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We’re going to dive into one of the most important parts of our work in HMIS, documenting chronicity.
When we talk about “chronicity,” we’re really talking about the story behind someone’s homelessness journey. Every entry we make into HMIS builds that story and those stories shape who gets access to life-changing housing resources.
Our goal today isn’t just to understand the technical steps, but to understand the why behind them, why accuracy matters, why chronicity matters, and how our data can directly impact the housing outcomes for people we serve.


Length of
Homelessness

The primary purpose for documenting
length of time homeless is to establish
eligibility for community resources
available only to those whose
experience meets HUD’s definition of
Chronically Homeless.
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The main purpose of documenting length of homelessness is to determine eligibility for specific community resources, particularly permanent supportive housing programs funded by HUD.
HUD requires that we demonstrate a full picture of someone’s homelessness history to show if they meet the federal definition of being chronically homeless.
This isn’t just data, it’s the documentation that opens a door for long-term housing stability.


Must have a qualifying disability

Living in a place not meant for human habitation or emergency shelter

Has been homeless for a year, or has experienced four episodes of
experiencing homelessness in the past three years, adding up to one year

What is an “episode” or “occurrence” of homelessness? Episodes are
separated by a break of at least 7 nights
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HUD defines a chronically homeless person as someone who has a disabling condition and has been homeless for at least 12 months continuously, or on four or more separate occasions totaling 12 months over the last three years.
The definition sounds technical, but it’s designed to identify our community members who face the most persistent barriers to housing.
The key takeaway: chronicity is both about duration and disability.



Length of Homelessness: Cumulative 12

Months

For chronically homeless
persons experiencing
one continuous year of

homelessness, this part
of the definition has not
changed.

For chronically homeless
persons experiencing 4 or
more occasions of
homelessness over a period
of 3 years, the cumulative

total of the occasions must
be 12 months or more.
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When you document length of homelessness, you’re building a timeline and HUD looks for 12 cumulative months of homelessness.
That means we need to add up all episodes of homelessness within the last three years, even if they weren’t consecutive.
The data you enter helps establish whether the client meets that 12-month threshold and that accuracy is what determines eligibility for critical housing placements.


A break in homelessness
is any period of 7+
consecutive nights in a
non-qualifying location

A stay in an institutional
care facility does not
constitute a break in

homelessness if:

- Examples: staying with friends or family, a hotel paid by
the individual, transitional housing, etc.

- Stay was fewer than 90 days; AND

* Client was homeless and living in a place not meant for
habitation, safe haven, or emergency shelter
immediately prior.
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This is where details matter most. Each “episode” is a period when someone is literally homeless. If they stay somewhere stable for seven nights or more, that’s considered a break between episodes.
Our job in HMIS is to track those patterns, when homelessness starts, when it ends, and how many total times it’s occurred.
Think of yourself as a storyteller with data, the person who makes sure every part of that client’s housing history is documented.


Chronically Homeless from Institution

Chronically homeless also
means an individual who:

Has resided in an
institutional setting,
including a jail, substance
abuse or mental health
treatment facility, hospital,

or similar facility;

Met all necessary criteria
before entering that
facility.

For fewer than 90 days;
AND

/
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If someone is coming directly from an institution, like a jail, hospital, or treatment program, it’s important to check where they were before entering that institution.
HUD allows us to count those institutional stays (if they’re 90 days or less) as part of their homelessness timeline as long as they were homeless immediately before.
This detail can make the difference between a client being eligible or not, so always trace the timeline back before entry.


Who is the head of household?

If there are multiple adults, the family can Same if there are multiple minors in a

determine who is the head of household. household without adults.
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Chronicity doesn’t just apply to individuals, families can meet this definition too.
For families, chronicity applies if the head of household meets the definition of chronic homelessness.
It’s important we’re documenting each household member correctly in HMIS, ensuring their records reflect the same entry and exit information as the head of household. This keeps the data clean and the story consistent.


Chronically homeless also means a family:

If there is no adult in the family, a minor

With an adult head of household

head of household

Who meets all the criteria for chronic homelessness
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Let’s bring this together, chronicity is a combination of accurate dates, living situations, and consistent documentation across entries.
Your role is to ensure those puzzle pieces fit together to create a clear picture.
Remember: your accuracy doesn’t just check a compliance box it gives someone the proof they need to qualify for permanent supportive housing.


Chronically homeless means:

- An individual or head of household
experiencing homelessness, with a
disability;

Lives in a place not meant for
habitation, safe haven, or
emergency shelter; AND

Has been homeless for at least 12
months OR on at least 4 separate
occasions in the last 3 years, as
long as the combined occasions
equal 12 months.

REMEMBER:

- Breaks in homelessness must be for
7 or more nights

- Institutional stays of under 90 days
are counted as time homeless;
stays of 90 days or more constitute
a break.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Read the slide for key take aways

Let’s pause here… what questions do you have about documenting chronicity or any of the fields we covered?
Remember, we never expect you to know every scenario off the top of your head. HMIS documentation can get complex, especially with multiple episodes or institutional stays.
That’s why the HMIS Help Desk is here to support you, clarify situations, and make sure your data tells the full, accurate story of your client’s journey.


What Does
Chronicity & Length

of Homelessness
Look like in HMIS?




Housing Status I Category 1 - Homeless (HUD)

Prior Living Situation * I Place not meant for habitation (e.g., a vehicle, an abandoned building, bus/train/subway station/airport or anywhere outside) (HUD) ~ G

Length of Stay in Previous

Place I Two to six nights v G

Approximate d:
episcde of homelessness
started

Regardless of where they
stayed last night - Number
of times the client has been
on the streets, in ES, or SH
in the past three years
including today

Three times (HUD)

Total number of months

homeless on the street, in I 12
ES or SH in the past three -
years
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Let’s walk through how we document this in the system:

Housing Status: Start by confirming Category 1 — Homeless.
Prior Living Situation: Record where the client stayed the night before entering your project, and how long they were there.
Approximate Date This Episode Started: This marks when their current episode of homelessness began.
Number of Times Homeless: Enter how many separate episodes they’ve had in the past three years.
Total Number of Months Homeless: Add up all the months across all those episodes.

This is where attention to detail really pays off — those numbers determine system performance and eligibility.


Housing Status: Category 1 - Homeless

HUD definition:

(1) Individual or family who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence,
meaning:

(i) Has a primary nighttime residence that is a public or private place not meant for
human habitation;

(i) Is living in a publicly or privately operated shelter designated to provide temporary
living arrangements (including congregate shelters, transitional housing, and hotels
and motels paid for by charitable organizations or by federal, state and local
government programs); or

(iii) Is exiting an institution where (s)he has resided for 90 days or less and who resided
in an emergency shelter or place not meant for human habitation immediately before
entering that institution.
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When documenting chronicity, everything starts with the client’s housing status.
Category 1 Homeless refers to clients who literally have no fixed, regular, or adequate nighttime residence.
The key point here: this category confirms that a client is literally homeless and eligible for services designed for those without stable housing.
Each time you complete this field, think: Does this accurately describe where the client stayed last night? Accuracy here sets the foundation for every other field that follows.



Prior Living
Situation

Refers to where the client was sleeping
the night before entering your project
and how long they have been in that
living situation
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The “Prior Living Situation” field is one of the most critical pieces of documenting chronicity.
It tells us where the client was sleeping the night before project entry and how long they were there.
This information helps establish the continuity of homelessness, whether it’s part of a longer episode or the beginning of a new one.
Remember, this isn’t just about the field name, it’s about creating an accurate timeline of the client’s housing history.



Refers to the date the
current homeless episode

began. An episode is a
period of time where the
client was in any type of

homeless situation.

The episode ends when

the client is housed for 7
days or more, or they

spend at least 90 days in
@l on institutional situation.
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This field connects the dots between multiple living situations.
The “Approximate Date this Episode Started” marks when the client first lost stable housing and began their current episode of homelessness.
For clients who’ve been moving between shelters and unsheltered situations without a break, that start date may go back months — even years.
When in doubt, ask follow-up questions and document your reasoning in case notes. It’s better to estimate thoughtfully than to leave it blank or inconsistent.
This field builds the foundation for identifying duration, the “how long” part of chronicity.



How Many Times... & Total Number of
Months

Refers to the overall total within the last 3 years.
Number of times homeless means number of episodes.

Number of months means the total number of calendar
months the client was homeless within the last 3 years.

You may need to add the months from different episodes to
get the total sum within the last 3 years.
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These two fields “How Many Times” and “Total Number of Months” complete the chronicity picture.
“How many times homeless” refers to episodes of homelessness in the last three years.
“Total number of months” adds up all those episodes into a cumulative total.

If a client was homeless 3 times for 4 months each, that’s 12 total months,  meeting HUD’s definition of chronicity.

These numbers matter not just for eligibility but also for system-wide reporting. They directly feed into performance measures and funding decisions.
Think of this field as your client’s housing timeline, summarized into two powerful numbers.



Why is Length of Homelessnhess
Important?

One of the most critical signs
that your homeless service
system is working efficiently is
that people who experience
homelessness are able to
move quickly into a
permanent housing situation.

/

HUD measures this by looking
at the average and median
length of time people spend in
homeless situations and then
looks to see if that time period
is getting shorter, staying the

same, or getting longer.
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This is the “why” behind everything we’ve talked about.

Accurate documentation of length of homelessness is essential for:
System Performance Measures: showing our community’s progress toward reducing chronic homelessness.
Funding and Accountability: strong, accurate data keeps resources flowing into programs that demonstrate results.
Eligibility: determining who qualifies for permanent supportive housing or other targeted resources.

When your data is clean, you’re helping ensure the right people are prioritized and that our community continues to receive funding to serve them.
You’re not just entering data; you’re directly shaping housing outcomes.


The SPM is a crucial part
of the HUD reporting

season as it can directly
affect funding for
everyone within our
Continuum.

Measure 1: Length of
Time Persons Remain
Homeless

Goal: Reduce the
average and median
length of time persons
remain homeless.
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The data we enter into HMIS fuels these measures. If that data is missing, inaccurate, or inconsistent, it can skew our results and hurt our performance outcomes. Proper documentation ensures that what’s happening on the ground is accurately reflected in HUD's reports. This directly affects our ability to secure funding, demonstrate impact, and advocate for needed resources.


Why?

Accuracy + Integrity

Our data drives funding, accountability, and community
impact.

Every entry helps tell the true story of homelessness in our
system.

Impact + Access

Correct data ensures resources reach those who need them
most.

Every accurate record supports real people and real
outcomes.

The Bigger Picture

We’re not just entering data — we’re opening doors to
housing, stability, and hope.
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So, why do we care so much about all of this?

First, it’s about accuracy and integrity, our data shapes how funding is distributed and how performance is measured across the system.
Second, it’s about impact, every correct entry ensures that resources go to the people who meet the criteria and need them most.
When we document carefully, we’re not just entering data, we’re opening doors.



Inside the Entry Assessment

All key fields work together:

* Housing Status

* Prior Living Situation

* Episode Start Date

* Number of Times Homeless

* Total Number of Months Homeless

Together, these determine if a client meets the chronic homelessness
definition.
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Each of the fields we’ve discussed, housing status, prior living situation, episode start date, times homeless, and total months, come together in the Entry Assessment.
The combination of these answers tells the system whether someone is considered chronically homeless.

It’s also important to double-check for consistency:
Are the dates realistic and sequential?
Does the prior living situation match what’s in the entry screen?
Does the total number of months make sense?
Small corrections here prevent big issues later, both for data quality and client eligibility.

Accuracy isn’t paperwork, it’s power.
Our data tells the story of homelessness in our community. It shapes funding, drives policy, and determines who gets housed first.
Every one of us has the power to make that story more accurate, more honest, and more effective, and that’s how we make lasting change.
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