Neighborhood Centers Inc.

Case Management in Hurricane Response/Recovery

With the disasters of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita (2005), and now Ike (2008), we have witnessed untold human suffering, but we have also seen the remarkable resiliency of hurricane survivors, and extraordinary heroics and compassion of ordinary people who work hard to help their neighbors.  Houston, as a community, has demonstrated its capacity for meeting the challenge of responding in the aftermath of disasters.  
These storms have provided unlimited opportunities to implement, analyze, and critique our disaster recovery systems, providing us with critical knowledge for future planning.  Of particular importance to Neighborhood Centers Inc. are the lessons learned relative to long term recovery through case management.  In these pages, we attempt to chronicle wisdom gained from our experience in Stay Connected, our case management program – wisdom acquired both through our own efforts and those of the extraordinary partners with whom we worked.

Neighborhood Centers Inc. formed Stay Connected at the onset of the mass evacuation of New Orleans and Gulf Coast residents into Houston following Hurricane Katrina.  When asked by the City to serve at the George R. Brown Convention Center shelter, forty Neighborhood Centers Inc. employees were there to welcome Katrina survivors from New Orleans as they disembarked from buses.  Now, 3+ years later, Stay Connected remains to provide long term case management for families whose recovery has been particularly difficult.  This work has prepared us for the challenge now evident in the aftermath of Hurricane Ike.

Human Stages of Disaster Recovery

We are all accustomed to thinking about a variety of human issues in terms of stages – e.g., Erik Erikson’s 8 stages of psychosocial development, Elizabeth Kubler-Ross’ 5 stages of grief. In such theories, each stage is defined in terms of expectations about behavior, feelings, environmental issues, etc. Additionally, theorists often propose interventions or actions that can be applied to persons at any particular stage that are appropriate in propelling someone successfully to the next stage of adjustment and recovery.

Ever since Hurricane Katrina, Neighborhood Centers Inc. has been learning first-hand the stages of disaster recovery from the viewpoint of human needs – starting with the event itself, the survival stage, and ending with recovery, as detailed in the chart on the following page. 

Countless interactions between Stay Connected staff and clients have provided the information to define these stages, the emotional and behavioral characteristics in each one, and the resources or interventions needed to overcome the challenges and move to the next stage. Certainly, these stages vary somewhat from one family to another in terms of the emotional and physical needs as well as the length of time they may spend in a stage. In our experience with Stay Connected, service plans resulting from case management have helped families to access appropriate resources at each stage to maintain forward momentum. Thus, families can keep focused and moving in the direction of their choosing. 
Stages of Disaster Recovery

	Stage
	Characterized by:
	Feelings/Emotions
	Required for Move to Next Stage:

	Survival
	· escape from harm’s way 

· attention to emergency basic needs 

· length of stage usually short term 
	· fear, anger, and confusion

· constant state of tension
	· belief that risk and danger is over

· transportation out of danger area

	Sanctuary
	· intermediate, short-term source for basic needs and respite from the disaster

· contemplating what happens next

· attempting to locate family and friends
	· relief

· emotional need to process events of disaster – telling the story


	· vital records and identification

· financial resources

· information about options



	Upheaval
	· moving from place to place (shelter to hotels to temporary housing)

· navigating social service systems to meet needs
	· feelings of frustration and disbelief about the situation 

· high stress levels
	· time for rest 

· time to process information and options



	Life in “Limbo”
	· discerning the scope of the disaster

· lacking information about options for returning home

· beginning to contemplate what’s next

· daily decisions on meeting basic needs 
	· frustration arising from lack of information 

· possible feelings of abandonment by the home community

· depression
	· strong communication systems for relaying information

· reconstructing network of family and friends

	Resignation /Acceptance
	· resigned to long term settlement in a manner different from pre-storm life

· accepting the fact that the bonds and ties of “home” are forever changed 

· taking stock of personal assets and resources
	· emotionally moving back and forth on a continuum between helplessness/ hopelessness and self-reliance/promise

· depression
	· employment

· connections to service systems

	New Normal
	· implementing a “life goes on” plan

· forming identity as resident of the new community

· establishing the platform on which the future will be built
	· motivation to be settled

· some grief associated with desire for the “old normal”
	· self-reliance

· access to appropriate resources

	Recovery / Resettlement
	· permanent housing

· stable source of income

· links in the community of choice


	· emotionally putting the events of the disaster and its aftermath behind

· recapturing the positive history – the story of life before the disaster 
	


Long-Term Case Management

Effective case management works with the client from a strength-based perspective.  This means that in addition to assessing individual and family needs, we inventory their assets – income, abilities, employment experience, talents, relationships, aspirations.  Discovering what’s “right” with someone lays a foundation on which to build their future.

Steps in Case Management

Our experience with Hurricane Katrina/Rita relief taught us that case management, while usually a long-term service, should begin as part of the short-term disaster response.  The intent of long-term case management is to guide clients through a process that leads them to at least the level of stability they had before the disaster.  It begins with triage and ends when a service plan is completed.  In the interim, case managers conduct regular follow-up meetings to assist with clarifying information and connecting clients to needed resources. 

The following steps in case management allow us to move our clients through the stages of recovery as effectively as possible.  All steps are carefully documented throughout the course of the case management relationship.
Social Service “Triage” -  During the first interaction, we gather basic identifying information and work to assess and meet immediate needs for food, clothing, shelter, and medical attention.  We ensure that the client has contact information to “stay connected” with us. At this stage we begin tracking the client on our database.
Assessment –  This step involves a more thorough review of the client’s situation to determine not only what a household needs, but also its assets (sources of income, employment, network of friends/family, etc.).  This allows the client and the case manager to discern the areas of focus that are necessary for recovery.  At a minimum, the assessment includes:
a) List of all members of household – including dates of birth

b) Household income available

c) Immediate housing circumstances 

d) Employment assessment – previous work history, skills, education

e) Healthcare status, including mental health, and medical conditions of the elderly and disabled

f) Other considerations - child care, school enrollment, transportation, etc.

g) Contact information 

Service Plans – With assessment information gathered, the client and the case manager together develop a service plan that outlines specific goals, action steps that clients need to take, and timelines for their completion.  These action steps are tasks that must be accomplished in order for the client to make progress toward recovery – for example, completing a FEMA application, attending job interviews, or enrolling a child in school.  

Ongoing Case Management – Case Managers establish regular contact with the clients to check progress on action steps, offer assistance when an obstacle is encountered, and renegotiate service plans or timelines as needed.

Case Closure – Cases are closed when service plans are completed.  Completion is usually defined by permanent housing, stable income, and appropriate links to community services. Cases may also be closed if clients voluntarily withdraw from the program.
Tiered Case Management

Continued case management is important for households that have not yet obtained a source of stable and sufficient income that can meet basic needs. Subsets of the evacuee population need more assistance than others, and case management standards should be tailored to the level of need, in terms of intensity and duration of service. The goal is to move all cases to closure as rapidly as possible.

In long-term tiered case management, households are assigned to “tiers” of case management based on intensity of services and length of time needed for recovery, as follows:

· Tier 1 – Employed, stable – may need help with household budgeting and possible transition planning for affordable long-term housing; will need case management for a short term and for very limited issues; may need only monthly contact.

· Tier 2 – Needs motivation – can work but has delayed gainful employment while still receiving FEMA assistance; needs employment assistance to move to Tier 1; weekly contact advised until employment is obtained.

· Tier 3 – Needs skills – little or no employment history, low literacy, history of dependence on public assistance; needs intensive intervention to become employable.  This is the group in need of most intensive case management service.

· Tier 4 – Lacks capacity – highly dependent on public assistance and social services, not employable due to age, disability, or other limiting factor and will remain so – needs quick transition to existing community resources and systems that sustain this population.  

Data Tracking and Reporting
NCI has developed a web-based case management software system for Stay Connected that maintains client records in a user-friendly format.  In addition to demographic and assessment information, case managers can document case notes, track referrals, access a job bank, and track client progress on action steps toward service plan goals.  Reports available on the system are useful tools for case manager accountability, tracking service statistics, or determining subsets of the population based on specific characteristics for particular attention (seniors, for example).
The system is highly flexible and because it was developed in-house, we are able to make adjustments quickly and easily.  In addition to the database reports built into the system, data can be downloaded onto excel spreadsheets and can be uploaded to other data systems as needed or required.

The Importance of Partnerships

Since the first days after Hurricane Katrina, Houston’s human service agencies, coordinated by the United Way of Houston, worked together to provide services and connection to those affected by the storm.  We each knew that the work was more than any one agency could handle alone.  This group of organizations – known as the Houston Long Term Recovery Team – planned and implemented a systematic approach to helping individuals and families, ensuring no one who needs help is left behind, regardless of the difficulty or circumstance.  
Neighborhood Centers Inc. acknowledges the members of the Houston Long Term Recovery Team:

	United Way of Houston

Action CDC

Asset Building Network

Boat People - SOS

Career and Recovery Resources
Catholic Charities

City of Houston -  Focused Care
	Mental Health Mental Retardation Authority

Houston Area Urban League

Macedonia Outreach Center

Mennonite Community Central
National Alliance of Vietnamese American Service Agencies
Salvation Army


After working together for more than a year, we came together to reflect on the work, and the success of our partnership.  The following themes were identified.

This team was highly effective for a number of reasons. 
	· There was a clear focus on results.
· Each organization claimed work that played to its strengths.
· We worked as a team to define our own roles.
	· Understanding the urgency of our work, we chose action over process.
· All team members were set up for success.

· We openly learned from one another


Leadership of the team made success possible by: 

	· Granting freedom to act

· Giving permission to fail

· Being bold in decision making


	· Providing cover – “taking the heat”

· Heading right through hard stuff

· Delegating authority equal to responsibility


Tools that supported our work included:
	· Memoranda of understanding

· Clearly codified service standards

· Agreed upon data sets

· Regular and consistent meetings – a clearinghouse for vital information and a place for camaraderie
	· Targeted communication strategies - We chose to speak through a consistent channel, establishing a trusted and valued team voice.

· Plans that spoke to funders




In the end, we all agreed that, “Inspired by an ambitious goal, freed from ordinary constraints, emboldened by courageous leadership, and supported by trusted team members, we can respond and meet any chosen challenge.”
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