
“and into a vision for strategic 
direction and opportunities 
for policy decisions we should 
be advocating for.” On a per-
sonal level, she notes, O’Connell 
makes others feel valued. “He is 
always looking at what he’s go-
ing to learn from somebody. Sit-
ting on the other side of a con-
versation from him, you always 
feel like you’ve got something 
important to say, whether you’re 
a patient, or a colleague, or a 
legislator.”

Once, Gaeta recalls, a newly 
housed patient paged O’Connell 
about 10 times in one day for 
support. “And he called her back 
every time. I remember sitting 
in my office at 7 p�.M. on a week-
day, desperately trying to finish 
work. I hear Jim call back, and 
with the most patient voice, he 
walks her through how to cook 
spaghetti. He went through it 
step by step, how to make spa-
ghetti and the sauce. I just sat 
there smiling to myself. This is 
an unusual person.”

O’Connell was equally ac-
cessible to Guarino, the patient 
who co-chairs the program’s 
consumer advisory board, when 
she became frighteningly sick 
in the middle of the night sev-
eral months ago. As she tells it, 
“I called Jim and woke him up. 
I said, ‘What am I going to do?’ 
And he said, ‘You’re going to 
Mass General right now, Joanne.’ 
My sister got me there, and the 
doctors were waiting for me.…at 
two in the morning, they were 
waiting for me. I felt like the president of the United States.”

A Father Figure
O’Connell has won numerous awards for his humanitarian 
work, published in prestigious medical and public health jour-
nals, appeared on Nightline and National Public Radio’s Fresh Air, and 
given speeches and conferred with colleagues around the world. 
He was invited to the Obama White House during the healthcare 
reform debate as an expert on homelessness issues. But to the 
struggling men and women he visits on foot or aboard the Pine 
Street Inn’s nighttime outreach van, O’Connell is simply a steady 
presence, there to comfort.

On a blustery Friday morning last fall, O’Connell arrived for his 
weekly “street team” check-in with patients, trim and wearing a 
button-down checked shirt, casual pants, and a New England Pa-

triots cap. As soon as he emerged from a bagel shop near MGH, 
homeless people gravitated toward him. “Everybody knows Jim. 
It’s just the way it is,” said Steve Henderson, 53, rolling up in his 
motorized wheelchair with a bandaged leg. “He’s always in a good 
mood. He’s a caring person.”

O’Connell talked with Henderson and then huddled with 
a young woman who had arrived visibly distressed, with a face 
that appeared swollen and battered. Dr. Jim lined up safe shelter 
and treatment for her at Barbara McInnis House, the program’s 
medical respite unit. Then he headed up Cambridge Street wear-
ing a small backpack containing basic medical gear, like a ther-
mometer and blood-pressure cuff. Accompanying him that week 
were psychiatrist Eileen Reilly and Katie Koh ’09, M.D. ’14, a psy-
chiatry resident in the MGH/McLean Hospital training program 
who said she considers O’Connell a role model. The team carried 

Vulnerable Patients, Quality Care

Guided by its slogan, “Medicine that matters,” Boston Health Care for the Homeless Pro-
gram (BHCHP; www.bhchp.org) serves more than 12,000 homeless people a year. It does 
so at two hospital-based clinics and in shelters, motels, apartments, soup kitchens, detox 

units, parks, alleys, and doorways around the city. The program’s home base is Jean Yawkey 
Place, a modern community health center in Boston’s South End that reflects the organization’s 
integrated approach by housing medical, mental-health, substance-use, and dental services; a 
pharmacy; administrative offices; and a medical respite unit.

Operating around the clock, BHCHP is one of more than 240 Health Care for the Homeless 
programs in the country that receive grants from the U.S. Health Resources and Services Ad-
ministration (an agency of the Department of Health and Human Services). Its staff has grown 
from seven in 1985 to about 400 today, including physicians, nurse practitioners, psychiatrists, 
dentists, social workers, and food services and maintenance staff. Most of the program’s budget 
of $51 million comes from third-party reimbursements (about 80 percent of patients have some 
type of health coverage), with other revenue coming from federal, state, and foundation grants, 
pharmacy charges, and charitable gifts.

Thanks to its deep ties to the local academic medical community, the program’s patients have 
access to Massachusetts General Hospital and Boston Medical Center, and its physicians serve 
as attendings on the wards, participate in grand rounds, and the like. “The hospitals have been 
great about having us be part of them,” says BHCHP president and founding physician James 
O’Connell. These affiliations, adds CEO Barry Bock, “have helped us attract some of the bright-
est minds to come and work here, not just in medicine but also in nursing and research.”

Under O’Connell’s leadership, BHCHP opened the nation’s first medical respite unit for pa-
tients too sick to return to shelters or the street, but not sick enough to require a costly hospi-
tal admission. The 104-bed Barbara McInnis House provides a clean bed, nutritious meals, and 
medical care for people dealing with cancer, AIDS, heart failure, or other illnesses, recuperating 
from injuries, or facing the end of life. In the mid 1990s, BHCHP and MGH computer scientists 
developed the country’s first electronic medical record system for the homeless to coordinate 
care across sites for this uniquely mobile and rootless population. More recently, the program 
launched a special clinic for homeless transgender individuals, as well as a motel-based clinic 
that offers checkups, vaccinations, and other primary-care services for homeless families.

Howard K. Koh, Fineberg professor of the practice of public health leadership at the Harvard 
Chan School of Public Health and Harvard Kennedy School, has admired O’Connell since their 
days as physicians-in-training, and has followed the country’s expansion of quality healthcare 
for homeless people during his government service in Boston and Washington. “Through all 
these developments,” Koh writes in his foreword to O’Connell’s book, Stories from the Shadows, 
“the lessons from BHCHP have served as a beacon for the nation.”
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