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. The Tenderloin Sgnior Outreach Project {TSOP) in San
Franciscd facilitated the development of intentional networks among
selderly residents ©f eight single room bccupancy (SRO) hotels in an
attempt to improve residents' hdalth and well being, and to focus on .
social and environmental change. The 45 block Tenderloin area is one
of the largest "gray ghettos™ in the United States with 8,000 elderly
men and women livintg in the deteriorating hotels., The typical’
resident is a white, ummarried male with few social contacts and a
multiplicity of health problems. Social contact grew s¥stematically
from initial blood pressure screenings in the ﬁptel lobbies to wéekly °
support and discussion groups im six of the hotels. The group
facilitators used Paulo Freiyé?g problem posing educational method to
help residents identify common problems, examine their root causes,
and develop action plans, Crime .was chosen as the key focus of group
organization, Empowerment of the elderly was- evidenced by the
development of a "Safehouse Project., Malnutrition yas subsequently
tackled by the seniorg resulting in the establishment of a minimarket

.+ and hutrition project. The TSOP is currently a nowprofit organization
with half of its board comprised of elderly Tenderloin residents. The
TSOP is credited with improving community safety and individual .
health, and prqviding the residents with a sense of community, power,
and coqtrol. {BL) : '
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One of the most promising hypotheses about how social support works to

¥

- inflyence health suggests that the support received from 's social network
"leads to a more generalized sense of control, which in turh may positively

effett health and well being (152). " This hypothesis has particularly important
implications for the elderly in enuironments like the inner city single room

occupaﬁcy hotel, or SRO, where "social marginality" (3), characterized by weak
'and impermanent, ties with one's community is often endemic. N

The Tenderlcin Senior Outreach Project {TSOP) in San Francisco facilitates
the development of, intentional networks among elderly residents of eight SRO
hotels, in the belief that such support.miy positively effect physical and.
mental heéalth. But the Project works on another level as well, in its focus on
broader, social and environmental change.

Ly .

‘Before looking ‘%in detail at TSOP, I ‘want to suggest that a short coming of
social support theory to datd may lie in .its .tendendy to focus on the individual
and his or her supportive network as the sole appropriate unit of analysis.

Such ap approach often overlogks the more macro level changes which may take
place as individuals and communities, empowered by increased social support,—
work collectively to improve conditions which havk had a detrimental effect on,
their health and quality of life. The latter._ps¥spective is in keeping with the
philosophy of the Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire (4) whose concern with the
develogment of "critical consciousness'™ implies a focus on macro as well as v
micro or individual level empowerment and change..
. TSOP grew out of efforts by.graduate students at the Schodl of Public
Health, University of California, Berkeley, to apply both Freire's philosophy
and social support theory to the ¥interrelated problems ¢f poor health, social
isolation and powerlessness common among elderly resideats of the’Tenderloin
hotels (5).
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Specifically, the students wanted to form support groups in the hotels
which would serve as analogues to the ficuletire circles," which Freire ediicatvrs .
had led among oppressed peasants in the developing workd. Freire's methodology .
involves the use of problem pqsing dialogue as a means of helping group members
examine the root causes of problems they collectively face. “Group members are
helped by a‘teacher-learner to generate problems or thémes that might then be
used as &’ basis for discussion. Using one of these themés-(e.g., fear of crime} .
the leader then.poses questions designed to help group members examine the |
"problems behind the problem, as well as' othet consequences of the p?rticular
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problem being explored. Finally,
with the problem and in this way

group @embers develop a ‘plan of ‘action to deal
begin .to transfprm their reality. Before

examining the attempted application of the Freire approach to the building of
supportive networks in’ the Tenderloin, some background information about this

area and its residents is in orde

The. 45 block Tenderloin area
Hilton Hotel, is one of the large
elderly men and women.living in 1
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which begins just oua*ﬁlock South of the
st llgrey. ghettos"” in Ehe U.8..with 85000
ts many d eriorating SRO's. The, average -

*

" elderly Tenderloih resident is a whitq ma

never married or without a spouse

fér the last 15-20 yearsg

‘About l/3 of t

se ffien are f

mer merchant marines

vho retired to, San ?ranc1sco late 1ﬂ life nd had no £

ily and few friends

hotel or outside.

1 did

here. Many have few soci

eontacts, either withif. th

an initial‘survey of 21

older persons ‘in this 'area,

or example, and found that

fully 25% reported having mo.clos
once a month. At the extreme end
sogial isolation are the 20% of T
their rooms. ‘A multiplicity of h
‘elderly residents including alcoh
sion. Por many, the problems of

mately connected to the health pr

In 1977, three graduate “srid
offer blood pressure
hotel, using these. oc%s:{.ons as a
conversations with, eadh othér. ‘G
students encouraged the tesidents
facilitate a weekly informal supp
residents at first seemed td atte

e friends or relataves whom‘they talked to even
of the continuupm of social interaction and
enderloin el rs vho never‘or farely leave
ealth proble § are common among, the Tenderloin 8.
olism,.depression, malnutrition and erten—"
social isolatién and pQNerlessness are inti-
oblems exﬁerienced.

t

ents from the School of Public Health began to

creenings one morning per week dn the lobby of one SRO

time to meet residents and' engage them in
radually, as trust levels developed, the

to meet on a regular basis, and they’ Began-to'
rt discussion group in the hotel. While.
these meetings‘$imply to.drink coffee and

talk with the students, they gradually began to show resl intgrest in and d

concgrn with one anotiex.
talized with a combifnation of ou

“For et

ample, when a member of the group was»ﬁospi-
~of-contro] diazbetes and heayy drinking, he was 1

visited by another member, of the group in the hosp

1, and he' later commented,

3
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Ythat was the first time since I was'a child that anyone visited me ip the
hospital. I had ro idea that apyone in this hotel cared and I m going to cut
down on my drinking™ .

*
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As the first ho\tel based support group grew’in .attel;ldance and popularity,
residents of other Tenderloin hotels began asking if - -they too could have a,
weekly discussion group, and by 1579, § such hotel based discussion groups were
operating. Paulo Freire's problem posing educational me tHod was used by, the
student facilitators to help'residents to identlfy common-problems, examine

" their root causes and eventually develop Tact ion plans for dealing with, them,

Of the many health_and relatead issues raised by the elderly residents, none
waé so frequently ox fervently. addressed ds the issue of crime. StGdent facili-
tatdrs therefore used .the issue, of crime and victimization of the.elderly as a
kéy foéus of _their Freire problem posing education ‘and of'organizing within the
individual hdtels, The emergence of TSOP'w crite project, and the subsequent
development by the elderly of an inter-hotel coalition ground Jhis issue, well
illustrates the gradual empowerment of the elderly as in&ividuals and as a -
community through the project.

n
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' In the fall of 1981y resident? £rom. each of then 6 hogel groups vieved a
police department f£ilm on crime an safety, which advised them to be responsible
for insuring theéir own safety by. carrying fake walléts and ehgaging in othet:
individual level crime deterrent.measures. The residents reacted to this film
with anger, pointing out that it ignored the broader $ocifal and .environmental
causes. of -crime, and carried an underlying message which implied blame and |
guilt. 'Residents in or'e hotel who'&fseen the film were encouraged by student
. facilitators to visit other support groups to discuss their feelings, and as a *°
consequence of these inter-group- meetiﬁgs, residents decided to hold a comminity
meeting on the problem of crime in; the Tenderloin. Representatives of local
agencies were invited to "attend, as,were difiprent non eldpfiy segment$ of the
. e concernedégmmmnity. . . £ R
. ; Recognizing the power of thermedia in American .society, tepants of several
hotels successfully .convinced local T.V. stations and newspapers 'to cover the
meeting. The more than 50 residents who attended devgloped a propdsal contain-
ing a number of well thought out gnd’ oftenlxmx to. implement recommendations for
, dealing with crime in a honvictim blaming manner, , "
! ' Sqon after the highly publicized crime ‘meeting, the elderly redidents -
detmanded and were granted a meeeing with fhe mayor and with the chief-of- ﬁolice.
: To’increaae their visi\ility and cohesion prior to this meeting, the residents
organized’ themselves into a ormal inter-hotel coalition: Tenderldin Tenants for
-+ . Safer Streets (TTSS). The mayor was impressed with the efganization of resi-
“ ' dents, and agreed to implement a number of rheir recommendations, including

L4

"increasing the number of beat patrol offigers in the Tenderloin and requiring .
them to step into the TSOP hotels each morning to gef to know their elderly - —
constituency before going.on duty. - - ' .

- The elderly residents were extremely pleased wjth the reception thag they
received from the mayor who following -the Meting cancelled an entire weef's
agenda in order to spend each mqrning of that week meeting with TSOP grodps in
their hotels. Budr the elderly also realized that if real change was going to
happen, they had to continue to work for it themselves and nof simply rely on
the promises of politicians. Consequently, Tenderloin Tenants for Safer Streets-
began to .meet on a regular basis once a week. ’ ! .

-

» Among the many successful plans and programs that this interhotel ¢oalition
has developed,” is the Safehouse Broject. It evolved when the residents got the
idea of approaching local busiﬁeSSes, agencies, bars and restaurants, and asking
each of 'them if they would be a ﬂlade of refuge, where community résidents could
‘go in time of police or medical, emergency. The businesses and agencies were °
asked to put a decal in their window depicting*ﬂ bird’ in the safety of its
birdhouse, which would serve as a community message telling the person on the
street that this was a Safehouse where emergency #id could be received.

In the, firsr two weeks the seniors managed to recruit 14 different stores
and ‘other community agenéies which agreed to serve as $afehouses., The Hayor was
‘invited to open the first Safehoude, in November of 1981, Qver the subsequent 2.
months crime in’the Tendegloin dropped 18%, a fact which the police in the area

* have attributed in part to this highly successful program. In more recent

. months 48° Safehouses have been éstablished and they have together been responsi-

ble for detering crime and dn other ways assisting community people in 56 .
difdyrent medical anq.police emergeficies. , The $afehouse projedt has received X
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wldespread publicity on the Today Show Show and im national pewspapers. and magazZines
(6), and is now being replicated in several other parts of Califormia.

{ Following the success of the Safehouse project, elders began to address
) another major problem, thac 'of malnucrition. Support.group members in one hotel
worked with the local farner's.market to gstablish a-mini-market which meet's one
morning ewery other week in their hotel to offer dow cost nutritious fruics and
< vegetables to residents” In several other TSQP hotels, support "Broup members
T . are working on the development of co-operative food purchasing schemes as part
Lt \ . of an overall comprehensive nutnition program for their communicy.

- ~ - -
v The_crime project and the nutrition project are jus\\two examples of social
;_;_;___ﬁctapn :\ganizing ef forts which have.stemmed directly from the involvement of

hotel resdidents in weekly ISOP support groups. The evolution of leadership in »
those’ groups should also be mentioned. For example in several of the hotels,
. «leadership of the groups has been successfully transferred from the student -,
% . Yolunteers and TSOP project director to the seniors themselves. Several of cthe
flderly group members also have requested training in group facilitacion skills
so that they may work with sctudents in facilicating support/fscussion groups in
new hotels as the P?ogect expatrds. This aspect of the Project has béen particu~
larly important in strengthening intergenerational bonds between-students and .
the elderly realdents, a fa€t nqted by Grey Panthers founder Maggie Kuhn who
] yisited 'TSOP earlier this year and, described it as "a living example of the \
l Pantﬁ‘r s philosophy, Mage and youth in action™
In Aprll of 1882, TSOP incorporated as a nonprofit organization, wich fully.
half of its board domprised of elderlypgfnderloin residents, The organizacion
. recenmtly has received new grants in supporc of (1) the developmeni of a health .
Y ptomotion resource center, for and by TSOP seniors, and of (2) a program of ' ‘
Jndigenous leadership craining for thosé elders wishing more” formal experiencﬂ
in group leadership and related skills. L,
i ' .
A, Whileﬂit is dif ficulc to quantitatively measure changes in healch s;atus Cw
. and morale‘bmong the residents participating im TSOP discussian groups and other . |
-.activzties, qualitacive improvements on ‘these dimensions have been observed and
chronicléd by che student facilicators, In addition,’ ‘changes in-che community.
. have included°a¢26Z'drop in crime over the past yegr; the initiation of amn - '+ |
R ", elder-controlled *small busigess with the development.of the mini-market and
dramatigally increased representation of elders-on agency boards and-task forces .
-, .. throughout-the Tenderloin. While cdne of cqurse cannot take a change such as’ the o
. drop in crime and attribute it solely or -even largely to a Project such as,cthis,
..H;‘ , Tsor hﬁs been crediced with some of the responsibilicy for thls Hﬁd for a* -
v number "of pther positive neighborhood developments. . '
.,.f \.“ . N . . . \ * . .
Of even greacer importance, however, is the fact that the elderly residents -
. themselves are akizg responsibility for having collectiyvely helped change their . «
environment Add this feeling of colléctive .empowérment appears to be having Fi
very- pdsitive effect on individu;l\;:d group torale. o

e . . PR . S
] * v 1 wop}d;like to close with my favorite example in chis regard le. involves
b . +." . a resident nared Norris who, when 1 first met him 5 -years agoé would pericdically
AP theck himself’into the State menfal. hospital . in Napa California, “for reality -,
BN } orientation. After-2 years of intensive involvement with TSOP, ‘I noticed that . . '
Horrie uas no Ionger making these trips tq the hospital and asked’him-what was ..
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« *  + themselves xather than-imposing an agenda- from outside.-

going on. "Well", he repliéd, "I'm very»active in*éhe hotel discussion group,
I'm a lex#der in Tenderloin Tenants for Safer Streets, I'm on the Task Force on
Agidg and I'm 4 Board member of TSOP, T don' t'have time for reality.

The policy implications of the Tenderloin Senior Outreach Project are
several: "
. First, many of tHe "isolated elderly" of SRO hotels dernot desire s
- social isolation, apd in fact may respohd positively to policies and .
programs designed to increase their degree of %nvolvement in the community
and the larger society. i _

Second; such efforts to "engage” the SRO elders will be most effective
if policies.and programs attempt to meet the felt needs of residents .l
. | Third, research designed to. examine the influence of intentional e

support networks on’ elders ehould look beyond individual level outcomes to
. potential community outcomes-of increased social interaction. As in the .
—¢ase of F50P, ic may well be that these broader level developments are in
- turn having an impact ov’ individual weIlbeing which would be missed in a
more narrowly,focused analysis. ! . f
: r :

' In sum, the Tenderloin experience demonstrates the potential role of social
support in increasing semse of control and ,empowerment among low/income 3RO
elders. It further illustrates’ the way in ‘which intentional network building )
among’ previously isolated elderly residents may lead to social.action organizing
which in turn may result - in’ impbrtant changes *in the broader SRO enVironment.
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