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Recent Data on Homelessness in California 
 

 
Overview of estimates of number of homeless people in California 
 

Reliable data on homelessness are sparse.  Local estimates are usually based on a mix of 
enumerations, samples, and estimates.  State estimates are based either on an aggregation of the local 
estimates, or deductions from the landmark 1996 national study.  Varying definitions of who 
“counts” as “homeless” present challenges in reliably aggregated or compared data.  Last, few if any 
localities have reliable estimates of persons’ length of homelessness that would be needed to develop 
an accurate annual estimate, based on point in time estimates. 
 
Point in Time Homeless Estimates 
 

404,914 is based on the commonly used homelessness incidence estimate of 1.1% of the total 
population.  [California’s state population (estimated by the Department of Finace to be 36,810,358 
as of January 1, 2005) multiplied by 1.1%]  The 1.1% multiplier is the average portion of the total 
national population estimated to be homeless.  This figure was developed by Martha Burt of the 
Urban Institute based on the 1996 National Survey of Homeless Assistance Providers and Clients 
(NSHAPC).  Though the study is now 9 years old, it remains the most comprehensive study to date 
on the scope of homelessness in the nation. 
 
361,000 is based on various local data from 1996 and 1997 and was published in HCD’s California’s 
Housing Markets, 1990-1997: Statewide Housing Plan Update—Phase II, 1998.  The local data 
included covered 47 counties; based on 1996 and 1997 Continuum of Care submissions, the 1995 
Consolidated Plan, and various reports from County agencies. This number is flawed for two 
reasons: 1) it does not include data from the other 11 counties, and 2)  the local data was based on a 
range of sources and methodologies, over multiple years.   
 
191,319 is the aggregate of the 2005 point in time counts reported to HUD in Exhibit One 2005 by the 
38 CoCs in the state that requested HUD Continuum of Care funding in 2005 or 20061. This number is 
flawed for two reasons: 1) it does not include data from 1 CoC (Butte County) or from the 19 Counties 
not organized under a CoC, and 2)  local CoCs utilized significantly different methodologies to arrive 
at the point in time counts reported, and therefore cannot be reliably aggregated.  Further, HUD’s 
instruction about who “counts” as homeless in the data collection portion may change from year to 
year, and in 2005, the instruction was limited from previous years.  However, all data included do 
presumably conform to the definition provided in the 2005 instructions.  
 
Statewide Picture Based on 2005 Local Point in Time Data 
 

The 2005 CoC estimates are point-in-time estimates of homeless individuals, persons in families, and 
some breakdown of subpopulations.  The reporting of these estimates to HUD is uniform, and based 
on common definitions of “homeless” and “chronically homeless.” (see below) 
                                                
1 Data from 2005 Exhibit Ones was used, except for CoCs where only data from 2006 Exhibit Ones was available.  
These included Butte, Shast, Santa Clara and Kings/Tulare CoCs. 

Up to 404,914 people are homeless in California at any point in time. 
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However, the methodologies used vary widely, and are based on a mix of local data sources, 
including administrative records, enumerations, and statistically reliable samples.  While HUD 
provided guidance on recommended methodologies for performing the counts, HUD required no 
uniform methodology.  Some CoCs hired professional consultants to conduct scientifically sound 
counts.  However, because HUD does not fund CoCs to perform the required counts, most CoCs 
relied upon in-kind resources and troops of volunteers. 
 
In recent years, local CoCs have improved the accuracy of their estimates provided to HUD.  
Improvements have been due largely to improvements in agency-level data collection, survey design, 
count methodologies, and development of CoC-wide Homeless Management Information Systems 
(HMIS).  HUD has mandated that all CoCs implement HMIS’s that capture individual-level 
information across all McKinney-Vento-funded agencies in the CoC.  CoCs are in different stages of 
implementing HMIS’s, and some is just now becoming available in some CoCs. 
 
HUD implemented a requirement that all CoCs conduct an unduplicated point-in-time count of 
homeless people in January 2005, and again in January 2007.  For many CoCs, the January 2005 
count data is more accurate than any ever before collected.  While most CoCs had done counts of 
sheltered homeless people, many had never done a count of unsheltered homeless people, i.e., a street 
count, until 2005.   
 
Definitions of “Homeless” and “Chronically Homeless” 
 

The following graphs are based on these 2005 CoC data, as described above, and utilize the 
following HUD instruction of who to include as “sheltered homeless” and “unsheltered homeless,” as 
well as the HUD definition of “chronically homeless.” 
 
HUD 2005Form 40076 CoC-I 
 

Sheltered Homeless.   
 

Count adults, children and youth residing in shelters for the homeless.  “Shelters” include all 
emergency shelters and transitional shelters for the homeless, including domestic violence shelters, 
residential programs for runaway/homeless youth, and any hotel/motel/apartment voucher 
arrangements paid by a public/private agency because the person or family is homeless.  Do not 
count: (1) persons who are living doubled up in conventional housing; (2) formerly homeless persons 
who are residing in Section 8 SRO, Shelter Plus Care, SHP permanent housing or other permanent 
housing units; (3) children or youth, who because of their own or a parent’s homelessness or 
abandonment, now reside temporarily and for a short anticipated duration in hospitals, residential 
treatment facilities, emergency foster care, detention facilities and the like; and (4) adults living in 
mental health facilities, chemical dependency facilities, or criminal justice facilities.  
   
Unsheltered Homeless.   
 

Count adults, children and youth sleeping in places not meant for human habitation.   Places not 
meant for human habitation include streets, parks, alleys, parking ramps, parts of the highway 
system, transportation depots and other parts of transportation systems (e.g. subway tunnels, railroad 
car), all-night commercial establishments (e.g. movie theaters, laundromats, restaurants), abandoned 
buildings, building roofs or stairwells, chicken coops and other farm outbuildings, caves, 
campgrounds, vehicles, and other similar places. 
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HUD 2005 Definition Continuum of Care NOFA 
 

Chronically Homeless.  
 

An unaccompanied individual with a disabling condition who has been continuously homeless for a 
year or more or has experienced four or more episodes of homelessness over the last three years.  A 
disabling condition is defined as a diagnosable substance abuse disorder, serious mental illness, 
developmental disability, or chronic physical illness or disability, including the co-occurrence of two 
or more of these conditions.  In defining the chronically homeless, the term “homeless” means “a 
person sleeping in a place not meant for human habitation (e.g., living on the streets) or in an 
emergency homeless shelter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


