
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

While long-term trends 
in homelessness rates 
have been in decline, 

rates started to increase in 
2015.1 In Illinois, Governor JB 
Pritzker signed an executive 
order in 2021 establishing an 
Interagency Task Force on 
Homelessness with the goal 
of achieving Functional Zero 
homelessness state-wide. In 

June 2022, the Task Force re-
leased the Home Illinois, Illinois’ 
Plan to Prevent and End Home-
lessness2 that sets the founda-
tional vision to realize the goal 
of making homelessness rare, 
brief, and one-time.

One of the major hurdles state 
governments face in address-
ing homelessness is a lack 
of current and accurate data 
reporting. This is not because 
the data do not exist—some 
exist—but more so because 
the data are not shared well or 
even formatted in a way that 
facilitates sharing. Much of the 
relevant data are collected and 
maintained by local organiza-
tions known as Continuums of 
Care (CoCs) who are only man-
dated to report data to the US 
Department of Housing and 

Urban Development (HUD). A 
lack of current and consistently 
reported data hinders a state 
government’s ability to use its 
legislative and administrative 
tools to address the issue of 
homelessness. Recognizing this 
challenge, the Illinois Office to 
Prevent & End Homelessness 
(IOPEH) committed to explor-
ing the feasibility of a statewide 
homelessness data reporting 
system in the Home Illinois 
Plan.3 
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This spotlight aims to inform IOPEH efforts by 
looking at the State of California’s efforts to inte-
grate its 44 Homeless Management Information 
Systems (HMIS) into one Homelessness Data In-
tegration System, centralizing homelessness data 
reporting and allowing its government to work 
towards eliminating homelessness. We note that 
the following steps will be necessary for Illinois to 
develop its own integrated system:
 
•	 Establish data sharing agreements with CoCs;
•	 Establish standard reporting guidelines;
•	 Work with the Illinois Department of Innovation 

and Technology (DoIT) on data governance 
and management procedures;

•	 Explore public and private sector partnership 
possibilities on data deduplication; and

•	 Establish reporting cadence wherein HMIS 
reports are sent to the state and published 
on a dashboard or open portal for public 
consumption.

INTRODUCTION

In late 2021, Governor JB Pritzker 
made a commitment to compre-
hensively address homelessness 
in Illinois by issuing executive 
order 2021-21. This executive or-
der established the Illinois Inter-
agency Task Force on Homeless-
ness (IITF) which is tasked with 
coordinating the administration’s 
efforts to decrease homelessness, 
reduce unnecessary institution-
alization across the state, and 
achieve “functional zero” home-
lessness in the State of Illinois.4 

Functional zero homelessness 
is a framework for communities 
seeking to address homelessness. 
It has four criteria: 1.) homeless-
ness exits are above the number 
of homeless individuals in the 
community; 2.) the community is 
keeping a full account of home-
lessness throughout the year; 3.) 
the systems designed to address homelessness fo-
cus on addressing disparity, with a focus on racial 
and ethnic equity; and 4.) the previous 3 criteria 
are sustained over the long term.5 Illinois does have 
a success story for a community reaching function-
al zero homelessness: Rockford, Illinois, achieved 
the milestone in May 2017.6
 
Shortly after the IITF was established, a group of 
scholars and researchers affiliated with the Insti-
tute of Government & Public Affairs from across 
the University of Illinois System began working 
with the Task Force to provide data and analysis 

to inform the Task Force on the current and ongo-
ing state of homelessness in Illinois, culminating 

in the release of the Home Illinois 
Plan. Our scholars, researchers, 
and subject matter experts knew 
that data that would be useful 
for providing a full and current 
account of homelessness across 
the state did not exist. Only the 
yearly Point-in-Time (PIT) count, 
a federally mandated report-
ing requirement, was available 
for the initial reports. Over the 
course of analyzing data for 
these reports it became appar-
ent that the task of addressing 
homelessness at the state level 
requires a system to track home-
lessness throughout the year; 
and that to do so would require 
the state to address the barriers 
to collecting and managing this 
data in order to effectively and 
efficiently achieve functional 
zero homelessness in Illinois. This 
policy spotlight describes HMIS 
systems, discusses the challenges 
in creating and implementing a 

statewide homelessness data reporting system, 
and highlights the state of California’s effort to 
centralize its HMIS data and the opportunities 
realized by implementing its Homeless Data Inte-
gration System (HDIS).

HOMELESSNESS DATA IN ILLINOIS

Homelessness data in Illinois are collected across 
19 Continuums of Care (CoCs).  A CoC is a region-
al or local planning organization that coordinates 
services to address homelessness within its geog-
raphy. The US Department of Housing and Urban 

Over the course of 
analyzing data for 

these reports it became 
apparent that the 
task of addressing 

homelessness at the 
state level requires 
a system to track 

homelessness 
throughout the year; 

and that to do so would 
require the state to 
address the barriers 

to collecting and 
managing this data in 
order to effectively 

and efficiently achieve 
functional zero 

homelessness in Illinois.

https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=138563
https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=138563
https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=138563
https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=138563
https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=138563
https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=138563
https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=138563
https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=138563
https://www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=138563


Contact: David Merriman, Interim Director, IGPA: (312) 996-1381 3

Development (HUD) requires 
that CoCs fund programs to 
provide permanent housing, 
transitional housing, supportive 
services, and, in some cases, 
homelessness prevention. Each 
CoC operates its own local 
HMIS which they use to collect 
data on the provision of hous-
ing and services to homeless in-
dividuals, families, and persons 
at risk of homelessness. These 
data are collected and provided 
to HUD in compliance with their 
data collection, management, 
and reporting standards, allow-
ing HUD to inform homeless-
ness policy at the federal level.7

In most cases CoC boundaries 
map neatly to existing county 
boundaries. For example, the 
Northern Illinois Homeless CoC 
includes Winnebago, Boone, 
and DeKalb counties within its 
boundaries. In Illinois, the only 
CoC that does not map precise-
ly to county boundary lines is 
the Chicago CoC, which follows 
the City of Chicago boundary 
lines. As Chicago is located 
entirely within Cook County, the 
Chicago and Suburban Cook 
County CoCs completely cover 
Cook County, and aligning 
county data to CoC data is thus 
rather easy. 

State-wide programs to address 
homelessness require current 
and regularly updated data on 
the homeless population to 
succeed. Homelessness data 
are centralized at the federal 
level in the form of an annual 
PIT count, obtained on a desig-
nated night in January when a 
census of people experiencing 
homelessness is undertaken na-
tionwide, employing a common 
protocol. There is, however, no 
system in place to consistent-
ly track homeless population 
counts or homeless service 
access on a sub-annual basis by 
state governments. This pos-
es a challenge to state-based 
initiatives to address homeless-
ness. Without regular data on 
service access throughout the 

year there is little data to drive 
state-level spending on services 
for the homeless. A state-wide 
warehouse of uniformly re-
ported HMIS data reported on 
even a quarterly basis would 
allow for funds and programs 
to better target local homeless 
populations based on need and 
prevalence.8

Because HMIS systems oper-
ate at the CoC level and CoCs 
are only required to report to 
HUD directly, current data on 

homelessness is not generally 
available to state governments. 
The onus is on the states to es-
tablish a program collecting and 
aggregating such data, from 
HUD or from the CoCs. The 
difficulty of such consolidation 
varies by state, as states differ 
dramatically in how they are 
divided into CoCs. For exam-
ple, Indiana, with about half the 
population of Illinois, has only 
2 CoCs. Illinois, which hosts 19 
CoCs, faces larger administra-
tive and technical hurdles. 
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HOMELESSNESS MANAGEMENT 
INFORMATION SYSTEMS

The number of CoCs within a state is based on 
local capacity, will, availability, and funding, as 
CoCs are created by local organizations, nonprof-
its, and governments.9 Each CoC maintains and 
organizes its own HMIS. It is not uncommon for a 
CoC to utilize third-party vendors to operate and 
maintain its HMIS. Using third-party IT solutions 
allows CoCs to focus their resources on providing 
case management and services, but this out-
sourcing can complicate the negotiation of data 
sharing agreements in situations where vendors 
may attempt to gain ownership of the data.  It is 
imperative that contracts are well-thought out 
and optimally CoCs would retain ownership of the 
data.10, 11 Reporting HMIS data to other agencies, 
including HUD, can often require technical solu-
tions as well. In the case of the City of Chicago 
CoC, and many other HMISs across the country, 
software called ServicePoint is used as a database 
solution while a separate software called Busi-
nessObjects is used to generate reports for other 
organizations and government agencies.12 These 
two software solutions are provided by separate 
vendors. Most vendors are capable of exporting 
and importing HUD data to facilitate data migra-
tion when necessary, though each HMIS can have 
its own idiosyncrasies and technicalities around 
implementation of HUD reporting standards. 

CoCs designate an administrator for their HMIS. 
The City of Chicago CoC is administered by an 
organization called All Chicago, a non-profit 
focused on addressing and ending homeless-
ness.13 The Suburban Cook CoC, which manages 
the HMIS for the area of Cook County that falls 
outside of Chicago, is administrated by Alliance 
to End Homelessness in Suburban Cook Coun-
ty.14 They also utilize ServicePoint as their HMIS 
database solution along with several other CoCs 
in Illinois. 

HUD uses the framework of Data Maturity to 
support CoCs in assessing their data quality stan-
dards, analytics capacity, use of data in leading 
policy and process development, and IT system 
needs. HMIS systems have different levels of 
Data Maturity even within the same state due to 
differences in staffing, institutional capacity, and 
staff skills.15 Because of this, data quality between 
HMISs can vary, making reported numbers across 
CoCs difficult to compare. HUD’s HMIS reporting 
requirements are also variable year-over-year, 
leading to difficulties in tracking sub-populations 
of homeless families and individuals in a consis-
tent manner.16, 17 As an example, one of the most 
recent changes was to categories for questions 
surrounding age.18 
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The PIT Count is 
based on a single 
night in January. 
In this example, a 
count of 5,500 
people.

HMIS Count of accessing 
services is based on 
encounters over an 
entire year. In this 
example, a count of 
23,000 people.

PIT Count

HMIS Count

Figure 2. Reported HMIS data in most cases across 
Illinois describes numbers of people accessing 
homeless services, including shelters, throughout 
the year. This differs from the PIT count, which 
tallies people experiencing street and shelter 
homelessness on a designated night of the year as 
mandated by HUD.

Source: David Mendieta and Samuel Carlson, "Estimate of Home-
less People in Chicago (2015-19)" (2021), Chicago Coalition for the 
Homeless, https://s6624.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/
Homeless-Estimate-2021_FINAL.pdf

Reported HMIS data in most cases across Illinois 
describes numbers of people accessing homeless 
services, including shelters, throughout the year. 
This differs from the PIT count, which tallies peo-
ple experiencing street and shelter homelessness 
on a designated night of the year as mandated by 
HUD.19 While HMIS data are incorporated as part 
of the sheltered portion of the PIT report, these 
are distinct methods of quantifying homelessness. 
The mismatch between reported PIT counts and 

https://s6624.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Homeless-Estimate-2021_FINAL.pdf
https://s6624.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Homeless-Estimate-2021_FINAL.pdf


5Contact: David Merriman, Interim Director, IGPA: (312) 996-1381

HMIS reports stems from a differ-
ent baseline of how the data are 
collected, so it is important to 
be able to use both sets of data 
cohesively. The City of Chicago 
CoC illustrates this. While the 
PIT counts enumerated between 
5,290 and 6,786 people experi-
encing homelessness on the des-
ignated January nights between 
2015 to 2019, HMIS data for Chi-
cago indicates that the number 
of people accessing homeless 
services across each year from 
2015 to 2019 ranged between 
21,919 and 23,808 people.20 

HMIS data also do not include people living on 
the street or other places not meant for habita-
tion who had no contact with service providers, 
whereas the PIT count does have that data. HMIS 
data also do not include people experiencing 
homelessness who do not want to be found 
because of the potential negative impact to their 
safety and wellbeing, such as those involved in 
sex work and or those without documentation of 
citizenship or immigration. However, PIT count 
does have the ability to capture those individuals 
based on where they are located on the designat-
ed PIT count evening in January. 

HMIS administrators are aware of the challenges 
with their data and are actively making strides 
to improve their systems. Returning to the City 
of Chicago CoC, the non-profit organization All 
Chicago has managed the city-wide HMIS system 

since 2012.21 In 2019, All Chicago 
conducted a nationwide review 
of other HMIS administrators to 
identify solutions enhancing data 
sharing, especially with health 
and human services systems.22 
Building on this review, Chicago 
has participated in a pilot pro-
gram to share homelessness data 
from HMIS with hospital sys-
tems’ electronic health records 
to improve care.23 A robust HMIS 
system that captures people 
experiencing homelessness 
and interacting with services 
throughout the year can aug-
ment the one-night snapshot of 

PIT counts, providing a more holistic picture of 
homelessness.24 

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

Attaining functional zero homelessness in Illi-
nois will require, at minimum, a system to track 
progress towards that goal. That system would 
require a coordinated effort across HMIS provid-
ers, state, and local governments to centralize and 
track data. It is only through the collection and 
maintenance of HMIS data at the state level that 
functional zero will be achievable statewide. This 
section discusses the challenges and opportuni-
ties associated with the development of a central-
ized state HMIS database.

The Illinois Department of Human Services 
provides services or serves as a connector, 

A robust HMIS 
system that captures 
people experiencing 

homelessness and 
interacting with 

services throughout the 
year can augment the 
one-night snapshot of 
PIT counts, providing a 
more holistic picture of 

homelessness.
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depending on the service needed, to both those 
currently homeless and those at risk of becoming 
homeless.25 It does not have a system set up to 
actively collect and maintain data on homeless-
ness outside of the yearly counts provided by 
HUD utilizing local HMIS reports.26 Tracking prog-
ress on homelessness prevention is limited with-
out a frequent and current count of homelessness 
in the state. While a yearly count provides useful 
data, there are methodological limitations in its 
count that exaggerate the proportion of the pop-
ulation experiencing chronic homelessness while 
likely undercounting the total homeless popula-
tion.27 Creating and maintaining a centralized data 
warehouse of local HMIS products would provide 
opportunities to better allocate funding and de-
velop more strategic programming around home-
lessness prevention at the state level. 

Centralizing these data requires creating a stan-
dard reporting structure, timeline, and training for 
data reporters. Local HMIS databases vary in data 
quality and coordinating a new reporting system 
would be no small task. Data-sharing agreements 
would need to be created between the State of 
Illinois and each CoC. Funding and support for the 
activities required in standardizing and reporting 
HMIS data would have to be provided to ensure a 
successful implantation. However, with the ex-
panded efforts within Illinois state government to 
mitigate homelessness, there is ample opportuni-
ty right now to utilize resources to improve home-
lessness data. Additionally, there are movements 
at both the local and state level to improve data 
sharing and access across agencies in the state, 
so this is an issue with salience.28

Even after data-sharing agreements are created, 
there are further technical challenges. A state-
wide homelessness data warehouse capturing 
counts from multiple CoCs runs the risk of dou-
ble-counting families and individuals who move 
from one CoC to another and access services. 
CoCs also vary widely in terms of which measures 
of homeless are counted. By nature of its data 
sources (CoC HMIS reports), a state-wide data 

warehouse would only be counting homeless 
populations that access services through CoCs. It 
would necessarily not capture unsheltered home-
less populations and those that do not access ser-
vices. While this gap poses a limitation in getting 
an accurate count of state-wide homelessness, it 
also demonstrates the ongoing usefulness of the 
annual PIT count. 

A centralized HMIS system would not replace the 
annual PIT count but instead would serve as a 
supplement. The annual PIT count is currently the 
only routine collection of data on both sheltered 
and unsheltered homelessness. Each year, CoCs 
are mandated to perform a survey of homeless 
populations within their boundaries to collect 
information on total counts of sheltered, unshel-
tered, and chronic homelessness. This survey 
also collects counts of sub-populations including 
veterans, youths, people suffering from substance 
abuse and mental illness, and racial groups. HMIS 
also collects sub-population data, and increasing 
the frequency of reporting would allow for better 
programmatic targeting of funds to address local 
needs.
 



CASE STUDY: CALIFORNIA

Illinois is not the first state to attempt a state-wide 
strategy to address the issue of homelessness. In 
2017, the California Interagency Council on Home-
lessness (Cal ICH) was created to “oversee the 
implementation of Housing First policies, guide-
lines, and regulations” to address homelessness 
in California.29 In 2021, California Governor Gavin 
Newsom signed into law AB-977 and AB-1220. 
While homelessness continues to be a significant 
challenge for California, the data modernization 
components of these bills are trailblazing. These 
laws require that CoCs report universal elements to 
the Homeless Data Integration System (HDIS), and 
that a state-wide HMIS data warehouse be active 
by January 2023, respectively.30 Since September 
2022, the State of California has been actively 
working with a consultant on compli-
ance with AB-977 and AB-1220 by the 
end of California Fiscal Year 2023.31, 32

Cal ICH’s HDIS system consists of 
data reported from 44 CoCs. To 
ensure data quality the HDIS utilizes 
only HUD’s universal data elements.33 
These universal elements are consis-
tently tracked year-over-year by all 
HMIS programs. Development of the 
HDIS involved a team of 5 state staff, 
$7M allocated by the state legislature, 
44 individual data use agreements 
(one for each CoC in the state), 
and technical assistance funding from HUD.34 
The deduplication of individuals and families 
across CoCs utilized systems was created by 
a third party in partnership with the California 
Department of Technology.35 Deduplication 
of records within homelessness datasets is a 
critical function, especially in contexts where 
homeless individuals could access services across 
geographically separate programs (e.g. an individ-
ual accessing services in the San Francisco CoC 
and the adjacent Marin County CoC should only 
be counted once). The deduplication algorithm 
cost approximately $3.5M to build out in coop-
eration with ABT Associates, who provided 20 
staff members.36 Maintenance of the system costs 
approximately $800K annually and has a 4-month 
lag to ensure quality of data and that personally 
identifiable information is protected.37

California is home to the largest counted popula-
tion of people experiencing homelessness in the 
country38 and faces ongoing scrutiny in its efforts 
to address homelessness.39, 40, 41 HDIS data are 
displayed on a dashboard on the Cal ICH web-
site, allowing residents, policymakers, and service 
providers to track trends at the CoC-level across 
the state. See figures 3, 4, and 5 which provide 

examples of data available on the California HDIS 
dashboard. The public display and provision of 
HDIS data allows for public accountability and 
targeting of program funding around homeless-
ness.42 The development of California’s HDIS 
dashboard is a step in the right direction, but 
there is still improvement to be made to create a 
data ecosystem comprehensive enough to un-
derstand the many variables together that it will 
take to achieve goals around homelessness. One 
can define the first problem as counting homeless 
individuals only, without also integrating infor-
mation on programmatic funding allocations and 
frequency of programs used. Moreover, if an ideal 
database would include not just the counts, but 
information on services available and being used, 
it could be better to build the bigger system at 
the outset, rather than step by step.43, 44
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In 2022, 316,434 people 
accessed the 
homelessness response 
system in California’s 44 
local Continuums of Care:

204,435 Individuals

107,892 People in families 
with children

30,956 Unaccompanied 
youth included in 

individual and 
family groups

Figure 3. Californians 
experiencing homelessness, 
by CoC and number of 
individuals served. The 
State of Illinois plans to 
explore the possibility of 
a similar statewide HMIS 
system and dashboard.45

Source: “Homeless Data Integration System,” State of California, 
Business, Consumer Services and Housing Agency, https://bcsh.
ca.gov/calich/hdis.html.

HDIS data is displayed 
on a dashboard on 

the Cal ICH website, 
allowing residents, 
policymakers, and 

service providers to 
track trends at the CoC-

level across the state.

https://bcsh.ca.gov/calich/hdis.html
https://bcsh.ca.gov/calich/hdis.html


8Contact: David Merriman, Interim Director, IGPA: (312) 996-1381

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
REDUCING BARRIERS TO 
HOMELESSNESS DATA

As Illinois begins its work to 
achieve functional zero home-
lessness, it will be necessary 
to create and maintain a data 
warehouse to track changes in 
the homeless population. Cali-
fornia provides a useful exam-
ple of a centralized state-level 
HMIS reporting system with 
their Homeless Data Integration 
System.46 Illinois has already 
taken the very first step to 
follow a similar path, which is 
to establish in writing, in the 
recently published Home Illi-
nois, Illinois’ Plan to Prevent and 
End Homelessness report, the 
intent to explore a centralized 
state-level HMIS system. Illinois 
can follow California’s lead by 
doing the following:

•	 Establish data sharing agree-
ments with CoCs across the 
state;

•	 Establish standard reporting 
guidelines;

•	 Work with the Illinois De-
partment of Innovation and 
Technology on data gov-
ernance and management 
procedures;

•	 Explore public and private 
sector partnership possibil-
ities on data deduplication 
procedures; and

•	 Establish reporting cadence 
in which HMIS reports are 
sent to the state and pub-
lished on a dashboard or 
open portal for public con-
sumption.

California’s HDIS provides a 
framework for Illinois to follow, 
though there will likely be dif-
ferences in funding and oper-
ations between the two states. 
While California’s project is still 
currently in development, the 
promise of using a state-wide 
system to track homelessness 
and better direct programs 
and services is clear. Reducing 
homelessness state-wide will 
require good programs guided 

% of general population
% of people living below poverty level
% of people experiencing homelessness

Race

American Indian, 
Alaska Native, or 
Indigenous

Asian or Asian 
American

Black, African 
American, or 
African

Native Hawaiian 
or Pacific Islander

White

Multiple Races

Ethnicity

Hispanic/Latinx

1.4%
1.6%
2.9%

15.3%
12.6%
2.4%

5.3%
8.6%

26.8%

0.4%
0.6%
1.2%

39.4%
31.1%

54.5%

19.1%
19.8%
3.8%

40.2%
49.3%
34.8%

Figure 4. Racial breakdown of homelessness in California, year 2021 
(most recent data). Illinois could use its own dashboard to illustrate 
patterns of homelessness. The data could be used to inform policy 
decisions and financial allocations.

Source: “Homeless Data Integration System,” State of California, Business, Consumer Ser-
vices and Housing Agency, https://bcsh.ca.gov/calich/hdis.html.

https://bcsh.ca.gov/calich/hdis.html
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by good data. By implementing 
the infrastructure necessary 
to collect and track this data, 
Illinois can better position 
itself to accurately and effec-
tively achieve functional zero 
homelessness.

Reducing homelessness 
state-wide will require 
good programs guided 

by good data. By 
implementing the 

infrastructure necessary 
to collect and track 
this data, Illinois can 
better position itself 

to accurately and 
effectively achieve 

functional zero 
homelessness.

In 2022, within the California homelessness response system the 
316,434 people experiencing homelessness reflected the following 
characteristics:

Race 
    White 175,487
    Black, African American,
        or African 85,668
    Multiple Races  13,297
    American Indian, Alaska
        Native, or Indigenous 10,553
    Asian or Asian American 6,046
    Native Hawaiian or
       Pacific Islander 3,953

Ethnicity
    Not Hispanic/Latinx 188,672
    Hispanic/Latinx 115,627

Gender
    Male 175,197
    Female 133,271
    Unknown 5,538
    Transgender 1,534
    Non-Singular Gender 841
    Questioning Gender 53

Age
    Under 18 67,913
    18-24 25,046
    24-34 54,477
    35-44 55,839
    45-54 46,531
    55-64 44,263
    65+ 18,537

46%
Reported disabling 
condition(s)
145.926 of 
316,434 people

7%
Identified as 
veterans
17,040 of 
238,725 adults

21%
Reported as having 
experienced 
domestic violence
51,704 of 251,170 
people

Figure 5. Demographic characteristics of people experiencing 
homelessness, served by California in 2022. Illinois could use its own 
dashboard to illustrate patterns of homelessness. The data could be 
used to inform policy decisions and financial allocations.

Source: “Homeless Data Integration System,” State of California, Business, Consumer Ser-
vices and Housing Agency, https://bcsh.ca.gov/calich/hdis.html.

https://bcsh.ca.gov/calich/hdis.html
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