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Housing Survey Training

2009 Georgia Homeless Count
Introduction
The objective of the 2009 Georgia Homeless Count is to determine the number of homeless families and individuals in Georgia.  The data will be collected during the week of January 26, 2009 and will focus on people’s housing status on the night of Sunday, January 25, 2009.  The count is part of DCA’s responsibilities for the Balance of State Continuum of Care plan under the federal McKinney-Vento programs, as well as its efforts to create county level homeless information statewide.

My Community Doesn’t Have Any (or Many) Homeless People

When talking about homelessness, it is easy to think about the person in Georgia’s cities who sleeps on the street or in shelters and who is often seen carrying his or her meager belongings.  These people fit our idea of homelessness and they do represent a portion of the state’s homeless population.  But for many communities, the prototypical “street person” represents a tiny (or even nonexistent) part of homelessness.  For most of the state’s rural and suburban communities, homeless people are in other situations:

· Sleeping in cars
· Camping or in encampments

· Living in abandoned buildings or farm/out buildings (sheds, barns, garages)

· Living in dilapidated or abandoned housing ─ housing that is in such bad condition that it is no longer fit for human habitation

Other people may be temporarily in housing ─ living in motels, staying with friends or family, or even living in their own houses/apartments ─ but facing imminent eviction (within the week) and have no where to go.  Virtually every community in the state includes those who are homeless.

How Do You Count People Who Are Homeless?

The 2009 count project will use short surveys collected from people who are having housing difficulties.  The surveys will be collected at service provider locations and other places where homeless persons stay or congregate.  The survey asks questions that will be used to determine the person’s housing status (homeless, precariously housed or in housing) on Sunday night, January 25, 2009.  Surveys will be collected during the work week following that night ─ January 26 through January 31, 2009.  Additional questions are designed to count family members with the respondent on that night and to determine if the respondent is chronically homeless.  The remaining questions collect information on special circumstances.  The participants are not asked for their name, social security number, or other identifying information.  They will be asked for their initials and date of birth to screen for duplicate surveys.

This handbook will help you administer and collect the housing surveys for the 2009 homeless count.

Service and Community Based Surveys
The goal of the 2009 Georgia Homeless Count is to get an accurate count of the number of homeless people in Georgia on January 25th.  The count will also provide the state and the various counting communities with information about the homeless population and about precariously housed persons (people living in motels or temporarily living with friends and family).  

The success of the count will be based on returned surveys.  It is very important to encourage people who are experiencing housing difficulties to complete the survey.  Their participation will help increase awareness about housing issues in the state and may ultimately result in more and better services for those facing housing difficulties.
Who to Survey

The survey is designed to be answered by people for whom housing is a problem.  You do not have to determine if the person is homeless.  The survey (and subsequent computer programming) will allow us to categorize people’s housing situations based on the various definitions used by federal agencies.  As a guide, use the screening question:

Have you had any difficulty with housing in the past month?

Please complete surveys on anyone that you see at your agency between January 26th and January 31st who has had housing difficulties in the past month.  Complete the survey for all persons except for those who are in stable, permanent housing.  
The survey may be completed in one of two ways:  (1) staff or trained volunteers can sit down with the client and interview him/her to obtain answers to the questions posed by the survey; or (2) if people with housing needs call an agency seeking assistance, the survey questions may be asked on the telephone.  
Service providers or trained volunteers may also choose to go into the community to survey people where they live or congregate.  If you are surveying people in the community or doing outreach, make sure you are taking appropriate safety precautions.

· Travel in pairs or teams

· Take a cell phone with you

· Make sure someone knows where you are going

· Do not go into abandoned buildings or secluded areas if you are unfamiliar with the area

· Do not approach anyone who does not seem comfortable with being approached.

All completed surveys need to be given to your county coordinator on February 2nd.
Survey Protocol

Surveys should be given to adults.  If unaccompanied youth (e.g., homeless teenagers) are encountered, you may also ask them to complete a survey.  Do not ask survey questions to children who are with a parent or other adult guardian.

We strongly encourage agency staff and volunteers to conduct the interviews.  If respondents say that they would prefer to complete the survey rather than be interviewed, respect their wishes and give them a copy of the survey to complete on their own.  Be sure to review the survey for completeness and consistency when it is returned ─ before the respondent departs if at all possible ─ and be available in case they have any questions.

Confidentiality

Interviewers agree to keep the information gathered confidential.  The survey should be administered in as private setting as possible.  If possible, try not to ask the questions in a setting where the person’s answers can be overheard by others.  If you are outside or in a waiting room area, you may wish to ask the person to step with you a little ways apart from others.

Interview Techniques
When administering the survey:

· Keep your tone and body language as neutral as possible

· There are no correct answers to the questions ─ be careful that your words, facial expressions or body language do not convey approval or disapproval to responses to the questions.  Ask the questions as written.  Affirm the respondent’s participation by acknowledging answers (“I see, yes, uh huh, ok.”) but do not reflect any judgment of the answers (“Really? That’s terrible! or Good point!”).  Probe for specific information as needed (“What do you mean exactly? Can you be more specific?”). 

· Personalize your questions form time to time.  For example: "John, where are you currently living? In the shelter?"

· When you have finished the survey, thank the participant for his/her time.  Shake his/her hand.  Let the participant know how his/her time and cooperation will help the community

If the person being interviewed does not understand the question, you may read the answer choice to see if it helps him to understand and respond.

If someone gives an answer that you cannot determine how to record, you may make notes on the survey form.  Please make your notes as neatly as possible and limit them to situations where the information will be needed for data input.  

Beginning the Interview

Introduce yourself.  Explain that you would like to ask him/her some questions to find out their housing situation.  Tell him/her that the information he/she shares will be kept confidential.  You may wish to mention that the information will used to try to get additional funds for housing and services for people in need in your community.  You may wish to say something like:

Hello, my name is (NAME).  All this week, agency staff and volunteers around Georgia are asking people about their housing situations and various factors that affect people’s ability to get housing.  Your answers will be kept in the strictest confidence and will be grouped with all of the surveys collected in the state this week.  Your name will not be recorded on the survey.  It will only take about 10 minutes to complete.  Are you willing to participate?
If the person is willing to participate, be sure to let them know that they can refuse to answer any question.  If you are administering the survey at a service location, let them know that their participation in the survey (or their refusal to participate) will not affect the services that they receive.

Prior to beginning to administer the survey, ask the person if he/she has already completed one.  If you can determine that they have already shared information with us, thank him/her. There is no need to obtain the information a second time.

Potential Respondent Questions 
How long will this take? 
The survey usually takes between 5 and 10 minutes
How will the results be used? 
The results will be used to help us understand housing problems in our state.

Who will see my information?

Your responses will be sent to the Kennesaw State University and will be combined with the information from all of the surveys collected.  The data will then be provided to the Georgia Department of Community Affairs.  Your individual information will not be shared with anyone.  The reason that we need identifying information, such as your initials, is to make sure your answers are only counted once.
Refusals 
If a potential respondent is reluctant to participate, remember to assure the person that his/her participation in the survey will be completely confidential and will help state and local officials understand the issues of people with housing problems.  If the respondent is adamant about not wanting to participate, thank him for his time.  If the respondent offers a reason for refusing, you may respond to the reason or concern. 

Examples: 

I am too busy. 
The survey should only take 5 minutes OR is there some other time that would be more convenient for you? 
I don’t think I can answer your questions. 
There are no right or wrong answers. We are interested in your experiences.

I don’t like to give out information about myself. 
I understand. All of your answers will be kept confidential — your information will not be used in any reports or discussions of the survey. 

Closing the Interview 
Thank the respondent for their time. 

Completed Surveys 

Review each survey immediately after completing the interview or being handed a self-administered survey to verify that all items are complete, correct and legible. If possible, review for consistency while the respondent is present. 

Incentives

Your county coordinator will let you know if your county is using incentives or thank you gifts for people who complete the survey
Housing Status Survey Form

Instructions

The screening question is at the top of the form.  Use this question to determine who to ask to complete the survey:  

Have you had any difficulty with housing in the past month?
If an individual responds “no”, thank them for their time.  If they respond “yes” complete the survey.  If they are unsure of the answer, ask them to complete the survey.
Questions 1 and 2.  Initials and date of birth
Ask the respondent his/her initials (first letter of first, middle, and last name) and date of birth (month, day, and year).  Let the respondent know that this information will only be used to screen for duplicate surveys ─ in case he/she completes a survey more than one time during the week.  If the respondent will only provide a portion of the information, such as month and day of birth, but not the year, record as much of the information as you are given and continue with the survey.  If the person refuses to give this information, skip the questions and go on.
Demographic Information
If you can determine gender, race, and Hispanic/Latino ethnicity by observation, you may complete this table without asking.  Do not hesitate to ask if you are unsure.  If you opt to inquire, just matter-of-factly ask gender, race, and ethnicity (Hispanic/Latino), without explanation of why you were uncertain.  If the respondent identifies him/herself as transgendered, write that in the gender box.
Question 3.  In what type of place did you spend the night of Sunday, January 25th (last Sunday night)?
Ask the question, and then give the respondent time to think.  If the respondent volunteers a location, look for the response on the list of options and confirm with the respondent that it is accurate.  Check the correct box.  Check only ONE response.  Only read the options if the respondent does not volunteer a location.  If you are not sure how to record someone’s response, check “other” and write in their response.  

Question 4.  Did you have family members staying with you on January 25, 2009?
If the respondent answers “yes,” ask them the initials, age, gender, and their relationship to each of the people who stayed with them.  A “partner” is considered family for the purposes of this question.  The initials of the person are so that we can screen for duplicate surveys, in case that person is asked to complete a survey sometime during the week.

Question 5.  In what city/county did you spend the night of Sunday, January 25, 2009?
Because the goal of this survey project is to collect housing data at both the county and statewide level, it is important to know the city or county where they stayed on January 25th.  If the respondent does not know the city or county, ask them about a location (community name or area) or address and assist them in determining the city or county they were in.  If you do not know what city or county a location is in, write down the information that is provided so that a county can be determined by staff during data input.

Question 6.  If you stayed in a house or apartment, or with friends or relatives in their house or apartment, on the night of January 25th
Questions a, b, and c, under question 6 will help us determine if the respondent is homeless, precariously housed, or in housing.  These questions should only be asked if the person stayed in their own house/apartment or with friends or relatives in a house or apartment on Sunday night the 25th.  You may skip the question if they stayed in some other type of location.

Question 6a.  Is that your permanent place to stay?
Question 6b.  Do you expect to be able to stay there for the next week?
These questions will help us determine if the respondent is housed, homeless, or precariously housed.  For example, people facing imminent eviction (within the week), would be considered homeless for some types of programs.  
Question 6c.  Is the house or apartment in livable condition (running water, complete plumbing, and structurally sound)?
A person who lives in a dilapidated house or apartment ─ one that is such bad shape as to not be fit for human habitation ─ may be considered to be homeless for certain programs.  Ask this question and let the respondent determine if their house/apartment is in livable condition.  However, they may be unsure and describe the condition of the housing to you.  You may make the determination of the correct answer to this question.  Keep in mind that for a building to be in bad enough condition to warrant a “no” response, it needs to be unfit for someone to live there.  The condition must be worse than “needing some work.”  
Question 7.  If you stayed in a hotel or motel on the night of Sunday, January 25th:

Only ask this question if the respondent told you that he/she spent Sunday night the 25th in a hotel or motel.  You may skip the question if they stayed in some other type of location.

Question 7a.  Do you expect to be able to stay there for the next week?
People who are living in a motel or hotel will generally be categorized as either precariously housed, but may be considered to be homeless for some programs depending on the length of time that they will be able to stay in that housing situation.

Question 7b.  Is your hotel/motel stay being paid for by an agency, church or other service provider?
In many communities, people who are faced with no place to go are temporarily housed in a hotel/motel by a service provider or church.  These people are considered to be sheltered homeless.
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Don’t forget to fill out the back of the form!

Some of the questions on the back of the form are of a sensitive nature.  Please keep in mind that the survey participants have the right to decline to answer any question or skip questions.  If someone seems reluctant to answer or uncomfortable with a question, you may remind them that it is OK to ask to skip a question.

Question 8.  Are you currently homeless?
While the respondent’s answers to other questions on the survey will generally allow us to determine their housing status, there are some instances where the response to this question will impact that determination.  Record the answer to this question as given by the respondent, even if you believe his/her response is incorrect.  Sometimes homeless individuals do not consider themselves to be homeless.  For example, a person living in a shelter may say that they have a permanent place to stay.  The interviewer should mark the survey exactly as the person has responded.  If someone doesn’t know if they are homeless or declines to answer, leave the question blank.  
Question 9. If you are homeless
Only ask questions 9a and 9b, if they have answered “yes” to question 8. 
Question 9a.  How long have you been homeless?
This question is about the length of the current episode of homelessness.  This question will help define individuals who may be chronically homeless or newly homeless.  If the respondent is not sure about the exact length of time, encourage them to give the best estimate.  You may read the response choices if you think it will help them give you an estimated length of time.

Question 9b.  Including this time, how many times have you been homeless in the past three (3) years?
This question will also help determine if a person is chronically homeless.  If the respondent isn’t sure about how many times they have been homeless in the last three years, help them review the past three years (2006, 2007, and 2008) to try to come up with their best guess. 
Question 10.  In what county/city did you first become homeless?
The question refers to the current period of homelessness.  
Question 11.  Have you ever served in the U.S. military?
Record the answer as given.  Skip the question if they decline to answer or do not know.
Question 12.  Have you experienced any of the following difficulties, either now or in the past?
· Read each condition and check all that apply.  If someone says “yes” to one condition, continue reading all of the other conditions.  If someone is not sure if they have a specific condition ask them for some additional information to help you categorize as follows:

· Severe mental illness ─ if someone isn’t sure if they have a serious mental illness but they mention depression, bipolar disorder, anxiety disorder, or say they “hear voices”, then check “severe mental illness.”

· Chronic drug abuse ─ drug abuse can be of either illicit drugs (e.g., meth or methamphetamine, cocaine, or other illegal drug) or prescription dugs such as painkillers.  if someone isn’t sure if they abuse drugs, but say that it has been a problem or that they recently stopped using, check the box

· HIV/AIDS ─ If someone is HIV positive but says that he/she doesn’t have AIDS, check the HIV/AIDS box

· Chronic alcohol abuse ─ if someone isn’t sure if they abuse alcohol, but say that it has been a problem or that they recently stopped using, check the box

· Chronic medical condition ─ if someone mentions a chronic condition that can interfere with his ability to work or care for himself, check the box.  Examples could include conditions such as rheumatoid arthritis, emphysema, or poorly controlled diabetes

· Physical disability ─ this box should be checked if the respondent indicates that they have some type of physical disability that impacts their ability to carry out daily activities or to work.  Examples might include hearing impairment, blindness, or paralysis.  

Question 13. Have you been to the hospital emergency room in the past six (6) months?

Record the answer as given.  If someone seems to be having difficulty remembering, you could ask them if they went to the emergency room in August.  Then ask about September, and so on through January.  

Question 14. If yes, how many times have you been to the emergency room in the past six months?

Ask this question if you recorded a “yes’ answer to Question 13.  If the respondent seems to be having trouble remembering the number of times, encourage them to give their best estimate.  You might also try helping them remember for each month from August 2008 through January 2009. 
Question 15.  Did family violence play a part in your current housing difficulties? 

When you ask this question, some respondents may feel that they want to tell you the details of their domestic situation.  Be as polite and noncommittal as possible and attempt to move on.

Question 16.  In the past 30 days, have you worked for pay:
Ask the question and then probe for a type of employment.  For example, if the respondent indicates that he/she did work for pay in the past 30 days, ask “was that full time, part-time, or as a day laborer?”  If the respondent gives another answer that can’t be classified as full-time, part-time, or day labor, check “Yes, other” and describe.  For example, occasional babysitting would fit into the “Yes, other” category.

Question 17.  Do you receive any of the following benefits? 
One priority of programs for the homeless is to make sure that people are receiving benefits that they qualify for.  This question will give us an indication of the extent to which homeless or precariously housed people may not be receiving benefits from existing programs.  Read the list and check off the benefit programs that the respondent indicates that he/she receives.  TANF (pronounced “tan if) refers to the program that some people call “welfare.”  It is administered by DFCS (Division of Family and Children Services ─ pronounced “D Facs”).  PeachCare refers to the children’s health insurance program administered by the State of Georgia.  SSI refers to Supplemental Security Income and is referred to by its initials ─ S S I.  SSI is generally received by people who are low income and elderly or disabled.  

When you have completed the survey, thank the respondent for his/her help.  Ask the respondent if they have any questions.  Be sure to remind the respondent that their answers will be kept confidential.
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