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Starting from a shared interest in ‘bottom-up’ 
approaches, this team undertook a powerful series 
of conversations, unpacking terms like “commu-
nity” and “mutual aid” and how they come to have 
different meanings in different contexts. 

Over the course of the effort, two parallel proj-
ects were developed. One is around the need for 
transitional housing in Rhode Island, and the other 
is about stepping back to ask larger questions about 
the values of the system we live within. This body 
of work was presented by a conversation between 
Robin and Selene, facilitated by CfC Research Assis-
tant Zibby Jahns. The motivation behind presenting 
the work as a dialogue was to demonstrate the com-
plexity of these conversations that happen as the RI 
community works toward shared ideas. For ease of 
reading, we have edited the conversation back into 
the two parallel projects 

Part of the work here is a need to build commu-
nity, and community around shared ideas and shared 
language. This is not an easy task, but is required if 
we are truly dedicated to change and collaboration. 
It requires more than just getting people into the 
same room. It will require getting people into the 
same room where they are wrestling with ideas 
and dilemmas and challenges, building together 
shared knowledge and shared understanding, much 
as Robin and Selene did here.

A Note from the Center for Complexity

Transitional housing is needed in Rhode Island. Places for people to go, to 
give people a fighting chance to be able to stand on their own two feet to 
recover as a human being with some dignity, with tools to be able to go back 
into society and be a productive member.  

For all the good we are trying to do, are we asking the right questions? 
System Values is a set of provocations about assessing the values that drive 
our current systems and how we relate to them. What kind of society are we 
asking people to participate in?

STUDIO TEAM PROPOSAL

One of the insights to have come out  
of the studio process was how small  
nuances in the language we use could 
lead to profound differences in under-
standing. Sometimes, people use the 
same word to mean different things. 
Sometimes, people use different words 
to talk about the same thing. Sometimes, 
it is unclear whether we are in agree-
ment or in conflict about an idea, or how 
we talk about the idea. 
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Current System to New System

The current approach to housing and the provi-
sion of services in Rhode Island is siloed. This is 
exhausting and draining. It wastes resources and 
is inefficient. We need a system that sets people up 
for success. That starts with a place for people to lay 
their heads, a place to be in between until they are 
ready to reconnect with housing.

What Transitional Housing Needs to Be

• Time: It should not be controlled by time 
limits, it’s about meeting certain thresholds 
of care. Are they ready to move on to the next 
phase?

• Connection: Loneliness is a major factor. 
Connecting people to other people and to 
animals helps people feel healthier. This 
gives people something to live for and their 
quality of life goes up.

• Services: combining “necessary services” 
with “quality of life services”. 

• Education: knowledge is power, when 
people understand how addiction works and 
what happens physiologically, it provides a 
level of agency and can reduce self stigma. 
People look at it as a choice. If you think it is 
a choice, you beat yourself up.

• Agency: It’s about bringing support to 
people, where they are. It should also flip 
the current model on its head by having the 
people who live in transitional housing be 
the ones to invite in or have a say in the kinds 
of support they need (two way street, it needs 
to be mutual consent). 

• Exit: When people are ready to leave transi-
tional housing, they should have built a level 
of security, trust, financial stability, stable 
housing, and a supportive network. 

What needs to happen to make it happen

This will require bringing together many different 
stakeholders, programs, and services to collaborate 
with one another. This will require them to work dif-
ferently. This will require them to share information, 
resources, and credit. To get out of their normal ways 
of working, break through the silos and competition, 
and come together to navigate uncertain territory. 
To bridge knowledge, efforts, and action. This won’t 
be easy. But what should keep people at the table is 
the shared urgency and measurable goals. 

The Goal

We need to give people a fighting chance to be able 
to stand on their own two feet to recover as a human 
being with some dignity, with tools to be able to go 
back into society and be a productive member. A 
place to go and get better and learn to love them-
selves again.

Transition Housing 
Robin Levasseur

In my 15 years of doing outreach, long 
term recovery and reintegrating to so-
ciety, it has all revolved around detox 
and having somewhere to put someone. 
People do not currently have a place to 
go after detox. They usually don’t have 
enough support. Shelters have strict 
rules, and are oftentimes full or have 
waitlists. All of this leads to people go-
ing back to the same places, people, and 
behaviors when struggling with their 
addiction. Like people in recovery say,  

“If you go to a barbershop long enough, 
you are going to get a haircut.”
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System Values
Selene Means

Systems need to be aware of the values  
driving them.

The system is trying to figure out how to deal 
with itself, that’s what this project is about right? 
Acknowledging that systemic problems are 
important, how do we go forward with that aware-
ness? What are the values driving your work? What 
is it going to take to get there? How are you making 
sure you’re staying accountable to those values? Too 
many times I’ve seen institutions say they will listen 
to the community but they don’t follow through — 
not operating as the values are laid out, and not sure 
we want to let you decide the values. Is it because 
you have not experienced examples of these values? 

Mutual benefits are a value in our everyday 
lives. 

• Have you ever asked for an extra egg from 
a neighbor? Why or why not? 

• Did you ask because you know that often-
times people have the extra resources on 
hand and are happy to share them?

• Did you not ask because you don’t like to 
ask for help? 

We teach children to share and we are well aware 
that we have plenty yet there are many who have 
none. Everyone has something to offer. We are 
happy to donate and help out someone, maybe even 
a stranger. Why doesn’t this show up in our systems? 
There are many examples of this value in projects 
such as: harm reduction, COVID-19 mutual aid, 
co-operative housing, unions, little free libraries, 
community fridges, bail funds. These projects are not 
only about sharing resources, but also about redis-
tributing power. How often are you aware of power 
in your systems? (See related references below.) 

Respecting people’s inherent worth and lived 
experiences. 

Power in systems being redistributed to provide 
agency and self determination. Meeting people 
where they are at and not creating barriers and 
strings attached removes power from the systems 
that often are otherwise judgmental of the people 
they are supposed to help. The people impacted 
should be at the center. That comes out in creating 
systems. If the system is set up so that impacted 
people have decision power, then their experiences 
are given larger weight in decision making. Treating 
people with respect and dignity means acknowl-
edging that their experiences should be listened to. 
This very project is an example that systems need to 
learn from — the operative principle that everyone is 
an expert based on their lived experience. This also 
leads into looking for what works already, having 
the imagination and humility to say that you do not 
know everything. 

A healthy approach to risk.

The world is inherently full of risks — driving a car 
causes climate change; the sugary food we eat can 
cause health problems later on; the mindsets we have 
in our heads that we must be productive in order 
to be worthwhile trap us. We can not individually 
address every single risk that exists. Instead we need 
to talk about how to take care of ourselves, each 
other, and the planet we live on in healthy ways. We 
need to address root causes.

We should be rewriting the problem question.

Why is it often framed as solely just the ‘opi-
oid crisis’? Why is it not the ‘substance crisis’?  
We know that other substances exist. There 
has been so much attention on substances 
only now that they affect white people. We 
can not ignore the historical context that 
substances were dropped into POC commu-
nities purposefully. We should be looking at 
why people use substances at all? What are 
the root causes of substance use? It is because 
they are suffering in all aspects. We need to 
address health holistically and all encompass-
ing – not only physical – but social, mental 
and community health. 

1  Boilevin, L. et al., (2019, March). Research 101 : A Manifesto 
for Ethical Research in the Downtown Eastside https://www.
iowaharmreductioncoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/
Final-Manifesto-for-Ethical-Research-in-the-DTES.pdf 

2   RI Gen L § 34-37.1-3 (2016). Rhode Island Homeless Bill of 
Rights https://law.justia.com/codes/rhode-island/2016/title-34/
chapter-34-37.1/section-34-37.1-3/


