if 
sober. 

Repeat Repeat 

    

Under the influence of alcohol or 
substance when arriving at Sr. Ctr. 
Uncooperative when asked to 
leave 

One week suspension 
of membership for the 
1st incident. 

Repeat Repeat 

    

Under the influence of alcohol or 
substance when arriving at Sr. Ctr. 
Uncooperative when asked to 
leave requiring assistance of 
Market Security 

One month 
suspension of 
membership. 

Repeat Repeat 

    

Drinking alcohol  or   using illegal 
drugs on premises. 
Drinking alcohol or   using illegal 
drugs on premises. 

 
One month 
suspension of 
membership 

 
Repeat 

 
Repeat 
 

    

Disrespectful, Disruptive 
Behavior. 
Leaves cooperatively when asked. 

One week suspension 
of membership 
 

Repeat Repeat 

Disrespectful, Disruptive 
Behavior. 
Uncooperative when asked to 
leave, requiring assistance of 
Market Security 

 
One month 
suspension of 
membership for the 
1st incident. 

 
Repeat 

 
Repeat 
 

 
 

    

Violence, destruction of property, 
showing a weapon, assault, 
threats of bodily harm, etc. 

Indefinite suspension 
of membership. 
File police report. 

  

 


