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Glossary of  Homeless Terms 
At risk of homelessness is a status given to individuals and their families who have unstable housing and 

inadequate income and resources.1  

 

Case management includes assessment, planning, facilitation, care coordination, evaluation and advocacy 

with people experiencing homelessness. Staff work with individuals and families to address their 

comprehensive needs to help them exit homelessness and stay housed. 

 

Chronically Homeless is when a person has been homeless for at least a year, either 12 months 

consecutively or over the course of at least 4 separate occasions in the past 3 years. To be chronically 

homeless, the individual or head of household must also have a disability.  

 

Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) is a flexible program run by HUD that provides 

communities with resources to address a wide range of unique community development needs. 

 

Continuum of Care (CoC) is the group organized to carry out the responsibilities prescribed in the CoC 

Program Interim Rule2 for a defined geographic area. A CoC is composed of representatives of 

organizations including: nonprofit homeless providers, victim service providers, faith-based organizations, 

governments, businesses, advocates, public housing agencies, school districts, social service providers, 

mental health agencies, hospitals, universities, affordable housing developers, law enforcement, 

organizations that serve homeless and formerly homeless Veterans, and homeless and formerly homeless 

persons. Responsibilities of a CoC include operating the CoC, designating and operating an HMIS, planning 

for the CoC (including coordinating the implementation of a housing and service system within its 

geographic area that meets the needs of the individuals and families who experience homelessness 

there), and designing and implementing the process associated with applying for CoC Program funds. 

 

CoC Program is designed to promote communitywide commitment to the goal of ending 

homelessness; provide funding for efforts by nonprofit providers, and state and local 

governments to quickly rehouse homeless individuals and families while minimizing the trauma 

and dislocation caused to homeless individuals, families, and communities by homelessness; 

promote access to and effect utilization of mainstream programs by homeless individuals and 

families; and optimize self-sufficiency among individuals and families experiencing homelessness. 

 

CoC Program Interim Rule focuses on regulatory implementation of the CoC Program, including 

the CoC planning process. The CoC Program was created through the McKinney-Vento Homeless 

Assistance Act as amended by the HEARTH Act of 2009.3 

 
1 See 24 C.F.R. § 576.2 for complete definition of “at risk of homelessness” under the Emergency Solutions Grant Program. 

2 CoC Interim Rule, https://www.hudexchange.info/resource/2033/hearth-coc-program-interim-rule/ 

3 Id. 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CFR-2018-title24-vol3/xml/CFR-2018-title24-vol3-part576.xml#seqnum576.2
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Coordinated Entry (CE) or Coordinated Entry System (CES) provides a centralized approach to connect the 

region’s most vulnerable homeless residents to housing through a single community-wide assessment 

tool and program matching system. Bright Point Is the coordinator for the local CES.  

 

Congregate Shelters are facilities with overnight sleeping accommodations, in shared quarters, the 

primary purpose of which is to provide temporary shelter for people experiencing homelessness. 

 

Day center or day services offer showers, internet access, case management, housing navigation, and 

other supportive services during traditional daytime hours. In most cases these services are free. 

 

Diversion is a strategy that prevents homelessness for people seeking shelter by helping them identify 

immediate alternate housing arrangements and, if necessary, connecting them with services and financial 

assistance to help them return to permanent housing. 

 

Emergency Housing Voucher (EHV) is a program available through the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA). 

Through EHV, HUD is providing 70,000 housing choice vouchers to local Public Housing Authorities (PHAs) 

in order to assist individuals and families who are homeless, at-risk of homelessness, fleeing, or 

attempting to flee, domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault, stalking, or human trafficking, or 

were recently homeless or have a high risk of housing instability.   

 

Emergency Shelter is any facility with overnight sleeping accommodations, the primary purpose of which 

is to provide temporary shelter for people experiencing homelessness in general or for specific 

populations. Shelter may include year-round emergency shelters, winter and warming shelters, 

navigation centers and transitional housing. These types of shelter have varying hours, lengths of stay, 

food service, and support services. 

 

Emergency Solutions Grants (ESG) provides funds to assist people to quickly regain stability in permanent 

housing after experiencing a housing crisis and/or homelessness. 

 

Homeless is defined by HUD in four categories:  

(1) individuals and families who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence 

and includes a subset for an individual who resided in an emergency shelter or a place 

not meant for human habitation and who is exiting an institution where he or she 

temporarily resided;  

(2) individuals and families who will imminently lose their primary nighttime residence;  

(3) unaccompanied youth and families with children and youth who are defined as 

homeless under other federal statutes who do not otherwise qualify as homeless under 

this definition; and  
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(4) individuals and families who are fleeing, or are attempting to flee, domestic violence, 

dating violence, sexual assault, stalking, or other dangerous or life-threatening 

conditions that relate to violence against the individual or a family member.  

Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) is a local information technology system used to 

collect client-level data and data on the provision of housing and services to homeless individuals and 

families and persons at risk of homelessness.  

 

Homeless student is defined under the McKinney-Vento Act as a child without a regular adequate 

residence, which includes any students living in shelters, in substandard housing, doubled up with friends 

or relatives because they have no other place to go and cannot afford a home. The other living 

arrangements included are single room hotels, cars, parks, and public places. 

 

Homeless system of care is another way of describing the Continuum of Care (CoC) and the 

network of partners who come together to work to support people experiencing homelessness or 

at risk of homelessness. 

 

Housing and Urban Development (HUD), U.S. Department of, is the federal agency responsible for 

national policy and programs that address housing needs, improve and develop communities, and 

enforce fair housing laws. 

 

Housing Choice Vouchers (HCVs), formerly known as the Section 8 program, are long-term rental 

subsidies funded by HUD and administered by Public Housing Authorities that can be used to 

help pay for rent.  

 

Housing First is a well-accepted, national, evidenced-based best practice that eliminates barriers 

to housing, ensuring individuals and families can exit homelessness as quickly as possible. 

Housing First is an approach to quickly and successfully connect households experiencing 

homelessness to permanent housing without preconditions and barriers to entry, such as 

sobriety, treatment or service participation requirements. Supportive services are offered on a 

voluntary basis to maximize housing stability and prevent returns to homelessness as opposed to 

addressing predetermined treatment goals prior to permanent housing entry.4 

 

Housing-focused shelter (also sometimes called “navigation centers”) help people connect long-term 

solutions to homelessness and address the barriers that keep them from becoming housed. The goal is to 

help people exit homelessness as rapidly as possible. Once housed, people can work on the underlying 

challenges that undermine their stability. Housing-Focused Shelters typically offer: admissions policies 

that screen-in (not screen out) households, and welcome pets, partners, and possessions; minimal rules 

and restrictions that focus on safety (e.g., no weapons) and ability for people to come and go, with 24-

hour operations; client-centered services tailored to support a household’s ability to exit homelessness 

 
4 What Housing First Really Means, National Alliance to End Homelessness (NAEH). 

https://endhomelessness.org/what-housing-first-really-means/
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(e.g., job training, benefits enrollment); physical layout and aesthetics that include community spaces, 

outdoor spaces for pets, storage for possessions, mixed-gender dormitories that allow partners to 

request beds next to one another, and other design elements that promote a welcoming environment; 

staff with cultural competencies who treat residents with respect and dignity and caseloads that are kept 

small enough for staff to spend adequate time with each client; and co-location of benefits eligibility 

workers, health care, Department of Public Health, and other services. Partnerships with programs such 

as meals-on-wheels can assist with providing food. 

 

Housing Inventory Count (HIC) is conducted annually to collect information about how many units of 

housing in the region are active and reserved for people experiencing homelessness. This includes 

Emergency Shelter, Transitional Housing, Rapid Re-Housing, and Permanent Supportive Housing. To be 

included in the HIC count, the units must be reserved for people experiencing homelessness. In addition, 

to be included on the HIC, any Rapid Re-Housing units must have been actively in use by a particular 

client on the night of the count – subsidies that are available but are not currently being used to pay 

rental assistance on a particular apartment are not included in the count. 

 

Low-barrier shelters are emergency shelters that have removed most requirements/obstacles for entry 

into the program so that households are more likely go indoors to connect to services rather than stay on 

the street. For example, unhoused residents are allowed to bring their pets and possessions, to live with 

their partners, and do not have to exit the shelter each morning. They are not expected to abstain from 

using alcohol or other drugs, so long as they do not engage in these activities in common areas of the 

shelter and are respectful of other residents and staff.  

 

McKinney-Vento Act is a federal statute that has a more expansive definition of homelessness than the 

HUD definition. The Act requires schools to track students experiencing homelessness. For public 

education programs up through high school, homelessness includes people experiencing homelessness 

under the HUD definition, but also includes youth who are couch surfing or doubled-up (e.g., with 

multiple families sharing the same space). 

 

Navigation Centers are housing-focused facilities that provide shelter and comprehensive onsite services 

to support participants to exit homelessness permanently. See “Housing-focused shelter,” above, for more 

details. 

 

Non-congregate shelters provide overnight sleeping accommodations with individual quarters, such as 

hotels, motels, and dormitories.  

 

People with lived experience is a term used to refer to people who have lived through the experience of 

homelessness and have first-hand knowledge of what it feels like to live unsheltered and/or to move 

through the homeless system of care. 
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Point-in-Time (PIT) count is a biennial process required of CoCs by HUD to count the number of people 

experiencing homelessness on a single night in January. The PIT count provides a snapshot of data 

available on the size and characteristics of the homeless population in a CoC over time. 

 

Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) provides long-term housing with intensive supportive services to 

persons with disabilities. These programs typically target people with extensive experiences of 

homelessness and multiple vulnerabilities and needs who would not be able to retain housing without 

significant support.  

 

Prevention is a strategy intended to target people who are at imminent risk of homelessness (whereas 

diversion usually targets people as they are initially trying to gain entry into shelter). 

 

Rapid Rehousing (RRH) provides rental housing subsidies and tailored supportive services for up to 24-

months, with the goal of helping people to transition during that time period to more permanent 

housing.  

 

Street outreach involves multi-disciplinary teams who work on the streets or in encampments to engage 

with people experiencing homelessness who may be disconnected or alienated from services and 

supports that are offered at an agency. 

 

Supportive services include assistance applying for benefits, mental health and substance use services, 

outpatient health services, information and referral services, child care, education, life skills training, 

employment assistance and job training, housing search and counseling services, legal services, outreach 

services, transportation, food assistance, risk assessment and safety planning (particularly for individuals 

and families experiencing domestic violence), and case management services such as counseling, finding 

and coordinating services, and monitoring and evaluating progress in a program. 

 

Transitional Housing (TH) provides temporary housing accommodations and supportive services. While 

many households benefit most from direct connections to permanent housing programs such as RRH or 

PSH (which are often more cost-effective over the long term), transitional housing can also be an 

effective support in the intermediary. In particular, certain subpopulations, such as people fleeing 

domestic violence and transitional age youth, can meaningfully benefit from a transitional housing 

environment.  

 

Trauma-informed care is a practice that focuses on understanding and compassion, especially in response 

to trauma. The practice utilizes tools that empower people to work toward stability. It recognizes a wide 

range of trauma that can impact people experiencing homelessness; physical, psychological, social, and 

emotional trauma. It emphasizes the safety of both clients and providers. 
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