Will You Count? People Experiencing Homelessness in the 2020 Census
Why is the Census important?
The decennial census is the most inclusive civic activity in our country, covering every person in every
household. The U.S. Constitution requires an accurate count of the nation's population every 10 years.
Moreover, the census is integral to our democracy. The data collected affects our nation’s ability to ensure
equal representation and equal access to important governmental and private sector resources for all
Americans, including across racial and ethnic lines. Census results are used to allocate seats and draw
district lines for the U.S. House of Representatives, state legislatures, and local boards; to target more
than $800 billion1 annually in federal assistance to states, localities, and families; and to guide community
decision-making affecting schools, housing, health care services, business investment, and much more.
These functions depend on a fair and accurate census.
Unfortunately, certain population groups – referred to as “hard-to-count” – are at a higher risk of not
being fully counted in the decennial census. Some of these groups have been historically
underrepresented in the decennial census for decades; some may experience new or increased
vulnerability due to major changes in methodology, such as relying on the internet as the primary way for
households to respond to the 2020 Census; and some may be reluctant to respond due to concerns about
data confidentiality.2 Being hard-to-count can lead to unequal political representation and unequal access
to vital public and private resources for these groups and their communities.
People experiencing homelessness are at risk of being undercounted.
It is estimated that 3.5 million people experience homelessness annually in the United States.3 In 2016,
families with children experiencing homelessness accounted for 35 percent of the homeless population.4
In 2010, African-American family members were 7 times as likely to stay in a homeless shelter as White
family members.5 Veterans were also disproportionately represented amongst those experiencing
homelessness, making up about 9 percent of homeless adults in 2016.6 Unfortunately, these numbers
likely undercount the actual number of people who experience homelessness, since the term “homeless”
is usually very narrowly defined and does not include those temporarily living with family or friends.7
People experiencing homelessness have been undercounted in the decennial census for decades.8
What are the hard-to-count characteristics of people experiencing homelessness?
People experiencing homelessness typically share certain characteristics that compound their risk of being
undercounted, including:
•
•

•

Transitory Status: The Census Bureau will be reaching out to many households in the country
by mail.9 Since people experiencing homelessness move more frequently, it is more likely that the
Census Bureau won’t have the correct addresses for them.10
Hard-to-Reach Locales: People experiencing homelessness can be hard to locate through census
methods,11 in part because of where they live. In 2016, 68 percent of the homeless population was
in emergency shelters, transitional housing programs, or safe havens, and 32 percent were in
unsheltered locations.12 In 2015, 31 percent lived on the street, in a car, or in an abandoned
building.13 Furthermore, local ordinances that prohibit begging or sleeping in public force people
experiencing homelessness into less conspicuous locations.14
Internet Access: People experiencing homelessness are far less likely to have internet access
than the general population.15 The Census Bureau plans to promote an internet response form as
the primary way for households to respond to the 2020 Census.16
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•

Age: Young children are traditionally very hard to count17 and about 22 percent of people
experiencing homelessness are children.18

The Census Bureau has designed methods, like its Service Based Enumeration (SBE) operation, to count
people who are experiencing homelessness based on the services they use, rather than at their place of
residence.19 However, Census Bureau officials will rely on input from local authorities and communitybased organizations to make sure that everyone is counted using this method.20 Furthermore, the results
from the SBE operation do not provide a complete or geographically disaggregated count of those
experiencing homelessness,21 since people who are experiencing homelessness will likely be included in
the areas’ population counts and under a catch-all “other non-institutional group quarters” category.22
Nevertheless, the SBE operation may be the best opportunity to count people experiencing homelessness.
What are the consequences of undercounting people experiencing homelessness?
When people experiencing homelessness are undercounted, political boundaries may not accurately
represent reality. Undercounting results in people experiencing homelessness being denied a full voice in
policy decision-making. As a result, their community’s different needs may not be represented or
prioritized according to their real share of the population.
Undercounting people experiencing homelessness in the 2020 Census could also impact how federal
funding is allocated to states and localities. Many programs that impact people experiencing homelessness
are funded based in whole or in part on census-derived data:23
Child Care, Education, and Employment
• Title I Grants to Local Education Agencies – $13.9 billion. Title I provides financial assistance
to local educational agencies and schools with high numbers or percentages of low-income
children.24 In school year 2014-15, Title I served more than 24 million children in U.S. public
schools.25 In 2015, the Department of Education said Title 1 funds should be used to employ local
homeless liaisons and to take homeless youth to and from school.26
• Head Start Program – $8.3 billion. This program provides grants to local public and private
nonprofit and for-profit agencies to provide child development services to economically
disadvantaged children and families, with a special focus on helping preschoolers develop the
early reading and math skills they need to be successful in school.27 In the 2012-2013 school year,
Head Start helped 46,800 total families experiencing homelessness and assisted 15,696 of those
families find housing.28
• Child Care and Development Fund – $2.9 billion.29 This fund assists low-income families,
families receiving temporary public assistance, and those transitioning from public assistance in
obtaining child care so they can work or attend training and education.30 The program specifically
targets children experiencing homelessness by conducting outreach and by granting them a grace
period on their documentation for enrolling in the program.31
• Runaway and Homeless Youth Programs – $114 million.32 These programs support
emergency shelter, transitional housing, and street outreach programs for the over 31,000 young
people who experience homelessness each year.33
• McKinney-Vento Education for Homeless Children and Youth Program – $65 million.34
This program is based on each state’s share of Title I Grants to Local Education Agencies, Part A
funds, and helps schools to improve the enrollment, attendance, and academic success of children
and youth who are homeless in their district.35
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Health Care and Nutrition
• SNAP – $69.5 billion. SNAP is the most important tool to prevent hunger and malnutrition
among families in the United States. More than 40 million low-income families rely on federallyfunded SNAP subsidies that are administered to them through state governments.36 Not only are
homeless families eligible for SNAP, but those who live in shelters are eligible for a homeless
shelter deduction in about half of the states.37
• Health Care for the Homeless Program – $366 million.38 This program provides primary
health care, substance use treatment, emergency care, and outreach services to people
experiencing homelessness, and also assists in establishing eligibility for the homeless population
for entitlement programs and housing. In 2015, 890,000 in the homeless population were served
by this program.39
• Medicaid – $312 billion. Medicaid is a federal-state insurance program that provides health
coverage to low-income families and individuals, children, parents, seniors, and people with
disabilities.40 With the Affordable Care Act’s expansion of Medicaid, the rate of uninsured people
experiencing homelessness has gone down.41
• Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) – $6.3
billion. The WIC program gives nutrition assistance through vouchers that are used to buy
nutrient-rich food for pregnant women and children under the age of five.42 Program adjustments
are made for those who are experiencing homelessness and may not have access to water,
cooking, or refrigeration.43
• Child Nutrition Programs – $19.2 billion.44 These programs assist state and local governments
and private non-profit organizations in ensuring that children in schools and child care – and
adults in adult day care programs – receive meals that meet their nutritional needs.45 At least 21
million kids receive free or reduced priced meals while school is in session, and less than 3
million do when school is closed.46
Housing
• McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance funds for Permanent Supportive Housing,
Transitional Housing, and Safe Havens – $2.1 billion.47 HUD’s McKinney-Vento programs
cover outreach, shelter, transitional housing, supportive services, short- and medium-term rent
subsidies, and permanent housing programs for those experiencing homelessness, and for some
people at risk of homelessness. In 2015, these programs served 773,000 people.
• Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers Program – $19.1 billion. Section 8 vouchers are the
nation’s leading source of housing assistance for low-income seniors, people with disabilities, and
families with children, helping approximately 2 million households to secure affordable rental
housing in the private market.48 Vouchers have been shown to reduce homelessness49 and almost
one-fourth of the vouchers are used by those with disabilities, including those who have
experienced homelessness.50
You can help – right now.
There are many ways in which stakeholders, including advocates, funders, and civic leaders, can improve
the count of people experiencing homelessness in the 2020 Census. There are opportunities to join or
support work on policy development, community organizing, and “Get Out the Count” campaigns for the
2020 Census. Here are some ideas:
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•

•

•

•

Help your members of Congress understand why it’s important to support adequate
resources for the Census Bureau to conduct the 2020 Census in a way that will count all
people experiencing homelessness. The Census Bureau needs a major annual funding ramp up
several years before a decennial census to perform critical tests and build out a massive
infrastructure. Already – due to funding constraints – important activities needed for a fair and
accurate 2020 Census have been postponed or canceled, putting people who are experiencing
homelessness at risk of being severely undercounted. Without a sufficient increase in the Census
Bureau’s budget, a complete count will be in jeopardy, and census costs could increase by
billions of dollars.
Stay informed about key census policy and operational developments. The Census Project
(https://thecensusproject.org/) provides regular updates on census-related activities in Congress
and the administration. The Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights also publishes
many helpful resources at https://civilrights.org/census/.
Educate state and local leaders about the issues people experiencing homelessness face in
the census. As the 2020 Census approaches, advocates can join Complete Count Committees that
will be established in many states and localities to help ensure a complete census.51 It is important
that Complete Count Committees include voices for people experiencing homelessness to remind
leaders and local census staff of this critical constituency.
Become a Census Bureau partner and help ensure that the Census Bureau’s partnership
program gets the resources it needs. Budget shortfalls are also putting this important program
at risk. Partners (organizations, associations, institutions, and the like) get timely updates from the
Census Bureau as well as promotional material.52

If you would like to learn more about these or other ways you and your organization can be involved,
contact Debbie Weinstein, Coalition on Human Needs Executive Director, at DWeinstein@chn.org, or
Chris Harley, Census Counts Campaign Director, at harley@censuscounts.org.
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