
 

 

Guide to Creating Recovery-Centered 

Resident Handbooks 

Rhode Island Recovery Housing Program 

Purpose of the Resident Handbook 

The resident handbook is more than a rulebook. It is often the first formal document a resident 

receives upon entry, and it sets the tone for the entire recovery housing experience. 

A strong handbook should: 

• Clearly communicate expectations 

• Support recovery, accountability, and safety 

• Reduce confusion and conflict 

• Use respectful, recovery-oriented language 

• Balance structure with dignity 

The goal is consistency without rigidity and accountability without punishment. 

 

Core Principles to Guide All Handbooks 

All recovery housing handbooks should reflect the following principles: 

• Recovery-Centered – Policies should support long-term recovery, not just compliance. 

• Trauma-Informed – Assume residents may have histories of trauma; language matters. 

• Clear and Predictable – Residents should always know what to expect. 

• Fair and Proportionate – Consequences should be reasonable, graduated, and related to 

behavior. 

• Strengths-Based – Focus on growth, responsibility, and restoration, not shame. 



• Plain Language – Write for readability, not legal defensibility. 

 

Tone and Language: What to Use and What to Avoid 

Recommended Tone 

• Calm, respectful, direct 

• Adult-to-adult (not parent-to-child) 

• Clear expectations without threats (threatening discharge after every rule listed is not 

recovery oriented or respectful) 

• Supportive but firm 

Language to Avoid 

• Punitive or threatening phrases (e.g., “zero tolerance,” “will be immediately 

discharged!”) 

• Shaming or moralizing language 

• Vague enforcement language (“at staff discretion” without explanation) 

• Excessive “rules-only” framing without rationale 

Preferred Language 

• “Expectations” instead of “rules” 

• “Accountability process” instead of “discipline” 

• “Support plan” instead of “violation response” 

• “May result in” instead of “will result in” 

 

Required Sections for All Recovery Housing Handbooks 

1. Welcome & Philosophy of the House 

• Brief welcome statement 

• Purpose of recovery housing 

• Shared values (recovery, safety, respect, accountability) 

• Statement that recovery housing is not treatment, but a recovery-supportive 

environment 

 

2. Resident Rights 



Clearly outline resident rights, including: 

• Right to dignity and respect 

• Right to a safe, substance-free environment 

• Right to privacy within program expectations 

• Right to file a grievance without retaliation 

• Right to fair and consistent application of policies 

 

3. Resident Responsibilities 

Clearly state expectations such as: 

• Maintaining sobriety while in the house 

• Participating in required recovery activities as mandated by house rules 

• Respecting other residents and property 

• Following house schedules and curfews 

• Communicating concerns appropriately 

 

4. Substance Use & Return to Use Response 

This section must be especially careful in tone. 

Include: 

• Clear expectation of abstinence while residing in the house 

• Definition of relapse (return to use/reoccurrence) and suspected use 

• What happens when reoccurrence occurs (step-by-step) 

• Emphasis on safety, assessment, and recovery planning 

• Clarification that reoccurrence is addressed through process, not automatic expulsion 

Avoid: 

• Automatic discharge language unless absolutely required for safety 

• Moral judgment or blame 

 

5. Medication & MOUD Policies 

• Clear stance on medications, including MOUD 

• Storage and safety procedures 

• Emergency protocols 



• Respectful, stigma-free language 

 

6. House Operations 

Include practical details: 

• Curfews and schedules 

• Chores and shared responsibilities 

• Guest policies 

• Overnight passes 

• Quiet hours 

• Use of common spaces 

Explain the why behind expectations where appropriate. 

 

7. Fees, Rent, and Financial Expectations 

• Rent amount and due dates 

• Breakdown of the tiers for the BHDDH grant (suggest posting the BHDDH tiers in a 

public space) 

• Any additional fees (clearly disclosed) 

• Consequences for late payment 

• Refund or non-refund policies 

• Transparency is essential 

No surprise charges. 

 

8. Accountability & Behavioral Concerns 

Describe a graduated response model, such as: 

• Verbal conversation or warning 

• Written plan or agreement 

• Temporary restrictions 

• Discharge only when necessary 

Residents should understand: 

• How concerns are raised 

• How decisions are made 



• Who is involved 

• How they can respond or appeal 

 

9. Discharge & Transition Planning 

Include: 

• Voluntary discharge process 

• Involuntary discharge criteria 

• How residents are notified 

• Expectations for leaving 

• Emphasis on transition and next steps whenever possible 

 

10. Grievance and Complaint Process 

Clearly outline: 

• How to file a complaint with RICARES 

• Who receives it 

• Expected response timeline 

• Assurance of non-retaliation 

• External reporting options when applicable 

 

11. Acknowledgment & Signature Page 

Include: 

• Statement confirming resident received and reviewed the handbook 

• Space for questions 

• Resident signature and date 

• Staff signature and date 

 

Formatting and Accessibility Standards 

All handbooks should: 

• Use clear headings and white space 



• Avoid dense blocks of text 

• No all CAPS 

• Be written at an accessible reading level 

• Be available in multiple languages when possible 

• Be reviewed annually and updated as needed 

 


