Letter from the CEO
“People who have a sense of selfefficacy bounce back from failure;
they approach things in terms of
how to handle them…”
–Albert Bandura

By David Cooper
March 4, 2021

The U.S. Department of Housing and

Urban Development’s (HUD) one-size-fits-all solution
for ending homelessness is designed to get the
homeless quickly into, then out of an emergency
shelter and into subsidized housing. This philosophy
and model is known as Housing First, and is also
applied as Rapid Rehousing and Permanent
Supportive Housing. Its measure of success—being
housed—is a seemingly simple solution to a persistent
and complex problem.
The Housing First model does not require clients
to receive services that address their sobriety,
employment, or mental health. Rehousing is often
scattered in rental units across the community,
wherever landlords accept persons with housing
barriers such as poor financial histories, criminal
backgrounds, addictions, and evictions. The U.S.
Interagency Council on Homelessness describes some
challenges of Rapid Rehousing in this way. “…although
rapid re-housing participants generally must pay
market rate rent following the end of a short-term
rental subsidy, they often face significant barriers to
employment and have experienced chronic unemployment, which can make it difficult to maintain
housing after their rental subsidy ends.”

For the
eight
years,
the Brisben
Center Center
center
thepast
past
eight
years,
the Brisben
attempted to apply the prescribed Housing First
model to its operations. The center labored to serve as
a Low Barrier shelter. It faithfully provided refuge for
thousands with the end goal of rapidly discharging
clients into subsidized housing. Client accountability
was minimally applied. Testing for sobriety was discontinued. Results were measured by the number of
clients served and bed-nights, these providing only a
partial measure of ending homelessness. Nevertheless, the Brisben Center endeavored to meet the HUD,
state and locally prescribed role for the center, even as
funds from these sources were consistently directed
to Housing First.
Unfortunately, the only option for 90 percent of
households departing the Brisben Center was unsustainable housing. Merely one percent were Rapidly
Rehoused. To this day, nearly 50 percent return to
shelter—some several times within two to three
years. Sadly, many are children. The human and
financial costs of repeating the cycle of homelessness
are tragic, and we witness them continuing across
generations. These results are alarming, unacceptable, and financially unsustainable.
To this end, the Brisben Center applied thirty-three
years of experience, sought input from multidisciplinary experts, and scoured internal and external
data to arrive at some stunning conclusions. Low
Barrier Shelter, short-term shelter stays, little to no
client accountability, and limited-duration housing
subsidies for clients with poverty-level incomes and
inadequate life skills are altogether insufficient to
sustainably end homelessness. An inadequate stock
of affordable and accessible housing also presents
a signif icant problem for those departing the
Brisben Center.
(Continued on next page)

Letter from the CEO (continued)

“We are devoted
to helping clients
build and rebuild
their lives to
achieve their
human potential.”
–David Cooper

Problems cannot be solved with the same mindset that created them
—Albert Einstein

With some critical issues identified, and amidst a
global pandemic, the Brisben Center developed
and launched its 2020-2023 Strategic Plan. Months
of extensive research, reviews of numerous evidence-based programs, facilitated discussions, and
wise contributions from the board, staff, clients, donors
and government officials went into creating the plan.
It commits the center and its resources to improve
sheltering by implementing solutions proven to solve
homelessness and by also addressing poverty. Going
forward, the Brisben Center will:
◆ Continue providing safe shelter, nutritious meals
and comprehensive services.
◆ Continue providing residents/clients with goalproducing, case-managed support.
◆ Apply and expand Mobility Mentoring® informed
coaching to plan for measurable and sustainable
wellbeing to disrupt poverty.
◆ Equip residents with life skills that yield livablewage-incomes.
◆ Expand community partnerships to develop
options for affordable and accessible housing.

◆ Reduce returns to the shelter.
◆ Use data to measure and provide feedback loops
to achieve effective and efficient results.
Required are steady resolve, substantial resources,
flexibility, partnerships, data integrity, and faith.
With f resh energy, a new strategic plan, and
our partners’ commitments, we are devoted to
transformational sheltering that yields sustainable
housing. Our approach is called the Brisben Bridge.
A five-pillar foundation upon which to build. Seven
supporting arches of outcomes. Three milestone
impacts. The final destination is a decent and
sustainable home.

Chief Executive Officer

The Brisben Center Facility
A Place for Transformation

◆ 16,000 s.q. of space on 1.93 acres abutting
Braehead Farm and on the bus line.
◆ 80-person capacity: 28 single men, 20 single
women, and 32 (40%) parents with children.

◆ State-of-the-art teleconferencing technology
allows clients to conduct personal business and
participate in group trainings.
◆ Two conference/training rooms.

◆ Eight single-room-occupancy-style units with
private bathrooms for families with children.

◆ Laundromat-grade washers and dryers.

◆ Full-service, high-volume commercial kitchen.

◆ Age-appropriate playgrounds with basketball court
and expansive fenced-in yard.

◆ Career Lab with computer work stations.
◆ Community Health Room for health screenings
and individual counseling.
◆ Meditation Room.

◆ Children’s activity and family recreation room.

◆ Loaner bicycles for children and adults.
◆ Energy-efficient, 115 kW solar power system,
LED lighting, and high efficiency HVAC with
bacteriostatic U.V. treatment.

A History Rooted in Compassion, Integrity,
and Sheer Determination
The Brisben Center got its start in 1987,
when members of six downtown Fredericksburg churches
became collectively concerned about the number of
people, later estimated to be 500—40% of them women
and children—who each year had no permanent shelter.
It incorporated the following year as the Church Shelter
Board for the Rappahannock Area, Ltd.

Run by volunteers, it operated for the first several
years as a cold-weather, nights-only shelter—first at
St. George’s Episcopal Church and then at the old
Maury School. In 1998, it moved to an 80-bed facility
on Essex Street. By then, it was staffed and open 24/7
year-round. It was also renamed the Thurman Brisben
Homeless Shelter (dba Thurman Brisben Center) after
one of its much-revered founders.
From its genesis, the shelter accepted men, women,
and children—individuals and families of nearly
every description. With the transition to a full-time
facility, however, it soon became clear that long-term,
“chronically” homeless individuals with untreated
substance abuse and/or serious mental health
challenges (less than 14% of the homeless population)

do not mix well with others who are simply trying to
get back on their feet financially. Following numerous
incidents of shelter violence and substance abuse in
2005, the City imposed random drug/alcohol testing
and other restrictions.
Erik Nelson, the City’s senior planner at the time,
explained in 2005: “What we found at Thurman was
people like mothers weren’t inclined to go to the shelter
because they feared for the safety of their kids. It’s unfair
to blast the shelter for not serving both populations
because realistically it just can’t be done.”
After several years, the Essex Street property was
slated for re-development and the Brisben Center
was forced again to move. It took four difficult years
and many false starts before its current location in
the Battlefield Industrial Park was settled—albeit
with signif icant restrictions. Despite the board’s
best efforts, a downtown location simply could not
overcome a veritable groundswell of opposition. On
the other hand, the construction of a Place for Transformation from scratch has offered enormous opportunities to resolve homelessness.

“What we found at Thurman was people like mothers weren’t inclined to go to the shelter because they
feared for the safety of their kids. It’s unfair to blast the shelter for not serving both populations because
realistically it just can’t be done.” –Fredericksburg Senior Planner, 2005

“It was heartening to find such widespread concern in the community for the
plight of the homeless. Though the shelter is not a permanent solution, it is a first,
emergency measure out of which more permanent solutions are growing.”
–Anna Thurman Brisben, 1988
Anna Thurman Brisben (1916-1990)
One of the founders of the organization that bears her
name, Anna Thurman Brisben made it her mission to
help the many homeless men, women, and children
she came across from her office at St. George’s
Episcopal Church. She listened, counseled, got them
medical attention, helped them apply for social
services, helped them get jobs and back on their feet.
People who were homeless could always turn to her,
and countless did.
The Brisben Center can trace its compassion, integrity,
and sheer determination back to this dynamo of a

woman. “She was the tiny lady who looked like the
wind could blow her over, but when she put her hands
on her hips and stared down (actually up at) the men,
they would meekly do anything she said!” reminisced
a volunteer.
Mrs. Brisben had the wisdom and the vision to
understand that it takes community working together
to address a tragedy as complex and unremitting as
homelessness. Each part of it has a role to play and
can, as her father exhorted her to do, “brighten the
corner where you are.”

The Brisben Bridge:

A Constructive Approach Toward a Permanent Home
“…in practically every human
being…there is an active will
toward health, an impulse
towards growth, towards selfactualization”
–Abraham Maslow

3 Milestones
Toward a
Permanent Home
◆ Livable wage income.
◆ Sustained re-housing.
◆ Decreased returns to
shelter.

5 Pillars: A Foundation for Success

6 Arches: Supports for the Journey

◆ Capability: What is the client capable of?

◆ Clients work with a case manager and Mobility
Mentoring® volunteer coach to set and achieve
S.M.A.R.T. goals, starting with:

◆ Motivation: Does the client aspire to participate in
shaping their future?
◆ Accountability: Is the client working on a resultsbased plan to achieve their potential?
◆ Effective Services: Are the Brisben Center
and community providing the right mixture of
supports to help homeless adults and children
move from dependence to independence?
◆ Apply Resources Effectively: Is our investment of
resources resulting in wellbeing among our
clients and our community?

◆ Sobriety; improved mental & physical health.
◆ Healthy parenting—ending the cycle of
generational homelessness.
◆ Learning and applying skills to secure and sustain
livable wage income.
◆ Financial literacy: saving and investing resources
wisely to afford and sustain a decent and
affordable home.
◆ Mutual care and well-being of home and
community.

“I think the best thing the Brisben Center is doing right now is continuing to move forward
with that accountability piece—holding people accountable while also giving them the
mentoring and the life skills and the things they need to be successful moving forward.”
–Tony Lewis, High school teacher, Former child resident, and Brisben Center board member

Brisben Bridge Components
1. Shelter in a safe, modern, energy-efficient facility.
2. Nutritious meals prepared by hundreds of faith
communities, businesses, civic organizations,
and others.
3. Accountability-based case management.
4. Relationship-building, results-based Mobility
Mentoring® coaching beginning in shelter and
lasting for 12+ months after departing shelter.

10. Homework Buddies: tutoring by Public
School teachers.
11. Behavioral healthcare with the Rappahannock
Area Community Services Board and other providers.
12. State-of-the-art virtual technology linking clients
to an array of hand-up supports.
13. Additional rich and impactful programmatic
partnerships

5. Health screening by Germanna Community
College nursing program.

• Mary Washington University

6. Sesame Street programming for children.

• Virginia Cooperative Extension

7. Employment coaching by Brisben’s Job
Help volunteers.

• Virginia Career Works

8. Department of Social Services screening for
essential services.

• Countless Faith Communities

9. Access to healthcare at the Lloyd Moss Free Clinic
and other providers.

• Dr. Yum Project

• Home Depot
• Businesses
• Germana Community College
• Housing Agencies

Helping People Realize Their Potential
Building upon the capabilities and motivation of clients, the Brisben Center
helps them resolve their unique challenges.

I believe there is
a segment of our
society that still sees
a “typical” homeless
person. You know:
the one living under a
bridge or panhandling.
The truth is that no
homeless person
is “typical.” Each
individual or family
comes with their own
story and thus their
own needs.
–Rhonda Rhodes,
case manager
Destination Home

challenges in the areas of physical/mental health,
employment, functional literacy, substance misuse,
criminal histories, parenting, domestic violence, etc.
Case managers coordinate with Mobility Mentoring®
coaching navigators to continue achieving plans for
sustained success. For clients who embrace it, the
Brisben Center’s case management program is an
entryway to a comprehensive, lasting recovery from
poverty and homelessness.

Brisben’s Mobility Mentoring®
Coaching Navigators Approach

Mobility Mentoring® is an internationally recognized,
evidence-based approach to resolving poverty.
Developed by EMPath of Boston in partnership with
Harvard University and the U.S. Partnership on Mobility
from Poverty, it applies an understanding of brain
science to help clients improve focus, planning, decision-making, impulse-control, self-regulation, self-efficacy, and self-esteem. The results-based measure, the
Bridge to Self-Sufficiency®, uses an individualized grid
to apply S.M.A.R.T goals across five life domains:
◆ Personal well-being.

Case Management

The heart of services for clients in the Brisben Center
shelter is the case management team. Its role is
three-fold:
◆ Stabilize clients with shelter and targeted resources.
◆ Help clients address the immediate and root
causes of their homelessness.
◆ Help clients transition to sustainable housing.
Case managers accomplish these by developing with
the client a goal-oriented structure for achieving
them. In addition to coaching, teaching, and
motivating clients in weekly meetings, case managers
link them with specialized services to address unique

◆ Family stability.
◆ Career.
◆ Financial management.
◆ Education.
Each participant is assigned a well-trained and
supported volunteer coach-navigator for a year or
more after departing the shelter. Together, in twicemonthly coaching sessions, participants and their
coach navigators strategize on achieving client
declared goals. Participants become increasingly successful with planning, solving problems and
achieving goals that advance their human potential.

Homelessness and Poverty in our Region
(Planning District 16)

Homelessness Estimates

Homeless individuals identified by HUD: .........~200
Homeless schoolchildren Department of. Education: ........................................... 1,400
Parents of these schoolchildren
(assumes 1 parent/child) ................................................. 1,400

In, Out and Back Again

In every year from 2012 to 2020 – nearly half (47%) of those
served by the local homeless services system returned
to the Brisben shelter (some multiple times) – even
after the federal, state and local interventions to “end
homelessness” were applied.

Low estimate of PD16 region homeless: .......... 3,800

◆ 259 individuals

Homeless individuals sheltered by all
local agencies*: .......................................................................... 780

◆ 39 children

* HUD Exchange: CoC System Performance Measures Data
Since FY 2015

Poverty Estimates
◆ Total individuals in households with annual
incomes at or below the Federal Poverty
Threshold*: ..................................................................... 25,899
◆ Children in households with annual incomes at or
below The Federal Poverty Threshold: .........8,694
◆ Households with annual incomes at or below the
United Way’s ALICE Survival Budget** (34% of all
households): ...................................................................43,655
*$20,598 for 1 adult & 2 children; $13,300 for an individual
(US Census Bureau: Poverty Thresholds for 2019)
** ALICE in Virginia: A Financial Hardship Study, 2020

◆ 33 families
◆ 23 military veterans
◆ $474,700 – Annual Avg. costs of re-sheltering.
• $39,558 per month
• $1,301 per day

Scarcity of Housing First Solutions

In 2019-2020, 88% of clients departed Thurman
Brisben Center for impermanent or undetermined-duration housing.
◆ 1% were re-housed by veteran’s programs.
◆ 1% were re-housed by RACSB PATH program.
◆ 9% departed for other housing destinations.
◆ 1% were rapidly re-housed (HUD definition) by
regional partner agencies.

Sheltered by the
Brisben Center
in FY 2019*
Total: ....................................... 550

Children: ................................ 82
Families: ................................. 69
Single women: .................137
Single men: .......................252
Veterans: ................................48
Average occupancy: . 85%
*pre-COVID

A Community Enterprise
2,000 Volunteers

Begun as a volunteer-run collaboration among
six faith communities, the Brisben Center remains
a community enterprise. Over 2,000 volunteers
contribute their time, resources, and energy each
year to its ongoing operation. With no budget for
food, the Center relies on hundreds of faith, business,
civic groups, schools, and individuals to provide,
prepare, and serve as many as 95,000 meals. Others
maintain the grounds, make building repairs, serve as
Mobility Mentoring® coaches, read to children, drive
residents to appointments, or contribute in countless
other ways. Many supporters contribute the supplies,
equipment, furnishings, and client necessities that
keep the Brisben Center running.

Broad Base of Funding Support

Financial donations are, of course, the lifeblood of
the 501(c)3 nonprofit corporation. Thirty-one percent
(~$300,000) of the Center’s $1.01 million budget
is provided by the five localities it serves. For the

“I was taught that if someone is
broken down on the side of the
road, you stop and help them.”
–A volunteer

remaining $700,000, it relies on over 750 private
individuals and organizations. Very little federal or
state funding is available for the non-“chronically”
homeless that the Brisben Center primarily serves, or
for the type of accountability-based programming it
knows to be effective. But rather than abandon its decades-long mission or knowledge of what works, the
Center relies instead on a broad swath of the public
who see the wisdom and plain common sense in
“teaching a person how to fish so they can eat for a
lifetime.”

No. of Community Donations in 2020 by Giving Level

Level

%

No. of Donations

$0 - $100

64

1,048

$101 - $500

26

430

$501 - 1,000

5

74

$1,001 - $5,000

4

67

$5,001+

1

12

Vision

We envision a community where everyone participates
in developing a path out of poverty and opportunities that
yield healthy affordable housing.

Mission/Purpose

Our mission is to provide temporary shelter and equip residents
for employability to resolve poverty and obtain housing.

Core Values
Accountability

Integrity/Honesty
Compassion
Caring
Results-focused

P.O. Box 1295, Fredericksburg, VA 22402
471 Central Road, Fredericksburg, VA 22401
(540) 899-9853 • info@brisbencenter.org

