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In homeless shelters as in local government, feedback on performance 
is crucial to sound management and better services. But shelters must
individualize their services for an often transient population. This article
offers a practical approach to measuring performance in a setting in 
which time and resources are limited.
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Cots at Wake County’s largest emergency homeless shelter await
their occupants for the night. Today’s shelters measure success 
in part by number of cots or beds filled, also by number of meals
served, number of residents placed in permanent housing, and
residents’ progress toward independent living.
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A s emergency homeless shelters
across the country adopt a model
of service delivery that encom-

passes more than offering just food and
shelter, their objectives become complex
and difficult to measure. The result is that
few of them have established the level of
performance measurement necessary to
gauge their success. Current literature
emphasizes the need for performance
measurement at shelters but offers few
recommendations on how to develop and
implement measures that are practical
and meaningful to shelter management.
This article proposes such measures for
use at the largest emergency shelter in
Wake County, North Carolina, the South
Wilmington Street Center. It also recom-
mends a practical, accurate system for
data collection in a setting where time
and resources are limited. Although the
selected measures are tailored to the ob-
jectives of this shelter, the recommended
system of measurement can be adapted
for use elsewhere. 

Background

In the past, many emergency homeless
shelters served as nothing more than
places where people could find a meal
and a bed—“a hot and a cot,” in shelter
parlance. Thus they measured their suc-
cess by the number of beds filled and
meals served. In recent years, however,
many emergency shelters have adopted a
“one-stop shop” model. Under this
model a shelter’s residents can obtain a
variety of services at the shelter. The
model defines success not only by the
number of beds filled and meals served
but also by the number of residents
placed in permanent housing and the
progress each resident makes toward
independent living. 

Since adoption of the one-stop shop
model, shelters have been struggling to

find practical ways to measure their suc-
cess. Much of the challenge is due to the
nature of the target population: home-
less people are transient and therefore
difficult to locate for the purpose of
determining long-term outcomes. 

In addition, homeless service providers
and their residents often define “success”
as completion of individual service plans.
These plans are agreements between resi-
dents and their case managers on specific
goals to be met in order to attain indepen-
dent living—for example, that residents
will seek substance abuse or vocational
counseling and save a certain percent-
age of their earnings. Such qualitative
and individually based goals make uni-
form measurement of progress espe-
cially difficult. 

A third hurdle is the lack of resources.
Collecting data for performance measure-
ment requires allocation of staff time, and
frontline service providers often view
such data collection as a low priority. 

Despite these challenges there are
good reasons to measure performance at
emergency homeless shelters. First, fund-
ers and constituents are increasingly
demanding evidence that their funds are
accomplishing the targeted goals. Data
provided by performance measurement
can be a powerful tool for retaining cur-
rent resource levels, acquiring additional
funding, or securing community sup-
port. Equally practical is the need to
base management strategies on concrete
data. Through performance measure-
ment, shelter managers can continually
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Design of a Data 
Collection System 

The potential pitfalls in implementing
performance measurement at emergency
homeless shelters are many, and re-
searchers debate how best to minimize
possible inaccuracies. The following dis-
cussion addresses what the common

monitor program quality, demonstrate
program effectiveness, and modify pro-
grams to improve their effectiveness.1

The South Wilmington 
Street Center

The South Wilmington Street Center is
an emergency homeless shelter owned
by Wake County and operated by Urban
Ministries, a nonprofit organization.
The shelter serves single men and is one
of the few in the county that have no cri-
teria for entry.2 It is outfitted with
approximately 200 beds but regularly
accommodates 350 residents with the
addition of cots and sleeping mats. 

The shelter has two programs: transi-
tional and emergency. Residents in the
transitional program receive case man-
agement in exchange for pledging to
obtain work, stay sober, and save at
least 70 percent of their earnings. At this
shelter and most others, “case manage-
ment” refers to the services provided to
a resident by a social worker or other
shelter staff, based on an individual ser-
vice plan (described earlier). Residents in
the emergency program may receive
referrals from the shelter’s staff for spe-
cific services, but they do not formally
receive case management. Unlike transi-
tional residents, who regularly stay at
the shelter until they secure other hous-
ing arrangements, emergency residents
often use the shelter erratically. 

Selection of 
Performance Measures 

Selection of performance measures for
the South Wilmington Street Center in-
volved linking organizational objectives
defined by the shelter’s staff and man-
agement to performance indicators drawn
from the literature and from interviews
with four staff members (see Table 1).
These indicators gauge the extent to which
the shelter is reaching its objectives. 

When an objective is as individually
based as “reduce residents’ use of alco-
hol and other drugs,” performance mea-
surement is notoriously difficult. As one
researcher comments, “Existing scales
are generally disappointing since they
lack the scope and sensitivity needed to
demonstrate small and fluid changes, or
to account for modest gains.”3 Thus,

although the selected indicators measure
each of the shelter’s objectives to the
highest degree practical, variations will
be inherent in the resident population.
Such variations do not negate the value
of performance measurement for the
purpose of informing management deci-
sions, but they would affect a scientific
study’s margin of error. 

Table 1. Organizational Objectives Linked to Performance Indicators

Objective of Shelter Indicator of Performance

Assist residents in locating, Percentage placed in long-term housing
obtaining, and keeping or rehabilitative settings

Percentage living in housing of their 
choosing for up to one year after 
leaving case management

Enhance economic and Percentage unemployed but seeking work

Percentage employed, or receiving or 
seeking disability

Percentage employed receiving pay 
increase(s) 

Percentage reporting successful budgeting 
of finances

Reduce residents’ use of Percentage of identified substance abusers
alcohol and other drugs receiving treatment for alcohol and other 

drug abuse

Percentage reporting heavy or regular use of 
alcohol or drugs

Increase residents’ access to Percentage fully or somewhat engaged in 
services and other agencies their case management

Percentage rating shelter services as “very . . .”
or “somewhat helpful”

Percentage reporting being “very . . .” or 
“somewhat satisfied” with shelter services

Percentage of emergency residents 
applying for acceptance into transitional 
program

Assist residents in obtaining Percentage acquiring additional benefits and
entitlements for which they service referrals while in case management
are eligible

Prepare residents to Percentage of emergency residents moving
reenter society into transitional program

Percentage reporting arrests or probation or 
parole violations during or after case 
management

Among those for whom psychotropic 
medications have been prescribed, 
percentage taking them as directed

Percentage participating in community 
activities such as church, sports events, 
and meetings

acceptable housing

employment status of residents
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racy.8 This level of accuracy can be ex-
trapolated to other indicators for which
there are no objective means of measure-
ment, to assess loosely the overall accu-
racy of the self-reporting. 

Another concern about self-reporting
is that the relationship between the inter-
viewer and the interviewee can com-
pound the risk of inaccurate responses.
Typically, researchers and practitioners
have relied on case managers to conduct
follow-up surveys because case managers
are most likely to have the knowledge
and the drive to locate former residents.
Many researchers, however, have expres-
sed concern that clients may exaggerate
their successes to their case managers.
On the other hand, one study found that
when case managers administered follow-
up surveys, the self-report bias was actu-
ally negative. That is, former residents
routinely overreported problems and
underreported successes.  Regardless of

eliminate bias due to attrition, it will pro-
vide shelter managers with information
that can be analyzed to identify common
characteristics or experiences of clients
who leave case management. 

Self-Reporting Bias
A second potential pitfall is reliance on
self-reported outcome data. The concern
surrounding this issue is twofold. First,
reliance on self-testimony carries an in-
herent risk of dishonesty. In the context
of homeless shelters, however, replacing
self-reporting is nearly impossible be-
cause so many of the outcomes are mea-
surements of lifestyle and independence.
Although the recommendations in this
article do rely on self-reporting, they in-
clude several indicators that can be peri-
odically cross-referenced to ascertain the
level of self-reporting bias. For example,
one questionnaire asks residents to re-
port if they have had any convictions or
parole violations while receiving case
management. These self-reports can be
periodically cross-referenced with local
authorities to gauge their level of accu-

obstacles to data collection in social ser-
vices programs are and how the system
recommended for the South Wilmington
Street Center surmounts them. 

Attrition Rates
Although many researchers recommend
conducting exit interviews when resi-
dents leave a homeless shelter,4 others
express concern that exit data skew out-
comes because they do not account for
“attrition” (residents leaving the shelter
without notice, reducing the shelter’s
population).5 Some researchers have at-
tempted to account for this by tracking
attrition rates,6 but others contend that 
it is impossible to interpret attrition rates
as indicative of solely negative or positive
outcomes.7 To avoid that pitfall, this ar-
ticle recommends a method of data col-
lection that will measure performance 
repeatedly during a resident’s case man-
agement and first year out of the shelter.
The method will help ensure that even if
a resident leaves without warning, the
shelter will have some data on the resi-
dent. Although having such data will not

A heavily used service at homeless
shelters is hot meals, often prepared and
served by volunteers.
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the direction in which the bias leans, it
can be minimized through frequent con-
tact between client and case manager.9 In
other words, the more often a case man-
ager and a client speak, in either regular
meetings or follow-up conversations, the
greater the client’s tendency to be honest.
Given these considerations, the recom-
mended method of data collection for
transitional residents is for case man-
agers to conduct follow-up surveys with
the residents in addition to having regu-
lar contact with them after they leave
the shelter. The use of case managers
will increase the response rate, and the
requirement of regular contact will
minimize the bias resulting from the
case manager/client relationship. 

Recommendations for the 
South Wilmington Street Center
and Other Shelters

As noted previously, the South Wilming-
ton Street Center has two programs:
emergency and transitional. Although
the populations in these programs are
housed in the same space, they receive
very different levels of service. Therefore

the shelter should use different criteria
to measure its success with them. Fol-
lowing are recommendations on how
the center and shelters in general can
begin collecting data for performance
measurement with three populations:
emergency residents, transitional resi-
dents, and former transitional residents.
The recommendations are based on a lit-
erature review and on interviews with
three directors of comparable emergency
shelters in Wake County and one nation-
ally recognized emergency shelter in Bos-
ton. The questionnaires created for data
collection were pretested for validity and
practicality at the South Wilmington
Street Center.10

Emergency Residents
Like many other shelters, the South
Wilmington Street Center expects the
majority of its residents to need case
management or other support services in
order to gain economic self-sufficiency.
The shelter’s staff therefore assume that
before a resident finds permanent or
supportive housing, he will receive case
management through the transitional
program.11 Given that all residents enter

as emergency residents and must apply
to be accepted into the transitional pro-
gram, application to and acceptance in-
to the transitional program should be
the principal outcome measures for emer-
gency residents. The percentage who
apply will indicate the shelter staff’s suc-
cess in encouraging emergency residents
to seek services. The percentage who are
accepted will reveal the shelter staff’s
success in preparing residents to meet
the transitional program’s requirements
of sobriety and willingness to obtain
employment. 

These data can be easily obtained by
keeping a record of all emergency resi-
dents, emergency residents who apply to
the transitional program, and emergen-
cy residents who are accepted. Thus the
center and other shelters need only cal-
culate the percentage of emergency resi-
dents who apply to the transitional pro-
gram and, of those, the percentage who
are accepted. 

The South Wilmington Street Center’s
bus delivers homeless people to the
shelter on a night that is expected to 
be cold.
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A second way in which the center and
other homeless shelters can measure their
success in encouraging emergency resi-
dents to apply to the transitional pro-
gram is to document their attempts to
engage emergency residents in services or
the transitional program. “Engagement”
is defined as “establishing a relationship
with a prospective client for the purpose
of developing interest and involvement
in treatment.” The level of engagement is
an indicator of how active a client is in
his or her own treatment. The higher the
level of engagement, the greater the suc-
cess of the organization in empowering
its clients to meet their own goals.
Management can promote documenta-
tion of engagement by periodically se-
lecting a sample of emergency residents,
inquiring whether staff have attempted
to engage them in services, and noting
whether they have accepted or refused
assistance. Not only will this provide
information on the rate of engagement
for emergency residents, but also it will
promote outreach among the shelter’s
staff as a performance indicator for the
shelter. In addition, management can

cross-reference such information with
demographic and personal data to deter-
mine differing levels of engagement
among various subgroups of the popula-
tion.12 This will help identify subgroups
that are not being reached because of
language barriers, length of homeless-
ness, or other reasons. Such periodic sur-
veys also could be designed to help assess
clients’ satisfaction with services. 

Transitional Residents
The structure and the goals of the tran-
sitional program allow for a range of
performance measures to be gathered
throughout a resident’s participation in
the program. Thus, performance measures
for both current and former transitional
residents should emphasize individual-
level progress toward independent living,
in addition to more traditional outcomes,
such as economic gains and placement in
permanent housing. 

Taking into consideration both the
size of the population served and the
perceived time constraints of the shel-
ter’s staff, a survey was developed to be
administered orally to a sample of tran-

sitional residents (see the sidebar on
page 8 for sample questions). Approxi-
mately 120 transitional residents should
be randomly selected each year to re-
ceive the survey. This sample size will
ensure that the survey results will be
accurate within a 10 percent margin of
error.13 The case managers of these resi-
dents should conduct the survey orally
with them during three regularly sched-
uled appointments. Conducting the sur-
vey at these times will ensure a fairly
high rate of response. In addition, since
the survey will require only about seven
minutes to conduct,14 it will infringe lit-
tle on the client’s appointment. Case
managers who pretested the survey re-
ported that this time requirement was
not unduly burdensome and that the
survey provided them with an opportu-
nity to reflect on their client’s progress to
date. Thus such an instrument also
might contribute to the quality of case
management. 

People sleep on the streets for many
reasons—for example, lack of space 
in shelters, fear of authority, and 
mental illness.
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1. When was the last time you maintained independent housing? Please enter month and year:

2. Please indicate how many months you have been in the transitional program: 

_______________ months

3. Please indicate your current employment status: 
(Please check only one).

Employed, day labor (contracted daily) � (If checked, go to item 4)

Employed, temporary (contracted weekly or monthly) � (If checked, go to item 4)

Employed, permanent � (If checked, go to item 4)

Unemployed, seeking work � (If checked, go to item 6)

Unemployed, not seeking work � (If checked, go to item 6)

Receiving/seeking disability � (If checked, go to item 6)

4. If employed, have you received a pay increase since you were hired?

� Yes � No

If yes, how many pay increases have you received?________________

5. Over the past four weeks, have you successfully saved 70% of your earnings? 

� Yes � No � Not sure

6. In the past four weeks, have you participated in any community activities, such as church, sports events, or
house meetings?

� Yes � No � Not sure

7. In the past four weeks, have you attended an alcohol or other drug treatment program (including AA or
NA meetings)? 

� Yes � No � Not applicable

8. How helpful has each of the following services been to you?  Please check all that apply.

Very Somewhat Not Don’t  
Helpful Helpful Helpful Know N/A

HIV education and testing � � � � �

Veterans services � � � � �

Case management � � � � �

Mental health services � � � � �

Substance abuse counseling � � � � �

Health services � � � � �

Job counseling � � � � �

Recovery dynamics classes � � � � �

Provision of birth certificate or NC ID � � � � �

Tuberculosis testing and/or treatment � � � � �

Referral to housing � � � � �

Other � � � � �

Specify:_________________________________________________________

SAMPLE QUESTIONS FROM THE TRANSITIONAL RESIDENT QUESTIONNAIRE
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The first round of the survey should
be conducted within the first month of a
resident’s joining the transitional pro-
gram; the second before the time at
which the average resident leaves the
shelter for other housing; and the third
at an interval after which most residents
have left the shelter for other living
arrangements.15 Conducting the survey
at these intervals will provide informa-
tion about services or situations that
may speed or slow the process of reach-
ing desired outcomes. It also will help
offset any bias created through attrition,
because there will be some data on resi-
dents who leave unexpectedly, which
can be analyzed for trends. Such infor-
mation can help identify common char-
acteristics or experiences of clients who
leave case management. 

While conducting the survey, the case
manager should enter the answers
directly into a database,16 thereby avoid-
ing spending time on data entry at a
later date. Then, at a regularly scheduled
interval (six months is recommended),
management can aggregate responses
and analyze them for trends. This will

provide valuable data for management
decisions and for new goals for staff and
residents. 

Former Transitional Residents
After the selected transitional residents
leave the shelter, their case managers
should conduct a follow-up survey at
increasing time intervals for one year (a
sample survey is available from the MPA
Program). The purpose of repeatedly
conducting this survey is for manage-
ment to assess the long-term outcomes
of former residents while case managers
help their clients make the transition to
independent living. 

Case managers should conduct the
first and second rounds of the survey
over the telephone or in person at four
and eight weeks after the client leaves
the transitional program. (Management
should encourage case managers to con-
tact their clients within the first weeks of
departure, though, to offer support and
to maintain contact.)17 This emphasis on
the client’s first two months out will
offer additional support in a difficult
period of transition and increase the

9. Overall, how would you rate your satisfaction with the services you have received at the South
Wilmington Street Center?

Very Somewhat Not Very Not at All  Not
Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Sure

� � � � �

10. Since entering the transitional program, have you obtained additional benefits, such as Social Security,
disability, food stamps, or Section 8 assistance?  

� Yes � No � Not sure

11. Have you ever been convicted of a crime other than a traffic violation? 

� Yes � No � Not sure

12. Have you had any arrests or probation or parole violations since entering the transitional program?  

� Yes � No � Not sure

13. Are you taking any mental health medications?  

� Yes � No � Not sure

If yes, are you taking the medicine as directed? 

� Yes � No � Not sure

14. In your opinion, how have you grown since entering the transitional program? 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS FROM THE TRANSITIONAL RESIDENT QUESTIONNAIRE (CONT.)
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case manager’s ability to maintain cur-
rent contact information for the client.
After two months, clients should be sur-
veyed three more times before their one-
year anniversary of leaving the shelter.18

If clients do not have a telephone or can-
not otherwise be reached by telephone, 
a postcard should be sent requesting
that they call or drop by the shelter for
follow-up with their case manager. The
shelter might consider providing an
incentive such as grocery coupons or bus
passes to encourage former residents to
participate in the follow-up surveys.

Again, the case manager should enter
survey responses directly into a database
at the time he or she conducts the survey,
and management should aggregate the
responses and analyze them for trends at
least every six months. 

Conclusion

Although the challenges to conducting
performance measurement at emergency
homeless shelters are many, the feedback
that a good set of performance measures
can provide is crucial to making sound
management decisions and improving
services. Given the complexity of a shel-
ter’s objectives and the transience of its
clientele, no performance measurement
system is likely to be flawless. The sys-
tem for performance measurement rec-
ommended in this article seeks to take
into account the transience of the popu-
lation, the need for individual-level data,
and the limited resources of shelters.
The information generated by such a
system should give shelters valuable
insight into their strengths and weak-
nesses without placing an undue burden
on their staff.
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