
 

Safe Rooms and Sober 
Lounges: Three VA Safe 
Haven Implementation 

Examples 

June 5, 2014 

1 
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Morningside Safe Room 
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•Safe Room Operations 

•Lessons Learned 
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Background 
• In 2006, Boley Centers opens its first Safe Haven and includes a 

Safe Room in the design of the building’s rehabilitation. 

• The idea of a Safe Room where residents are screened for safe 
entry came from the  MHC’s Safe Place, a Safe Haven in Tampa, 
that had been in operation for some time. 

• Boley Centers’ safe room design includes a bathroom , staff 
observation window, and an egress.  Residents are provided a 
chair and floor mats. 

• There was an understanding that residents would return to the 
facility intoxicated and agitated  and that the situation could be 
more difficult to manage once inside the main facility 
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Background cont’d 
• The safe room is intended as a secure welcoming 

area where residents can be accessed for safe 
entry.   It is not to be used in a punitive manner 

• In 2008, Boley Centers opens  Morningside Safe 
Haven. A rear entry hallway is enclosed to create 
a Safe Room. 

• This facility contracts with the VA in 2010. 

• In 2012, Morningside Safe Room area receives 
safety enhancements – a staff observation office 
and cameras are added. 
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Morningside Safe Room 

Perspective is from entry into facility. Wall on far end was added to 
create room. Later staff office was added (far left). Bathroom is door 
on the right. 5 



 

Safe Room Rules and Operation 

• At night all Veterans are required to enter through the Safe 
Room, where they are welcomed and a safety check is 
completed. 

• The safety check includes a bag search and observation for signs 
of intoxication/ agitation. 

• Veterans are assessed for aggression, belligerence, ability to 
safely ambulate. 

• A Breathalyzer is used if intoxication is suspected and Veteran 
denies. 

• If required to remain in Safe Room, staff check every 15 
minutes. 

• Veterans are offered water, Gatorade, and sandwiches. 

• An intoxicated Veteran may still go to room if cooperative, non-
aggressive.   Almost all the rooms at this Safe Haven are private. 
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Safe Room Rules and Operation cont’d 

• Because the Safe Room entry is at the rear of the building its 
location remains a problem. Other Veteran can let residents in 
if staff to not closely monitor. 

• The program started out using Breathalyzer results to 
determine if someone could safely enter. Over time the 
program has changed to allow access based on staff’s 
assessment of the Veteran’s level of agitation, rather than 
degree of intoxication. 

• At Morningside Safe Haven a determination is made if someone 
can safely be in his or her single room while intoxicated.  Staff 
continue to monitor for safety. 

• It would be difficult to safely manage without a way to monitor 
safe entry. 
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The Safe Room 

Located at the Bedford VA Safe Haven program house in Dorchester, 
Massachusettes 

Jim Chaplin, LICSW 
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Why was a Safe Room created? 

•Aggressive behavior at the house 

•Perceived violent actions 

•Police involvement 

•Deterrent to police contact- motivation of 
staff and administration for the program 

•Increasing retention rates 

•Safe Room created within first 3 months of 
the program opening 
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Operation of the Safe Room 

• Staff direct residents who are escalating to the Safe Room 

• The resident is instructed to spend 15 minutes in the Safe 
Room 

• Staff are able to observe residents in the Safe Room through 
a window on the door to the room 

• If a resident falls asleep in the room, staff make sure that 
resident is in a recovery position. 

• Resident is offered food and non-alcoholic beverages by staff 

• At the 15 minute mark, staff re-evaluate the resident and 
determine if the Veteran is appropriate to re-enter the 
community. 

• If resident falls asleep, the resident is allowed to stay in the 
room for additional time if appropriate. 
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Encountering Resistance 

•Staff may ask the resident to stay in the room 
for an additional 15 minutes. 

•If resident is resistant to entering or staying in 
the Safe Room, he or she is allowed to take a 
15 minute walk in the community instead 

•If resistance to staff direction continues, police 
may be contacted in those instances. 
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Utilization- past 

•Significant utilization at first 

•Staff directed to not call the police and to 
find alternate ways to deal with behavioral 
issues 

•Worked well in most situations 

•Difficulty with directing residents into the 
Safe Room 

•De-escalation training improved 
appropriateness of staff’s responses. 
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Utilization- present 

• Utilization has decreased 

• More appropriate staff responses through formal 
and informal trainings 

• Some staff have become more passive and less 
confrontive of Veterans 

• Some staff find alternate ways of dealing with 
issues. 
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Future of the Safe Room 

• Due to under-use of the Safe Room and more staff 
support needed at the house, the Safe Room was 
moved to make room for a back-up asleep overnight 
staff. 

• New Safe Room is in a less than ideal location as it is 
accessible to the community of the house and staff 
would have to move to a different location in the 
house to monitor the residents that are in the room 

• Might be changed back depending on the stay of the 
asleep overnight staff 
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To be continued… 

•Safe Room at the house in Dorchester may 
move back to its original location 

•A Safe Room may be created at the other 
Bedford VA Safe Haven house in 
Framingham. 
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SAFE HAVEN LOUNGE 

The Bronx Safe Haven Observation Lounge 

at 

Cromwell Avenue Safe Haven 

Volunteers of America 

Charmaine McPherson, LCSW-R 
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Lounge Location and Attributes 

• Located in the rear of the Main Floor Common area 

• Space allows for several residents at a time 

• Placement enables ease of monitoring by staff 

• Lighting is muted and calming 
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Purpose 

•To ensure client safety 

•To monitor client health and behavior 

•To provide private area for recovery from 
substance use, medication effects or 
unmanageable emotional distress 

•To provide a private space for any client 
needing it. 
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Benefits 

•Clients remain observable while recovering. 

•Clients are not isolated. 

•Clients must remain until they are deemed 
safe to return to residence. 

•Clients can remain as long as they choose. 
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Cromwell Avenue Safe Haven 
Observation Lounge 
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Cromwell Avenue Safe Haven 
Observation Lounge – photo 2 
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Questions? 

Comments? 
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