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ABSTRACT 
 
Each year, several hundred individuals fall into homelessness in the City of Boston. Many turn to 
a web of agencies for shelter, housing, and services, which belong to a network of HUD-funded 
providers called the Continuum of Care. Since 2012, HUD has mandated a policy of coordinated 
entry across its Continuum of Care providers, encouraging each to prioritize the network’s 
limited housing and financial resources as one network, rather than as individual agencies. The 
City of Boston has created a robust technological infrastructure to facilitate this process, relying 
on a data-driven prioritization and matching engine called the Coordinated Access System 
(CAS) that matches individuals to housing opportunities throughout the city. CAS has been a 
tremendous organizational achievement in Boston and led to over 700 successful housing 
matches for individuals who had been homeless for decades. However, this same system has 
fundamentally changed the work of service providers, housing navigators, and agencies 
throughout the city and frayed some of the highly sensitive trust-based relationships those 
providers have with their clients. Data-driven coordinated entry has also aggravated fears 
among some critics, who worry about the long-range implications of inviting data and 
technology into the management of highly vulnerable communities. 
 
Through a series of interviews, this study reveals the nuances of coordinated entry to discover 
its effect on the agencies and homeless individuals within Boston’s Continuum of Care. I 
contextualize coordinated entry within modern discourse around privacy, surveillance and 
agency of marginalized communities, offering a closer look at both the opportunities and the 
unseen risks of applying rigid technical processes to complex social problems.  
 
Thesis Supervisor: Ceasar McDowell  
Title: Professor of the Practice Co-Chair, MCP Committee 
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Abbreviations & Definitions 
 
BPHC Boston Public Health Commission 
 
Chronically homeless An individual can be considered “chronically 

homeless” if they have been homeless for at least 
one year or at least four separate occasion in three 
consecutive years and this person has a disabling 
condition 

 
CIO Chief Information Officer 
 
Coordinated Assessment System (CAS) Boston’s matching engine that facilitates the 

placement of homeless individuals to housing 
opportunities 

 
Coordinated Entry HUD’s mandate to coordinate the assessment of 

individuals and provision of homelessness services 
 
CoC      Continuum of Care, a HUD-funded planning  
      networks that coordinated services and 

funding for homeless families and individuals in
 the City of Boston 

 
DND Department of Neighborhood Development, the 

coordinating entity for Boston’s Continuum of Care 
 
FMR     Fair Market Rent 
 
HMIS      Homeless Management Information System 
 
HUD    US Department of Housing and Urban   
    Development 
 
Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH)  Programs that provide homeless individuals 

with both subsidized housing and wraparound 
social services to stabilize the individual in their 
housing opportunity.  
 

Rapid Rehousing Programs that move homeless individuals into 
housing as quickly as possible through minimal 
financial or logistical intervention 
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“Official statistics do not merely hold a mirror to reality. They reflect presuppositions 
and theories about the nature of society. They are products of social, political, and 
economic interests that are often in conflict with each other. And they are sensitive to 
methodological decisions made by complex organizations with limited resources. 
Moreover, official numbers, especially those that appear in series, often do not reflect 
all these factors instantaneously: They echo their past as the surface of a landscape 
reflects its underlying geology”1 
 

- William Alonso and Paul Starr, The Politics of Numbers, 1987 
 
 
  

                                                
1 William Alonso and Paul Starr, The Politics of Numbers (Russell Sage Foundation, 1987). 
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Introduction 
 
The City of Boston is known for many things—its sports, its accents, and its plethora of 
fine institutions, both social and intellectual. It was once written that Boston was a city in 
the midst of an incredible urban renaissance, bolstered under Mayor Menino during his 
twenty years as mayor of Boston.2 As a leader, he was an incredibly detailed one, 
famously keeping track of the city’s minutia to a sometimes charming, sometimes 
grating degree. He micromanaged City Hall with a passion—his personal tab on 
potholes, clean streets, and snowplows earning him a tongue-in-cheek “Urban 
Mechanic” nickname.3 As a social institution himself, Mayor Menino was lauded by 
many for his ever-present figure and his endless desire to be on the ground, court, and 
playground himself. His twenty-year term was a government interested in the mundane 
and human details of daily life, some might say a folksy charm in comparison to the 
visionary leadership of his successor.  
 
Upon his entrance into City Hall in 2014, Mayor Martin J. Walsh began a new era of city 
politics, famously elevating previous Mayor Menino’s computerless office to a 21st 
century future.4 Though he was also a man of the people, Mayor Walsh found promise 
in the intellectual blessings of Boston’s City Hall, ambitiously weaving them into his new 
vision of the city. This was evidenced immediately through his new in-house data 
dashboards, which broadcasted a number of metrics measuring the city’s progress—
including a weekly assessment of potholes reminiscent of his predecessor. Among the 
number of new interventions witnessed between 2014 and present-day was a deep 
investment in the Department of Innovation and Technology (DoIT). Together with new 
Chief Innovation Officer Jascha Franklin-Hodge and Deputy CIO Matt Mayrl, DoIT 
began seeking out projects that would enable “something that has a clearly visible 
public impact to begin the process of communicating how data is changing the city; 
something with a financial impact to demonstrate some financial returns; and 

                                                
2 Garrett Quinn, “Boston Mayor Tom Menino Reflects on His 20 Years in Office: ‘My Job Was to Make 
Boston a Better Place,’” masslive.com, January 6, 2014, 
https://www.masslive.com/news/boston/2014/01/boston_mayor_tom_menino.html. 
3 “‘Urban Mechanic’ Menino Never Wanted To Be Anything More Than Mayor,” accessed March 27, 
2019, https://www.wbur.org/news/2014/10/30/menino-remembrance-boeri. 
4 Michael B. Farrell- Reporter, “Technology No Longer a Stranger to the Mayor’s Office - The Boston 
Globe,” BostonGlobe.com, accessed March 27, 2019, 
https://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2014/03/20/technology-longer-stranger-mayor-
office/xPOOOy6Gnpc1xQlMq2XWAK/story.html. 
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something that demonstrates the data team’s interest and willingness to work with all 
levels of the agency.”5 

   

The results were stark and expansive. Though both the Franklin-Hodge and Mayrl have 
since moved on from the city, Boston now boasts a technological footprint that has 
penetrated nearly all of the agencies at City Hall. The robust BOS:311 app has reported 
1,478,359 constituent-provided cases directly to City Hall since its creation in 2011, 
broadband access has reached all neighborhoods of the city, and many other agencies 
partner with DoIT each year for a more nuanced understanding about how to use data 
to advance their aims.6  
 
Though Mayor Walsh’s leadership has pushed Boston quickly into a new data-driven 
reality, this movement has been encouraged by other federal, political, and economic 
forces that have nudged cities around the world towards more technological visions for 
the future. Nationwide initiatives like What Works Cities and Civic Analytics Network 
have bolstered the thinking around smart cities and pushed many, like Boston, towards 
a greater comfort with data and technology in public life. Because Boston has made 
consistent progress towards building a robust technological intuition throughout City 
Hall, the city was quite prepared to apply these skills to a number of other aspects of 
public policy and service provision as needed. Within due time, they were charged with 
applying their tech intuition to the major paradigm shift expected of their homelessness 
system as well.  
 
For the past decade, jurisdictions across the country have been responding to the US 
Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD’s) changing regulations, 
guidelines, and legislation mandating major overhauls to the way homelessness is 
managed throughout the country. The latest was the 2012 Continuum of Care interim 
rule, an amendment to the pre-existing federal legislation on homelessness, mandating 
that each HUD grantee embed a concept of “coordinated entry” into the network of 
homeless service providers working in a particular municipality (the network itself known 
as the Continuum of Care or CoC).7   

                                                
5 “How Boston’s Citywide Analytics Team Holds Lessons for Other Cities,” accessed March 4, 2019, 
http://www.govtech.com/data/How-Bostons-Citywide-Analytics-Team-Holds-Lessons-for-Other-
Cities.html. 
6 “311 Service Requests - 311 Service Requests - Analyze Boston,” accessed March 30, 2019, 
https://data.boston.gov/dataset/311-service-requests/resource/2968e2c0-d479-49ba-a884-4ef523ada3c0. 
7 “Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing: Continuum of Care Program. 
Interim Rule,” accessed March 31, 2019, 
https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/CoCProgramInterimRule_FormattedVersion.pdf. 
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Coordinated entry maintains that CoCs create a “centralized process to coordinate 
program participant intake, assessment, and provision of referrals.” In layman’s terms, 
coordinated entry is an obligation that CoC partners work together to determine the 
prioritization of the network’s housing resources to homeless individuals as one 
network, rather than as individual providers. In practice, this means that an individual 
can approach any shelter, any intake, any service provider in the City of Boston to be 
matched to housing opportunities in the entire Boston area, rather than just the options 
available at the door they enter. This is a lofty task that requires detailed coordination of 
service providers, the city, and clients themselves, and for many jurisdictions, has taken 
years to implement. Though it can manifest in many ways, the City of Boston has used 
the successes of its pre-existing technological infrastructure to facilitate this process, 
relying on a data-driven prioritization scheme and matching engine called the 
Coordinated Access System (CAS).  
 
While CAS has been a tremendous organizational achievement in Boston, this same 
system has fundamentally changed the nature of work for homeless service providers 
throughout the city. Instead of independently matching their guests to the housing 
options they have available, providers now depend on data to drive centralized 
decisions about who gets access to housing options and how. This reorientation of 
service provision has shifted the relationships between clients and providers, many to 
their detriment. Moreover, CAS has shifted resource provision to focus on individuals 
that can be more easily quantified as chronically homeless, a substantial step towards 
automating the targeted delivery of precious citywide resources. 
 
By some accounts, this system has been the means to an end of chronic homelessness, 
and for the over 600 people who have been housed, it has made all the difference. 
Stories like Eric Lepovetsky’s, an incredibly talented writer who spent a decade on 
Boston streets, carry significant weight. At a recent event celebrating the 50th 
anniversary of Pine Street Inn, he described his years of homelessness through tears, 
noting that a home has been the first step in a long journey towards rebuilding his life 
for the better.8 By other accounts, CAS is an inappropriate technological imposition on 
the trust-based work of service provision. As one interviewee highlighted, helping a 
person through some of the most traumatic times in their life is not the same as 
ordering pizza, and to treat people as numbers is not the best way to do this work. In 
short—technology may not welcome by all, especially in the highly sensitive space of 

                                                
8 “VIDEO: Ending Chronic Homelessness In Boston,” accessed April 21, 2019, 
https://www.wbur.org/events/451125/tackling-homelessness-in-boston. 
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homelessness. To that end, Professor Virginia Eubanks discusses coordinated entry in 
her book Automating Inequality, noting that the algorithmic management of low-
income communities and their circumstances that also has kept many in a cycle of 
poverty over generations, many intractably.9 Beyond the potential to fray trust, there are 
examples that show coordinated entry’s potential for damage that last long beyond 
what we can see through a casual view. 
 
In Boston, CAS is in year three of its implementation, and has received a wide variety of 
praise as local other Massachusetts cities and as lofty as Microsoft.10 It is one sign of a 
government aiming to mitigate some of the ills of bureaucracy and better serve its 
people through the tools most at its disposal. As such, the case stands as both a shining 
achievement in the City of Boston and the cause of a certain amount of unease among 
those unaccustomed to data and its effects. Because the system is still new to so many 
providers, its creation sits on shaky ground—considered incredibly broad and 
successful data-driven systems change by some just as much as an ineffective intrusion 
upon this sensitive work of helping the homeless by others.  
 
As with any technological change that drives the outcomes of our lives, it also raises 
questions about quantification and surveillance, particularly as this is a system ultimately 
managing the opportunities of marginalized and poorly-resourced communities in the 
Boston region. To that end—what are the larger effects of inviting a data-based 
management system into the work of ending homelessness? If this is our new reality, 
how do we maintain ethics throughout its implementation? And moreover, what can it 
teach us about the opportunities and risks of data-driven implementation in socially 
marginal spaces? 
 
This study aims to understand the larger implications of inviting data into conditions of 
social marginality, by using Boston’s experience with CAS as a case study. This thesis 
details the system of Coordinated Access as it manifests in Boston, studying its effects 
on the providers now operating in a data-driven ecosystem, its effect on those 
experiencing homelessness now moving through this the system, and the larger effects 
of using data and technology as a precursor to service provision.   
 

                                                
9 Virginia Eubanks, Automating Inequality: How High-Tech Tools Profile, Police, and Punish the Poor (St. 
Martin’s Press, 2018). 
10 “Boston’s Coordinated Access System: Technology to Help Homeless Individuals Find Their Way 
Home,” Microsoft New England, July 7, 2017, 
https://blogs.microsoft.com/newengland/2017/07/07/bostons-coordinated-access-system-technology-to-
help-homeless-individuals-find-their-way-home/. 
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This research is structured as a three-part exploration of these questions: 
1. How are the agencies of Boston’s Continuum of Care affected by coordinated 

entry? 
2. What is the impact on those navigating through homelessness in Boston? 
3. Based on these impacts, what can be learned from Boston’s case about the 

opportunities or dangers of inviting data-driven strategies into marginal spaces 
overall? 
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Methodology & Limitations 
 
This work is based primarily on 20 semi-structured interviews with individuals at 
organizations inside and outside of Boston’s Continuum of Care network. Because 
many interviewees spoke to me under the guise of anonymity, their names, titles, and 
agencies will not be revealed unless permitted by the interviewee.  
 
Of the fifteen agencies in Boston’s Continuum of Care during FY2018, I spoke with 
individuals at seven organizations with varying perspectives, ranging from direct service 
to data management. I also spoke with several individuals from the City of Boston 
working with the Supportive Housing Division of the Boston’s Department of 
Neighborhood Development, the CoC’s lead agency. Those interviews were bolstered 
by conversations with Green River, the vendor that created the Coordinated Access 
System and its associated systems.  
 
My interviews began in early February 2019, lasting through mid-April of the same year. 
They were conducted in-person if possible, allowing me an opportunity to visit many of 
the shelters and offices most important to the story of coordinated entry. When allowed 
the opportunity to do so, informal observations were a key piece of my research.  
 
Additional perspectives were gleaned from presentations and events hosted by staff at 
other agencies and organizations throughout the City of Boston. In particular, many 
thanks are due to WBUR for their 50th Anniversary Celebration of Pine Street Inn, where 
Mayor Walsh, Supportive Housing Division Director Laila Bernstein, and a number of 
other people spoke, including newly housed shelter guest Eric Lepovetsky. This event 
was a substantial contribution to this body of work.  
 
I am deeply grateful to those adjacent to this world who shared documents and insights 
relevant to this case, including Paul McCormack of the City of Boston’s Purchasing 
Department, for sharing the initial RFP and public records relevant to the creation of 
CAS and the HMIS Warehouse. This was one of many local and federal primary sources 
that deepened my understanding of the motivations and intricacies of coordinated 
entry as it manifests in Boston. 
 
Homelessness is an issue that affects unaccompanied individuals and families of all 
ages, sizes, and types. In the City of Boston, it affects people of any age, any gender, 
and any race. For the purpose of this research, this study focuses exclusively on the 
experiences of homeless individuals in the City of Boston ages 18 and older. Those 
ages 18 to 24 are considered homeless youth, while all adults ages 24 and above are 
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considered homeless adults. The suite of services available to youth are generally 
different from those available to adults, but because some youth providers are also 
included in the Boston CoC, individuals 18 and older who are serviced by youth 
providers are subject to coordinated entry, and are thus included in this study.  
 
I began my study initially focused on the ways in which this technology affects the work 
of service providers in this space. While that is still a fundamental part of my question, in 
later iterations it became increasingly more imperative to focus on the effects for those 
navigating through homelessness in the era of coordinated entry. Regrettably, I was not 
able to directly interview any individuals navigating through homelessness during my 
period of research. Some of the individual accounts included in this thesis are first-hand 
accounts found in print or shared in-person at events around Boston, of which I was in 
attendance. Second-hand accounts were provided through case managers familiar with 
particular cases or published interviews with those affected.  
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Chapter 1: An Action Plan to End Chronic Homelessness 
 
Homelessness was made an issue of utmost importance to the City of Boston in late 
2014, just as Mayor Walsh was rounding out his first year as the new mayor of Boston. 
That October, much attention was given to the Harbor Islands, just a few miles into the 
Boston Harbor. Long Island, the furthest from to the mainland, was the historic home of 
Long Island Hospital, a 1200-person facility that shuttered in the late 20th century.11 In 
the following years, the island became home to a number of key agencies, focusing on 
services for the homeless and those struggling with substance abuse. Until late 2014, 
the island was connected to mainland Boston by a 62-year-old viaduct, the only route 
for reaching these necessities other than by ferry. The Long Island Bridge, as it was 
known, connected Long Island to Moon Island, itself connected to the Squantum 
neighborhood of Quincy by a causeway.12 On October 8th 2014, reports of the failing 
structural integrity of the Long Island Bridge forced its sudden closure, blocking the 
only entrance to Long Island, where lay the city’s largest homeless shelter.13  The Long 
Island Shelter held beds for 450 individuals, but at the time of its closure, an estimated 
700 individuals frequented the island each night for shelter, detox, and recovery.  
 
Months after of the closure, some Bostonians remarked that the stain of the event that 
followed had yet to wash off of the city. Reports of that night detail that news of the 
bridge closure came down swiftly and without warning, leaving volunteers, workers, and 
homeless individuals alike stranded with few options for the evening. Buses filled with 
people looking for a bed or solace for the night were turned away at rush hour by a 
large police presence, headed instead to elsewhere throughout Boston or Squantum 
before dark.14 At an anniversary rally the following year, activists recounted the trauma 
of the night’s events, noting that the city closed the bridge with only four hours of 
warning and with little care for who it may affect. The bridge had been in disrepair for 
many years prior, but the short notice of its closure was, for some, indicative of 
something greater. As former Long Island resident Brenda Jarvis noted “it felt like 

                                                
11 Jay Anderson, “Rebuilding the Long Island Bridge May Not Be the Answer,” Pioneer Institute, 
November 28, 2018, https://pioneerinstitute.org/blog/blog-better-government/blog-
transportation/rebuilding-the-long-island-bridge-may-not-be-the-answer/. 
12 Mary Whitfill, “Walsh Teases Building of New Long Island Bridge,” The Patriot Ledger, Quincy, MA, 
accessed April 18, 2019, https://www.patriotledger.com/news/20180101/walsh-teases-building-of-new-
long-island-bridge. 
13 “Closure Of Boston’s Long Island Bridge Cuts Access To Shelter,” accessed March 29, 2019, 
https://www.wbur.org/news/2014/10/09/boston-long-island-bridge. 
14 Chris Burrell, “Long Island Bridge Closed; Homeless Forced to Leave Shelter,” The Patriot Ledger, 
Quincy, MA, accessed March 31, 2019, https://www.patriotledger.com/article/20141008/News/141006494. 
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nobody cared about our suffering, and I think that was the hardest part for me—I felt 
like nobody cared.”15 
 
The bridge closure turned a latent problem of homelessness into an acute crisis for 
service providers, private entities, homeless individuals, and the city overall. Overflow 
space was quickly created at many of the active shelters elsewhere in the city, while the 
Boston Public Health Commission fashioned women-only temporary shelters within two 
days.16  Of the 700 displaced residents, a substantial number crammed into cots at the 
South End Fitness Center, a smaller number turned to sleeping in the open at South 
Station, and others finally received shelter at one of the 100 new beds opened at the 
Southampton Street shelter months later. The remaining were scattered across various 
day shelters, or other short-term fixes in the meantime. 
 
The following winter was an especially harsh one, and hit Boston’s homeless hard. 
Regardless of whether individuals could find shelter, most still had basic needs for 
clothing, food, and medical care. During the early months of 2015, St. Francis House 
saw a thirty-six percent increase of individuals in need of clothing, and a large jump in 
meals served.17 During that time, sixty-five religious institutions from across the city 
came together to form “Boston Warm”, a coalition tasked to take care of the “Long 
Island Refugees”.18 These coalitions could not be overstated, as they were instrumental 
to the city’s response in the weeks after the closure. In fact, they underscored that 
coordination was an essential piece of the recovery and care experienced by many 
people and families. As Mark Lippolt, a Ministry leader at St. Cecilia said at the time, 
"As a parish, we're very mindful of Matthew 25. We are a very affluent parish that 
believes to whom much is given, much is expected. I think it's only right that we're 
doing what we're doing. We have the resources to do it.”19 
 
The city’s major service providers, which include Pine Street Inn, New England Center 
for Homeless Veterans, Boston Rescue Mission, and Pilgrim Church, all took on overflow 
stays beyond their means. The stress was hastened by a particularly harsh winter, 

                                                
15 “THE LONG SHADOW OF LONG ISLAND,” DigBoston, October 31, 2017, https://digboston.com/the-
long-shadow-of-long-island/. 
16 City of Boston, “An Action Plan to End Veteran and Chronic Homelessness in Boston 2015-2018,” 2015, 
https://www.cityofboston.gov/mayor/PDFs/An%20Action%20Plan%20to%20End%20Veteran%20and%20C
hronic%20Homelessness%20in%20Boston%202015-2018%20(1).pdf. 
17 admin, “Harsh Winter Has Been Especially Tough for Boston’s Homeless,” Text, Catholic Charities, 
March 17, 2015, https://www.ccab.org/node/446. 
18 “Boston Religious Leaders for Long Island Refugees - Home,” Boston Religious Leaders for Long Island 
Refugees, accessed March 31, 2019, http://bostonwarm.weebly.com/history.html. 
19 admin, “Harsh Winter Has Been Especially Tough for Boston’s Homeless.” 
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allowing the entrance of additional stakeholders and the necessary coordination of the 
moment to put immense pressure on the already stretched homelessness system 
throughout the city. Mayor Walsh’s January State of the City addressed this struggle, 
highlighting the personal torment of the Long Island Bridge’s closure. As he has 
personal experience with recovery, he notes the Long Island shelter was a place of 
solace for many, and the resulting eviction of close connections was a travesty for him 
especially. “The people and service providers who were disrupted by this move are not 
just statistics to me. I know them. I know their stories and their struggles.”20  
 
At the time of the bridge closure, the homelessness system was a thick net of loose ties; 
actors who were connected by their attention to the same group of individuals, but 
rarely with intentionality. 
 
Figure 1: Boston’s Fragmented Response System 
 

 
 
Figure adapted from Boston’s Way Home21 

                                                
20 “Transcript of Mayor Walsh’s State of the City Address - The Boston Globe,” BostonGlobe.com, 
accessed March 4, 2019, https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2015/01/13/transcript-mayor-walsh-state-
city-address/WxpaJfgjH1mbwAccF70rrN/story.html. 
21 City of Boston, “An Action Plan to End Veteran and Chronic Homelessness in Boston 2015-2018.” 
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Though individuals could enter a shelter through a number of different ways (street 
outreach, jails and prisons, detox and treatment, among others), once sheltered it was 
unclear which paths could guarantee access to the variety of housing opportunities 
typically afforded to individuals with a history of homelessness. In interviews with city 
officials, many noted that this led to a siloed response, allowing some shelters with a 
particularly strong connection to housing units to have greater success than others. 
Moreover, this system was dependent on the success of individual housing navigators, 
with very few centralized modes of operation. 
 
Despite their fragmented relationships, many of these partners were of Boston’s 
Continuum of Care (CoC), a network of service providers through which the US 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) funneled funding for 
homelessness services. Importantly, in the City of Boston, the CoC is managed from the 
Department of Neighborhood Development (DND), specifically out of the Supportive 
Housing Division, led by Laila Bernstein.22 The CoC generally focuses on a number of 
major priorities, including rapid rehousing, permanent supportive housing, and a 
smaller amount of money for emergency shelter. Though these are essential 
components of a strategy to ending homelessness day by day, these were not the 
emergency policies needed during a week in which hundreds of people suddenly 
became in urgent need of help. However, they were hints at an overhaul to come. 
 
Eight months after the closure of the bridge and its associated shelter, the City 
responded with Boston’s Way Home: An Action Plan to End Veteran and Chronic 
Homelessness in Boston 2015-2018. The plan evokes the pain of this particular moment 
honestly, highlighting the faults in the complex homelessness system that were fully 
revealed that night and in the months to come. It offers a new vision of the 
homelessness system, one that focuses on intentional coordination and consolidation of 
CoC partners, driven in part by the technological intuition the City had built under 
Mayor Walsh. 
 
Boston’s Way Home offered major reforms, beginning from the time someone enters 
the system until the day that person reaches housing. To do so, it leaned on a Housing 
First model, one that promotes access to housing ahead of all other needs, despite 
what other barriers to housing an individual may face when they approach shelter. 
Housing First is a nationally recognized best practice in cities aiming to fight 
homelessness, not only because it diverts people from the trauma of being unhoused, 

                                                
22 “Continuum of Care Program,” Boston.gov, accessed April 24, 2019, 
https://www.boston.gov/departments/neighborhood-development/continuum-care-program. 
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but because it stabilizes individuals struggling with other issues, whether it be 
addiction, mental health, or physical disability.23  It enables homeless individuals to first 
receive shelter, and secondly, receive the services needed to maintain that stability 
while housed. Like Boston’s Way Home, it also prioritizes a systems response, leaning 
on coordination of CoC partners to facilitate this process. Putting this at the forefront 
reoriented the services of the CoC, building out the dependencies system-wide that led 
to sustained and coordinated actions to drive folks to housing. To do so, it suggested 
four major strategies moving forward: 
 

- Front Door Triage: A data-driven triage system that clients meet when they first 
enter the homelessness system. It can be used to divert individuals from shelter 
into safer or more stable interventions if there are low-barrier options, like 
staying with family. 

- Coordinated Access: A data-driven matching system that matches sheltered 
homeless individuals to housing vacancies based on availability, chronicity, 
and/or vulnerability. The Coordinated Access system centralizes access to 
permanent supportive housing units, rapid rehousing units, and other units as 
they become available, and prioritizes them for individuals who are most 
vulnerable or most-qualified. 

- Rapid Rehousing: Programs that move homeless individuals into housing as 
quickly as possible through minimal financial or logistical intervention—like rental 
assistance or first and last month’s rent. Can last for up to two years and is 
considered a short-term fix. 

- Permanent Supportive Housing: Programs that provide homeless individuals with 
both subsidized housing and wraparound social services to stabilize the 
individual in their housing opportunity. This intervention is typically reserved for 
individuals with high barriers to housing entry who may need additional supports. 

 
The four strategies were deeply connected in that they represented a new flow of 
efforts and people through the system. At its simplest, a person who entered through 
shelter and was matched to housing opportunities may have an experience that looks 
something similar to this: 
 
 
 

                                                
23 US Interagency Council on Homelessness, “Opening Doors: Federal Strategic Plan to Prevent and End 
Homelessness,” 2015, 
https://www.usich.gov/resources/uploads/asset_library/USICH_OpeningDoors_Amendment2015_FINAL.
pdf. 
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Figure 2: Coordinated Entry in Simple Terms 

 
 
For those who entered this process, the new end goal was to be housed, whether 
through permanent supportive housing or rapid rehousing, anywhere in the ecosystem 
of Greater Boston. This plan was a substantial change, not just because it streamlined 
possibilities, but also because in doing so, it newly reoriented the focus to those who 
were the hardest to house. In early 2015, at the time of the plan’s writing, Boston’s 
homelessness system served 10,883 individuals over the course of a year, about 600 of 
which were chronically homeless.24 The plan placed a particular focus on these 
individuals as a major step towards combatting homelessness overall. It created a clear 
line between the chronically homeless and others who are experiencing homeless by 
prioritizing only the chronically homeless for permanent supportive housing 
opportunities. Others would be prioritized based on vulnerability for rapid rehousing 
and other lighter interventions. This was an important declaration, because by lessening 
the reliance on shelter for the most vulnerable and assisting those individuals first and 
most intensively, it would finally create options for the many who are often left out of 
the interventions the current system has to offer.  

By HUD’s standards, chronic homelessness is a condition strictly defined as “an 
individual that is homeless for at least 360 days or on at least four separate 
occasions in the last three years” with a qualifying disabling condition. That 
condition must be “a diagnosable substance use disorder, serious mental 
illness, developmental disability, post-traumatic stress disorder, cognitive 

impairments resulting from a brain injury, or chronic physical illness or 
disability”.25  For Boston’s purposes, this chronically homeless population was 

the larger focus of the plan and is, as was noted in several interviews, 

                                                
24 City of Boston, “An Action Plan to End Veteran and Chronic Homelessness in Boston 2015-2018.” 
25 “Defining Chronically Homeless,” accessed March 30, 2019, 
https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Defining-Chronically-Homeless-Final-Rule.pdf. 

Front 
Door 
Triage

Shelter CAS

Permanent 
Supportive 
Housing / 

Rapid 
Rehousing



 20 

traditionally the hardest to house. The number of chronically homeless 
individuals today who were unhoused the night of the Long Island Shelter 

closing is unclear, but many have experienced  homelessness for several years 
continuously. Many chronically homeless individuals are struggling with mental 
health, substance addiction, or are otherwise disabled and are difficult to place 

because of their substantial needs. Mayor Walsh aimed to end chronic 
homelessness in 2018 through the work of his Action Plan. 

This focus on chronic homelessness was not simply an ideal in the city of Boston, but a 
national standard set forth by HUD consistent with Housing First. As was unveiled in a 
series of public notices in 2013, Anne Marie Oliva, HUD’s Director of the Office of 
Special Needs Assistance Programs, reiterated a focus on this community as a priority 
of permanent supportive housing funded by HUD as a way to solidify those particular 
ideals. At the time of the first public blog post, only 40 percent of permanent supportive 
housing units across the country were specifically denoted for the chronically 
homeless.26 To counter that trend, she writes “HUD is asking CoCs and PSH providers 
to prioritize chronically homeless persons and persons that are the most vulnerable 
in all PSH units as they become available, for both individuals and families.” With every 
CoC funding competition round from 2013 onwards, HUD would look for CoCs to 
explicitly move towards offering permanent supportive housing first to this community 
to maintain that momentum. By these standards, the CoC should only grant a PSH unit 
to a person if they had offered it to all chronically homeless individuals first.  
 
Reserving the intensive interventions for the chronically homeless is an argument not 
only consistent with Housing First, but one that also elevates the issue of resource 
management to a national priority. A 2007 study from the Massachusetts Housing and 
Shelter Alliance estimated an average yearly health care cost of $28,436 for those 
consistently living on the street, compared to the $6,056 for the same individuals while 
housed.27 Those who are chronically unhoused are also more likely to interface with 
other institutions, whether psychiatric hospitalizations, jail time, or through other 
services issued by the state. The costs for these services have only increased in the 
decade since the initial study, pushing HUD to release multiple notices recommending 
CoCs spend their investments wisely and care for their most vulnerable first. Other 
research confirms this claim; on the whole, prioritizing Housing First does lower rates of 

                                                
26 Ann Marie Oliva, “SNAPS Weekly Focus: Giving Priority to Chronically Homeless Persons - HUD 
Exchange,” July 12, 2013, https://www.hudexchange.info/news/snaps-weekly-focus-giving-priority-to-
chronically-homeless-persons/. 
27 O’Connell JJ, “Home and Healthy for Good:,” February 2007, 17. 
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emergency services, and therefore spending, even if a person is housed for only a short 
period of time. A study of the first cities to implement Housing First showed a 35 
percent decrease in medical and mental health services and a 38 percent reduction in 
jail usage after placement.28 Importantly, housing the chronically homeless first could 
enable those savings to be set aside for subsidized units, a fundamental contributor to 
the reduction of homelessness overall.  
 
While there is a myriad of ways to implement the four main strategies of Boston’s Way 
Home, the city took to leaning heavily on the tenets of coordinated entry, a HUD 
standard for reconfiguring the provision of housing services in such a streamlined 
manner.  To maintain agency over their success, Boston expanded its expertise over the 
data-driven tools that were already fueling its future to apply them to this case, building 
out a robust matching system to facilitate this process. To do so, they returned to HUD 
for guidance, realigning themselves with some of the major tenets of policy throughout 
the country. 
 

1.1 Coordinated Entry Driving Equity Forward? 
 
All four strategies are dependent on the principle of coordinated entry, a longstanding 
HUD directive, and now a central part of Boston’s work moving forward. Coordinated 
entry, by HUD’s standards, asks that each CoC centralize access to services such that 
the “process is easy for people to access, that it identifies and assesses their needs, and 
makes prioritization decisions based upon needs.”29 To that end, Boston would 
centralize access to housing (whether permanent supportive housing or rapid 
rehousing) through a “no wrong door” policy, meaning that an individual could show 
up to any shelter in the Boston network, and access the same housing options as any 
other shelter in the network. Fundamentally, each shelter would work as one fork in a 
many-pronged machine, working together as a unit to collectively address matching 
individuals to housing. Identifying and assessing needs would be handled through 
front-door triage, while, the prioritization and matching of clients to housing would be 
primarily addressed through the Coordinated Access System. Importantly, each piece 
of the implementation of coordinated entry was data-driven, an ambitious departure 
from the other jurisdictions nationwide who were also conforming to coordinated entry 
simultaneously.  
 

                                                
28 JJ. 
29 “Coordinated Entry Policy Brief,” n.d., 10. 
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But why the push? Many interviewees noted that coordinated entry was assumed to 
address the inequities in the system overall—namely that some providers were well-
resourced while others were not. For example, if an individual approaches Pine Street 
Inn, they may have a housing opportunity available because they are one of the most 
successful shelters and providers in the Boston area. That person may get the resources 
they need to secure permanent housing in the city because of Pine Street’s wealth of 
expertise in this field. Were that same individual to approach another shelter in a 
moment of crisis, they may not be so lucky, should that shelter have neither the beds 
nor the permanent supportive housing resources they need. A secondary element to an 
equity argument was that providers were now empowered through coordinated entry 
to prioritize the “hardest-to-house” guests, namely those who were chronically 
homeless and typically faced the highest barriers to housing. This reorientation would 
aim to remedy what was long-considered a difficult reality of housing the homeless in 
Boston. 
 
To imbue these principles in a data-driven way, both Front-Door Triage and 
Coordinated Access are based on assessment and the data created by a person’s 
history in the homelessness system, which sorts people to the avenues best suited for 
their case. As an example, once a client approaches a shelter, they are met by a triage 
specialist, who asks each client for basic demographic information before launching into 
a larger strength-focused assessment that can help determine a safe option for the 
night, in shelter or otherwise.30 For those diverted to shelter but interested in being 
matched to housing, they sign a release to allow information about their case to be 
released to the Coordinated Access System. Based on a history of data points that 
demonstrate nights unhoused and qualifying disabling conditions, CAS then prioritizes 
these individuals by level of vulnerability. Those at the top of the list—the most 
chronically homeless throughout the entire city—are now first in line for the limited 
permanent supportive housing options system-wide. There is a separate prioritization 
list for rapid rehousing options, also based on the data stemming from CAS. (For more 
details on the process, please see Chapter 1.3) 
 
From this point forward, coordinated entry would be the frame through which all 
interventions from Boston’s Way Home operate. Each data-driven decision from the 
launch of CAS’s first pilot onwards has helped to mitigate what some interviewees have 
described as a deep moral quandary—the prioritization of incredibly scarce resources 
to a community larger than the resources can help. As was described by one 
interviewee, Boston’s extremely tight housing market makes it tough to find housing for 

                                                
30 Interview, March 2019. 
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absolutely everyone, especially those who may be using vouchers for payment or may 
have difficulties remaining in housing, as is the case with CAS clients. However, the 
efforts to make the matching process more transparent, more ordered, and less 
subjective, were an attempt to markedly improve upon the murkiness of the prior 
reality, which left many less resourced providers at a disadvantage when housing their 
guests and may have left many clients at a similar disadvantage.  
 
This data-driven approach was described by some as a substantial improvement upon 
the work of other cities, some of which are struggling with the implementation of 
coordinated entry. Some providers working across multiple CoCs have noted a web of 
variable processes, designs, and workflows affecting their work outside of Boston, 
dependent on the geography. For some cities, coordinated entry has meant making 
decisions at the helm of multiple spreadsheets, in closed-door meetings, and with a 
complex web of difficult-to-trace decision points. Interviewees who have a comparison 
point view Boston as one of the nimbler systems they have worked in, aiming for 
transparency and efficiency where other jurisdictions find confusion.  
 
The transparency of Boston’s effort may be its most important contribution. As was 
noted by many interviewees at DND, coordinated entry, specifically as facilitated 
through CAS, has allowed the kinds of nuanced views into the operations and scale of 
homelessness in Boston that many jurisdictions may not ever be able to reach. It has 
allowed Boston the tools through which to examine equity, the data to speak to the 
changes coordinated entry is attempting to imbue. Though they are still early in the 
process, the hope is that CAS can help city officials really examine the ways in which 
housing is being distributed throughout the city, with an eventual eye to whether 
systemic and equitable outcomes are indeed being achieved. 
 
This overhaul may not have been the emergency solution to the Long Island crisis, but 
the long-term planning brought by Boston’s Way Home was deeply connected to the 
rifts caused by the Long Island Shelter closure. Moreover, it was a substantial leap 
forward from that pain. At the time of the plan’s writing, chronic homelessness had 
been on the rise for both 2013 and 2014.31 Shelter stays were also increasing in average 
length year-over-year, at the same time that the system lost the 450 Long Island beds. 
Without more long-term planning, resource management, and forward thinking about 
permanent supportive housing, the system was likely to fail its guests again the 
following winter. By implementing coordinated entry system-wide, Boston would have 

                                                
31 City of Boston, “An Action Plan to End Veteran and Chronic Homelessness in Boston 2015-2018.” 



 24 

the collaborative view of the entire homelessness system that’s needed to plan for and 
address the major holes assumed of any CoC, Boston’s included.  
 

1.2. Building A Hybrid Machine  
 
By mid-2015, most providers in the Continuum of Care were already reporting data on 
their clients using a HUD-mandated system called Homeless Management Information 
System, or HMIS. HMIS was a remnant of the 2009 HEARTH Act, which required 
providers to collect information on the nature and extent of homelessness in their 
communities to report to HUD each year. As such, providers had a fairly detailed view of 
who their clients were, what their needs are, and had been reporting this information to 
HUD through a number of HMIS platforms for years. Seeing the potential for this data 
to drive the success of Boston’s Way Home, the City took to strengthening this 
infrastructure further by consolidating this data into one city-wide view called the HMIS 
data warehouse. The warehouse allowed the city to combine each agency’s HMIS 
reporting in one place, and granted DND the ability to get a complete view of all the 
clients and performance of the CoC.32 It soon became the foundation upon which Front-
Door Triage and CAS could be built. 
 
  

                                                
32 Laila Bernstein, Jennifer Flynn, and Ian Kozak, “Integrated Data and Coordinated Access: Boston’s 
Open Source Solution,” n.d., 28. 
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The warehouse holds details about demographic information, program 
enrollments, any changes in a person’s history, and offers opportunities to 
flag a particular client for a housing opportunity system-wide, should one 
arise for them.  
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Following the creation of the HMIS warehouse, in Fall 2015, DND released a 50-page 
RFP, stating the objectives behind the Coordinated Access system and the ultimate 
goals. It read: 
 

“Today, subsidized housing resources are scattered across many different 
agencies and systems. Market incentives work against housing the most 
vulnerable and chronically homeless individuals, and the process to access 
subsidized housing resources is extremely difficult to navigate. Without a system 
that determines, enforces, and streamlines who should be prioritized for the next 
available subsidized unit, individuals with the highest barriers to stability remain 
homeless. 
 
The federal government defines a person experiencing chronic homelessness as 
an individual with a disabling condition who has been continuously homeless for 
a year or more, or has had at least four episodes of homelessness in the past 
three years. Boston has set a goal to end chronic homelessness among 
individuals by the end of 2018. To meet this goal, we will need to use technology 
to create system-wide accountability, transparency, and efficiency through a 
“Coordinated Access” system. 
 
We seek a vendor to develop a Coordinated Access system that tracks housing 
vacancies and facilitates housing placements through a centralized online 
database. The system will integrate client data from the existing Homeless 
Management Information System (HMIS) data warehouse with information about 
housing vacancies and related services. The client information will be used to 
calculate highest priority matches to available housing units based on an 
automated “matching engine.” The rules for this engine will be established by 
the community and must align with guidance from the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD). This process will match homeless 
individuals to the best-fit available housing units based on their needs. The 
system will drive outcomes and create accountability among all homeless and 
housing providers as well as the system as a whole. Ultimately, quality of life will 
improve for the most vulnerable individuals in our community and at the same 
time, public resources will be maximized by stabilizing these high-cost homeless 
individuals in housing.” 

 
In sum, the RFP was specific in its asks: 

1. Integrate data on all of Boston’s homeless individuals into one database 
(strengthen the HMIS data warehouse) 
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2. Provide a front-end interface for service providers to enter information on 
available housing and programs 

3. Build a “matching engine” that prioritizes homeless individuals for the next 
available unit 

4. Provide a user interface to accept or reject placements and update existing case 
management systems to reflect housing match outcomes 

 
Within a few months, Green River was selected as the vendor responsible for building 
out this project, as they were for the creation of the HMIS warehouse. The 18-person 
team of software engineers, designers and data scientists work out of Brattleboro, 
Vermont, oriented towards projects that “leverage technology for social good”.33 In a 
statement shortly after the news was released, Michael Knapp, CEO of Green River, 
noted “Green River is honored to be a part of Boston's revolutionary effort to redefine 
homelessness as something other than a state of being…This project is so clearly in line 
with our desire to use technology to make effective, positive change in the world.  We 
look forward to using our software development and analytics expertise to help Boston 
end chronic homelessness."34  
 
Notably, it was Green River’s first foray into applying technology to this particular issue, 
as it was for the City of Boston. Though other examples of data-driven coordinated 
entry had been implemented in other jurisdictions (such as in Houston, a large source of 
inspiration for Boston35) and HUD had released guidelines and technical assistance to 
help other municipalities create such a system, few were operating in a city with such 
deep and recent scars. In stepping forward to create CAS, Boston was one of a small 
cohort of cities creating best practices through its work. Its successes and its failures 
would be those of coordinated entry more generally. 
 
The build-out was complex, as complex as the homelessness system Boston inherited at 
the outset of this project. CAS is an agile-based program, meaning that it was being 
built as it was implemented, to the overall benefit of the project and occasionally the 
chagrin of service providers. The questions of technology and ethics were untangled 
through various pilots, driving what Green River had hoped would be a purely 
mathematical matching process into a hybrid of data and community conversation.  
 

                                                
33 “Careers | Green River,” accessed May 22, 2019, https://www.greenriver.com/careers. 
34 “Boston’s Coordinated Access System.” 
35 “Coalition Update – Coordinated Access Project | Coalition,” accessed May 22, 2019, 
http://www.homelesshouston.org/coalition-update-coordinated-access-project/. 
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Because Boston had been working diligently to create a greater community of providers 
and interested parties around the work of homelessness, largely through the 
engagement driving the creation of Boston’s Way Home, they had a number of working 
groups focused on a variety of things—veteran homelessness, chronic homelessness, 
HMIS, rapid rehousing, among several other issues. These groups consisted of 
providers, folks experiencing homelessness, partners in the city, all at the table to 
discuss the future of reform. Because of that strong ecosystem, this new technological 
feat was balanced by the oversight of the working groups, who themselves are 
embedded in the work of coordinated entry. Though the design process is ongoing, the 
current iteration of coordinated entry is one that celebrates both the technological 
savvy of CAS and Green River and the coordinated efforts of the providers in the CoC. 
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1.3 Coordinated Entry: A Process 
 
Guests arrive to a shelter for an overnight stay. Some have 
an ID given to them by a shelter they frequent, others may 
be new to the system. At shelters where Front Door 
Triage is actively being piloted (Pine Street Inn and the 
Boston Public Health Commission’s shelters) those who 
have not been seen before are given a brief survey that 
helps to direct them out of shelter, if possible, or confirm 
that a shelter night might be the best option for them. If 
they do need to stay for the night, they are given further 
assessment to determine what sorts of intervention may 
work best for their case. All of that data about their visit is 
entered into the HMIS warehouse, where it will be 
uploaded to a central server and processed overnight.  
 
Regardless of the source of data (Front Door Triage, client 
meeting, provider updates), the HMIS warehouse updates 
nightly, sending millions of data points to the system to 
process. It updates profiles, adds new admits, additional 
medical records, documents, and IDs, and de-duplicates 
individuals in the system, among a slew of other tasks.  
 
Twice a year, both Green River and the Department of 
Neighborhood Development pull a list of individuals who 
qualify for housing options from the HMIS warehouse to 
prepare them for housing matches. This year’s list was 
pulled on February 1st, to undergo another month of data 
cleaning (weeding out those who may not actually belong 
on the list, verifying data, etc.) before it’s ready for 
matching. During this period, the list is also shared with 
the chronic working group, a group of individuals who 
represent service providers in this space working on 
chronic homelessness. This working group reviews the list 

to determine if there’s anyone they know, from their experience in shelters who is 
missing, no longer appropriate for services, or other errors.  
 
Once the list is finalized, it is split into cohorts—one for veterans, one for chronic 
homelessness, and another for rapid rehousing, all depending on the circumstances of 
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the individuals who are the best fit for those particular housing opportunities. As was 
underscored by an interviewee, no decision at this stage is made without data—data to 
prove chronicity, to define place last seen, and the last place they were housed, among 
other things.  
 
For those who sign a release to allow for additional data sharing, their information is 
then provided to the Coordinated Access System to match them to housing resources.  
 

Once a guest signs this data release, they then enter CAS, 
where matching to housing opportunities occurs 
systematically. Service providers, landlords, or others with 
open vacancies place their units or housing opportunities 
into the system to mark them available for matches. 
Typically, there are loose rules attached to the units, such 
as units that are designated for the chronically unhoused, 
women, or those over a certain age. This matching engine 
accounts for those discrepancies to match the clients to 
their new housing placements depending on their cohort 
(rapid rehousing, permanent supportive housing, and 
veteran status) and eligibility.  
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Those who are considered chronically unhoused are prioritized for the permanent 
supportive housing units based solely on the number of days homeless and their 
qualifying disabling condition. At the top of the list are Bostonians who have been 
homeless for decades, and can make such a case given their data points. Individuals 
who are not chronically homeless are considered candidates for rapid rehousing. In 
contrast to the chronic cohort, this list has looser restrictions—youth ages 18 to 24 need 
30 or more bed nights to be eligible, while adults need 270 or more bed nights. Those 
individuals are then given an assessment, which drives a score that CAS uses to 
determine eligibility for resources. Those with the highest scores are  prioritized for 
housing and matched to services where appropriate.  
 

 
 
While the matches themselves happen by algorithm, the work of locating individuals to 
grant them their housing vouchers is purely manual work. Once a match is made for 
permanent supportive housing, DND reviews the match, then notifies shelter providers, 
stabilization providers, and case managers for a particular client. For rapid rehousing, 
the match notification is sent to the agency with the vacancy, as well as the provider 
who did the initial assessment. Those agencies must now track down the client based 
on the information in the HMIS warehouse. For many, there is information in the 
warehouse that details where a person may be staying or where they were last seen. For 
others, this requires leaning on street outreach teams or other providers in the network 
to find the person who received the match. 
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The client is the final step in this chain. If the client accepts their placement, they are 
moved quickly into that particular opportunity. If they decline, after some time the 
opportunity is offered to the next person in line fitting that particular opportunity.  

 
In practice, this system is a hybrid between the data-driven matching asked of the RFP 
and centralized decisionmaking from the DND and the associated working groups. In a 
perfectly data-driven world, there would be less emphasis for the month of review for 
the prioritization list and the weeks of searching for clients throughout the city, or 
DND’s review of matches. As was described in an interview with Green River, this does 
break the mathematical beauty of the project, but is a strong attempt to smoothen the 
connections between the providers and the city, who now all have a role to play in the 
provision of housing in Boston. 
 
Today’s coordinated entry is a far cry from the web of loose ties known to Boston just a 
few years prior. As has been acknowledged by the City in a number of ways, the earlier 
system was neither working to systematically address chronically homelessness nor was 
it encouraging providers to see themselves as part of one larger system. This method 
has achieved a difficult systems-change that maintains the coherence of the effort and 
the consistent movement forward. 
 
Boston’s coordinated entry is one example of many technological interventions that 
cities across the country have implemented in service of their most marginalized and 
thus embodies a number of exciting advancements for the future. However, in its aim to 
make the lives of our most vulnerable a bit more secure, it also opens itself to a number 
of risk-laden decisions about to how to provide a long-lasting positive intervention for 
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the thousands it aims to help. This risk is diffuse and layered because the decisions 
within this system are complex. The decisions city can be best described as outcome—
are we aiming for the best housing for a particular client or any housing for a particular 
client? For shelter agencies and housing navigators, it’s much more nuanced—how do I 
represent my clients in a way that allows them access to housing? What is the 
relationship I have with them in the era of coordinated entry? And for clients—how can I 
advocate for myself in this new data-driven reality?  
 
When measuring by matches alone, it has been incredibly successful in ending 
thousands of years of chronic homelessness, an extraordinary achievement for the City. 
As was mentioned, over 600 people have been matched to permanent supportive 
housing thus far. Despite these successes, for some coordinated entry, quantification, 
and the focus on data has been a symptom of a larger shift away from the human-
centered work of housing the homeless and a leap into a more inappropriately 
technocratic future. This opinion has certainly not been shared by all affected by these 
changes, but the spectrum of experiences and viewpoints is emblematic of a larger 
discussion to be unveiled throughout the continued rollout of coordinated entry. The 
following sections offer a glimpse into those tensions, those bright spots, and offer a 
more nuanced of the rollout as it has manifested in Boston.  
 
Embedded in this discussion are issues of agency, of surveillance, of power, and of 
vulnerability. By nature of its focus on homelessness, CAS walks into a rich and troubled 
history of predecessors aiming to mitigate social ills through technology, unveiling a 
number of other ethical questions in the process. To the credit of its creators and the 
social infrastructure that upholds it, Boston’s CoC is deeply committed to the values 
that first inspired its creation—namely the protection and continued success of the 
thousands of individuals navigating homelessness. Yet, this commitment may not be 
enough. The following chapters examine the progress of CAS in reaching its goals to 
end chronic homelessness and the outcomes it may create by studying the experience 
of agencies working in this system and individuals navigating this system to secure 
housing. In doing so, the subsequent chapters uncover the context, networks, and 
infrastructure that might leave those affected more susceptible to harm than expected, 
and the potential we hope may come to fruition through this process.   
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Chapter 2: Technology for Order or for Outcome? A View of 
Providers in the Continuum of Care 
 
Each year, the providers in the Continuum of Care must submit applications to the City 
of Boston, both for continued inclusion in the CoC, but to demonstrate their goals for 
the funded year to come. Those that pass muster are included in the CoC application to 
HUD, listed as one of the many engines that keep the homelessness system in the city 
operating year over year. In this year’s application there were a wide variety of 
providers, some of which focused on youth, others on domestic violence, all bound by 
their federal funding from HUD and thus connection to coordinated entry. For FY 2018, 
the partners included: 
 

- Bay Cove Human Services 
- Bridge Over Troubled Waters 
- Casa Myrna Vazquez 
- Elizabeth Stone House 
- FamilyAid Boston 
- Heading Home 
- HomeStart 
- Kit Clark Senior Services 
- Little Sisters of the Assumption 
- Massachusetts Housing & Shelter Alliance 
- Metropolitan Boston Housing Partnership 
- New England Center and Home for Veterans 
- Pine Street Inn 
- Saint Francis House 
- Victory Programs 

 
Collectively, it’s hard to determine exactly how much of Boston’s homelessness system 
is “covered” by the CoC, as there are a number of organizations, providers, and 
independent volunteers that are not funded by HUD and thus operating outside of this 
network. Because the nature of homelessness is transient, with many individuals moving 
between providers and jurisdictions, it is difficult to know where the gaps lie and how 
many individuals are not actually captured by the providers mentioned. Nonetheless, 
for many who are chronically homeless, it is likely that they will touch these providers 
throughout their period of homelessness. By budgetary standards, these partners 
represent $29,021,101 flowing to the City of Boston from just CoC funding alone (in 
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2018).36 Most organizations in the CoC receive a mix of other federal and local funding, 
donations, and private funding to continue their programmatic aims, bringing in 
millions of dollars to prevent and end homelessness throughout the city. Together, they 
are responsible for supporting the majority of homelessness-related services 
throughout the City of Boston. 
 
For these fifteen providers, coordinated entry is a fundamental part of their workflow, 
and has been since its launch in 2016. Though some providers were early adopters, by 
2019 nearly all are placing both their openings and their clients onto CAS for matching. 
 
Importantly, many organizations in this group have been working in homelessness for 
decades, if not generations. Pine Street Inn recently celebrated its 50th anniversary as an 
organization, while many interviewees themselves have been mainstays at their 
organizations for several years. This experience in the field is important, as it means 
many providers have weathered many changes to their structure, regulations, and 
technology over the years. Most interviewees noted that the recent fifteen years have 
brought more changes than most. However, coordinated entry may be one of the more 
substantial changes of the decade as it moves a fundamental piece of their work in 
helping individuals navigate homelessness online and out of their hands.  
 
Today these agencies provide the context in which CAS operates, as advocates, as 
navigators, and as parties to technology themselves. They are at the front lines—out in 
communities and on the streets, but also in offices across the city, acting as a gateway 
between shelter and housing. Their knowledge and expertise have enabled strong and 
empathetic relationships between provider and clients, especially for those who have 
spent more time in shelter and in programming over their period of homelessness. 
Their careful and essential work has bolstered the trust so necessary to maintain the 
system over generations. As such, they are central to the success of efforts to move the 
most vulnerable in our cities into a more secure moment in their life. Today, they are 
also fundamental to the success of CAS. Their buy-in enables the system’s continued 
success and the buy-in of their shelter guests and clients the system was created to 
help.  
 
What does it mean, then, to supplement their work with technology? How do these 
hard-won relationships grow, and how do they suffer? And most importantly, how does 
changing their role affect the vulnerability of those most at the heart of this system—
Boston’s homeless community?  

                                                
36 City of Boston, “MA-500 CoC Consolidated Application FY2018” (City of Boston, 2018). 
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2.1 Agency 
 
Across the network, conversations about agency—agency of the providers or clients—
were difficult to broach. A few providers hinted that coordinated entry has been hard to 
manage, while others described a certain amount of pain over not being able to use 
their experience and discretion to make decisions that they felt were in the best interest 
of clients. Nearly all interviewees noted that for one reason or another the transition to 
coordinated entry was difficult to implement and raised some essential questions about 
the role of providers in this new process.  
 
To start, in recent years the homelessness system has undergone a significant amount 
of change due to shifting nationwide priorities. The emergence of rapid rehousing, 
implementation of Housing First—these are all new ideas that have focused many of the 
strategies local jurisdictions are able to use to respond to a crisis. Though they now 
open up a variety of policy tools, in a new data-driven reality there is increased scrutiny 
around who exactly may get access to those tools. For some longstanding providers, 
this narrowing menu of options for their clients has proven difficult, especially since their 
years of expertise may push them towards decisions that are no longer as supported in 
the data-driven era of coordinated entry.  
 
For example, because chronic homelessness is so strictly defined by HUD, and 
therefore by CAS, an interviewee noted that CAS’s assessments were directing some of 
her vulnerable clients who don’t fit that definition towards rapid rehousing resources.  
While they may work for some people, these are resources that many providers know 
are inappropriate for individuals who aren’t stable enough to manage this opportunity.  
Despite not making the strict cutoff, there are many individuals at the bottom of chronic 
lists, or at the top of rapid rehousing lists who need permanent supportive housing. 
Rapid rehousing interventions are not enough to allow them to succeed, not just 
because the intervention is financial, but because it is short-term. For many individuals 
who simply need support beyond what rapid rehousing can provide, this is not 
enough—at least for the clients of this particular provider. As an interviewee noted, the 
data on the client could demonstrate need, but not need enough. A handful of other 
providers shared a similar story.  
 
To be clear, CAS’s primary function is to match clients to opportunities and notify the 
providers when the match is created. It means that providers are not able to lean on 
connections to match clients themselves or find the roommates or living situations they 
deem most suitable for their client’s success. It also mean that providers who have been 
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working with clients for months cannot match that person to the opportunity that they 
imagine would be most successful for them. Today that match is done by CAS, ranked 
by what makes the most sense based on eligibility. In practice, individuals at DND 
review the recommendations that CAS creates, and send this recommendation on to 
the providers, agencies, and other stakeholders who are relevant to that particular case. 
As was described by some interviewees, the first time they see what’s happening to 
their clients is when they’ve been notified that they need to seek out a particular person 
for entrance into their program.  
 

Figure 3: The Decisionmaking Process Under CAS: Swim Lanes 
 

 
 
For those turned to rapid rehousing, there is no place for discretion of the shelter 
agency with potentially longstanding relationships with a client. Unless a person can 
prove chronicity enough to reach the top of the list, they will not be privy to permanent 
supportive housing. This would be less of an issue were not for the divergence between 
the outcomes of rapid rehousing and permanent supportive housing, and the incredibly 
varied effect of both interventions. As was mentioned by a handful of interviewees, 
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rapid rehousing has yet to receive buy-in from many shelter agencies and providers 
because the results are so variable and often inappropriate for their cases. 
 
Rapid rehousing, at its heart, is a financial intervention. It’s two years of rental assistance 
at most, which may look different for each client. As was mentioned by one interviewee, 
it is a remnant of Obama-era policies that were intended not to solve poverty, but to 
get a person out of shelter and hopefully back on their feet, but it requires someone to 
have the capacity to do so. Some interviewees mentioned that it’s best used for those 
who are on their way to stability, perhaps have a network of relationships in the area to 
help, and are soon able to get enough income to get a place of their own. For those 
clients, rapid rehousing could look like just paying a security deposit. For others, it may 
be subsidized rent for the entirety of the two years they qualify. For those who may fall 
just under the threshold for chronic homelessness but still suffering from some of the 
major barriers to housing, may be unemployed, may struggle with mental health, these 
resources may not be enough. One provider noted that for individuals in that camp, 
there’s no advocacy on the part of the shelter agencies or the providers. Either agencies 
pitch rapid rehousing to a client now, or the client can wait in shelter until they have 
enough bed nights to qualify for the chronic list.  
 
Of the agencies who contributed their stories for this research, most were skeptical of 
the efficacy of these interventions, not just because of this sorting problem, but 
because of the rate of return to homelessness for clients who are offered rapid 
rehousing. There are no publicly available data points to confirm the severity of the 
trend in Boston, but one provider estimated they saw a return of about 30 to 40 percent 
of their rapid rehousing clients. Others hinted that this number was much smaller, 
others noted that this was impossible to estimate given the more systemic nature of 
coordinated entry today. However, most interviewees described diminishing buy-in for 
rapid rehousing over time, in part affecting the buy-in for CAS as well.  
 
Youth providers have also mentioned the difficulty in placing clients on lists for rapid 
rehousing—the likeliest option for guests who don’t qualify for permanent supportive 
housing. Though they are housed, youth can struggle with understanding the role rapid 
rehousing plays because it’s not always appropriate for their circumstances. The 
program provides housing stabilization but does not address the trauma of 
homelessness, does not offer education, does not provide the job stabilization many 
would benefit from as well. But moreover, many of the youth are largely unprepared for 
the responsibility of rapid rehousing, because it requires them to be ready to take on 
the expenses of a household after their subsidy is over. For some without a job, it’s 
difficult to maintain paying subsidized rent throughout their time housed. If others want 
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to attend school, the short time span makes it increasingly difficult. Few are able to 
gather enough resources over two years to land on their feet because it simply isn’t a 
long enough time span to graduate, let alone receive gainful employment after 
graduation. Admittedly, HUD funding, laws, and regulations are not as appropriate for 
youth homelessness as they are for adult homelessness, and many of the resources to 
manage youth homelessness are come from the state’s Department of Children and 
Families. DCF does provide a substantial amount of funding to youth providers 
operating in Massachusetts, and thus, has its own rules and regulations for managing 
those programs. However, including all CoC providers in coordinated entry means that 
CAS must also be nimble enough to manage these specificities, as Boston’s CoC now 
includes agencies that specialize in youth homelessness. The City recognizes this pain 
point and is continuing to work to strengthen their youth programming and 
understanding of this space. In the meantime, coordinated entry aims to make the most 
out of some difficult circumstances across all its clients. 
 
Indeed, the world of service provision is different under CAS. Ultimately, this tension is 
less about data and more about the rights and knowledge of those with years of 
experience in this space, now left with little opportunity for input. As DND leans on 
other competencies to manage these resources, there is fear that the City may be 
losing the touch that makes navigating this system slightly warmer than it may be 
otherwise. DND is reviewing matches and notifying providers, to maintain integrity and 
trust in the system, even they have limited input in who gets sent where. Service 
providers, for their part, are losing their say in the process altogether. 
 
From the perspective of some, this lack of control has brought some providers to a 
more timid place, still unsure of what they may have stepped into. There are some who 
have embraced this new reality in recognition that coordinated entry is one of many 
changes that will eventually lead to efficiency in the provision of services and 
management of these scarce resources. Yet there are others who are still cautious about 
a future that, to them, looks less like empathy and more like abstract intervention. Some 
interviewees described their worry for the clients who are matched to roommates who 
may not be appropriate, placed in far-flung locations outside of Boston, or matched to 
services that don’t address the root of that client’s concerns.  
 
The scale of this reaction or the problem is difficult to unpack, not just because the 
CoC’s programming is expansive, but because CAS is but a few months into a fully 
functional run in this current iteration of its workflow. As the head of the CoC, DND has 
been incredibly responsive to its providers, involving them in working groups, councils, 
as advisors, and design sprints. The system has undergone extensive changes since it 
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was first implemented in 2016 in response to the concerns of the providers, including 
shifting to different types of assessment to drive CAS, and implementing a number of 
new changes to the warehouse. Whether CAS is flexible enough to account for these 
issues is yet to be seen. However, the essence of this concern is true of coordinated 
entry—the decisions about who gets what opportunity are no longer in the hands of 
service providers, and many of them have lost their agency in this process.  
 

2.2 What is Agency in a Time of Scarcity? 
 
Questions of agency are new because of coordinated entry; however, questions of 
mismatch are symptoms of a greater issue with housing markets across the country. 
Boston’s housing market is operating under deep scarcity of available units, particularly 
for individuals at the lower end of the income spectrum. Boston is one of the tightest 
housing markets in the country, where the typical prices on a unit far exceed the Fair 
Market Rent (FMR) set by HUD in calculations for the CoC. HUD FMR determines both 
the amount available to lease an apartment and to grant in rental subsidies to clients 
who receive housing vouchers through the CoC. They are set for the Boston-
Cambridge-Quincy MSA as follows: 
 
HUD Fair Market Rents in Boston for FY 201937 
 

Efficiency One-Bedroom Two-Bedroom Three-Bedroom Four-Bedroom 

$1,608 $1,801 $2,194 $2,749 $2,966 

 
Housing options should be within a reasonable distance from these prices to be 
subsidized by the CoC and available on CAS. Some providers did mention they would 
consider covering the difference if a rental property was a bit higher than HUD’s FMR, 
but staying on target is a goal of most providers, lest they spend down the funding they 
have available to work in the City of Boston. However, median prices in Boston are 
significantly higher than those suggested by FMR, making the task of finding affordable 
housing available to clients an uphill battle.  Using data scraped from Padmapper for 
April 2019, which include apartment listings from Craigslist and a number of other 

                                                
37 “FY 2019 Fair Market Rent Documentation System — Calculation for Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA-
NH HUD Metro FMR Area,” accessed April 29, 2019, 
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/fmr/fmrs/FY2019_code/2019summary.odn. 
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sources, median rents in the City of Boston for each apartment size look much more like 
the following38: 
 
Boston’s Median Rent for April 2019: 
 

Efficiency One-Bedroom Two-Bedroom Three-Bedroom Four-Bedroom 

$1,925 $2,400 $2,800 $3,300 $3,900 

 
By these standards, even the best providers would not be able to house all of their 
clients and neither would coordinated entry at its most robust. When asked about these 
shortages, providers and the City alike agree that finding the perfect housing situation 
would never be easy in a situation like Boston or its surrounding neighbors are facing, 
simply because the supply does not exist just yet. Not only are there not enough units, 
there are certainly not enough units with the specificity best for each client. As some 
interviewees noted, their clients were occasionally matched to shared apartments, to 
areas they were unfamiliar with, to either permanent or subsidized units that were not 
enough to prevent them from re-entering homelessness. While many providers 
attributed this to the faults of technology, more were certain this was a consequence of 
the squeeze on Boston’s housing market. 
 
The Department of Neighborhood Development has laid out several plans to build and 
preserve more affordable housing between now and 2030, although the pace at which 
this is happening is still insufficient to manage this crisis. In Mayor Walsh’s 2014 housing 
plan, he set out to build 53,000 additional housing units by 2030, which has since been 
updated to 69,000 units to account for the expected growth of the region.39 Currently, 
54,000 existing units have an income-based restriction, with additional 8,300 
constructed on the way to 2030.  
 
Several of those units will be managed by HomeStart, which manages the Homeless Set 
Aside Program for the city. The Set Aside program mandates that developers who 
receive city funding to build housing with ten or more units must set aside ten percent 
of their units for individuals and families experiencing homelessness.40 The language of 

                                                
38 Jeff Kaufman, “Boston Apartment Price Map :: Details,” accessed April 29, 2019, 
https://www.jefftk.com/apartment_prices/details. 
39 City of Boston, “Housing A Changing City Boston 2030: 2018 Update,” September 2018, 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WRWTkvId7_hAKiKz-_F8-
J_HCq5mCrWKxBUeFOVgwaM/edit?usp=sharing&usp=embed_facebook. 
40 Interview, April 2019. 
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the policy maintains that these households must have an income no greater than 30 
percent of median area income, and be either “literally homeless” or 
“fleeing/attempting to flee domestic violence”.41 This is an encouraging sign that 
supply can increase, albeit the pace at which its needed is still limiting. 
 
As of Housing Boston 2030’s update in 2018, there were 489 set aside units online, with 
more on their way.42 Until recently, set-aside units were managed manually by 
HomeStart staff, outside of the universe of CAS. The work of ranking individuals by bed 
nights, checking these individuals against information in the HMIS warehouse, was a 
maze of spreadsheets aiming to replicate the nature of CAS’s online matching platform. 
For those tasked with managing this process, it was a daunting and confusing task. 
According to interviewees, these units will soon be placed on CAS, allowing access to a 
number of units that can help to ease the strain on other units throughout the city. 
Moreover, this can also allow HomeStart to do matches in the style of the data-driven 
optimization the city has built. However, doing so opens up another battle entirely—
inviting a mix of new landlords into the world of CAS. For permanent supportive 
housing matches on CAS, all of the entities (property managers, subsidy providers, 
shelter agencies) are all receiving matches through the system and are trained on these 
processes. Inviting a number of new private property managers, each with variable 
comfort with this new population, will surely be an uphill battle.  
 
Given these difficult circumstances, prioritization would have always been a feature of 
operating the CoC, whether by hand or by computer. Because there are a limited 
number of units for the thousands who need it, there is a standing number of 
individuals on waitlists, in shelters, and on the way to housing. Coordinated entry, as far 
removed from provider hands as it may be, has made these difficult decisions a much 
more objective consequence of numbers and qualifications. As it continues to scale 
up—inviting private property managers, other housing providers—technology provides 
a standard that a human nudge does not. By making each unit legible through CAS, it 
can more easily track those who are not in compliance, and do the matching so needed 
for the homeless individuals looking for housing. If the city aims to enforce the inclusion 
of the formerly homeless in these private buildings, especially, CAS seems like an 
important first step to legitimizing this work. 
 

                                                
41 Department of Neighborhood Development, Boston, “Homeless Set-Aside Policy,” July 2018, 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yKlfCAOrUD42c8oIgxcx2QNmMCTkL1CD/view?usp=sharing&usp=emb
ed_facebook. 
42 City of Boston, “Housing A Changing City Boston 2030: 2018 Update.” 
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In contrast to the above conversation about agency, and the prior reality of navigating 
the homeless system through connections and advocacy, the advent of CAS converts 
opportunity to a more objective set of hurdles that are instead set by federal guidelines 
rather than by providers themselves. And yet, though technology has made the system 
easier to navigate, the system is still full of hurdles. Agencies throughout the CoC are 
well aware of this dichotomy. That the greater housing world makes their job difficult is 
nothing new. But that they are no longer the decisionmakers in this ecosystem has been 
a benefit to the speed of the system and a hit to the culture of service provision. As was 
put aptly by an interviewee—"damned if we do, damned if we don’t.”43  
 
In spite of the lack of supply, both providers and technology continue to trod forward. 
It’s difficult for some to say agency is more important than results, especially since 
positive progress has been made. The reality of pre-coordinated entry homelessness 
system was, indeed, murky. Getting housing was a gamble, based on one’s shelter 
agency, the folks one was close with, what resources the agency had on their roster. A 
chance encounter or a skilled provider could make all the difference. Today the scales 
are tipped, away from providers and towards a system, which in itself can maybe 
provide the outcomes we wish to see, no matter how deterministic.  
 
In no small way, the continued buy-in of providers is necessary for the success of 
coordinated entry. And most are there—ready and willing to see how coordinated entry 
moves the needle forward. Yet, some doubts still linger, leaving the future of 
coordinated entry, and CAS more specifically, to be seen.  
 

2.3 Relationships, Inside and Out 
 
In any agency of city government, trust is a fundamental piece of the success of any 
project. In the case of homelessness, trust at all levels is paramount. It’s essential that 
guests trust the shelter agencies charged with keeping them safe year over year, shelter 
agencies trust that the City will support them in their endeavors, and the City trust that 
HUD is supporting the right policies for their constituents. These connections are still 
paramount in the era of coordinated entry, as the work of homelessness is deeply 
sensitive, personal, and involves so many levels of trauma, vulnerability, and marginality.  
 
Coordinated entry is relationship-based in that it aims to strengthen the connections 
between providers and the city. In that realm, it has seen tremendous success. Many 
interviewees were themselves part of working groups run by the City, whether focused 

                                                
43 Interview, April 2019.  
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on chronic homelessness, rapid rehousing, or HMIS. Though working groups are an 
essential part of the bi-annual creation of the prioritization lists, they are also a weekly 
staple in the upkeep of coordinated entry. Members of the working groups represent a 
number of the stakeholders of the CoC, and during their weekly meeting they report 
back on the status of common clients and discuss cases that they each share. As a unit, 
they’re much better equipped to take on the burden of case management collectively, 
a particularly positive contribution of the move towards collaborative environments.  
 
Many interviewees mentioned that the working groups now hold a great deal of the 
provider knowledge that was previously disseminated among individual agencies. For 
example, when CAS recommends a particular individual to a housing opportunity, the 
partners in the working group’s weekly meetings may be able to collectively discuss this 
case—where this person might be, and the easiest way to find them to follow through 
on this opportunity. It’s an essential element of the goal to de-silo information, and has 
performed incredibly well over time. As a few interviewees note, the working groups 
also provide an opportunity to improve skills and learn from partners in the network. 
One, in particular, referenced the working group focused on HMIS, mentioning it was a 
tremendous learning opportunity for those agencies represented. 
 
The working groups have also worked as an essential sounding board for the city, 
especially as CAS has been built in an agile environment. With every iteration, DND can 
turn to the working group to see whether CAS is performing well in the circumstances 
most pertinent to the working group. Many interviewees noted that many of the risks, 
downsides, and issues with CAS have been picked apart in working groups over time, 
and that they provide an important backstop to implementing changes that are not in 
the best interest of the partners in the CoC.  
 
In terms of high-level relationships, the era of coordinated entry is a much sleeker and 
collaborative reality for many service providers. They now have the direct ear of the city 
and have therefore been able to form the relationships necessary to build trust, trust 
that has carried providers through this substantial change. At a recent event at WBUR’s 
CitySpace celebrating the 50th Anniversary of Pine Street Inn, this collaborative nature 
was credited for the success of the entire endeavor—it reinforced that both the city and 
the agencies were on the same team, all fighting for the dignity of their guests. 
 
For all its benefits for shelter agencies, CAS does inadvertently disrupt relationships 
between agencies and their clients as a consequence of its system-wide view of housing 
matches. Prior to coordinated entry, housing navigators were a predominant part of the 
work, helping guests find their way from shelter to opportunity, and working with them 
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to manage the time between housing and shelter. That dedicated person was there to 
form a close relationship with the guests, and because they were closely informed on 
their treatment, were also more able to make a housing match that fit their 
circumstances, once the time came.  
 
In the interest of system-wide optimization, that relationship is no longer able to grow 
over time as it used to. Though housing navigators are still a part of agencies in the 
CoC, once a match happens through CAS, a guest could move to another agency 
anywhere else in the system, leaving a long-term relationship at another shelter to 
begin anew with their new placement. This process is facilitated on the clerical end by 
the information in the HMIS warehouse, which contains notes from old provider visits, 
relevant records, documents, all necessary to the closure of a case. However, the hard-
earned trust between provider and client is de-emphasized in this new system, favoring 
instead the expedience of providing a housing match for each client whose number is 
called. 
 
This is the essential argument of coordinated entry—in de-emphasizing the personal 
relationships between agencies and guests, coordinated entry lessens the favoritism 
that was perceived to be endemic of system navigation in the past and moves forward 
in the most objective way possible. In interviews, this favoritism was variably recalled as 
either fact or hyperbole, an exaggeration of the highly skilled and human-centered work 
of service provision. Another interviewee explained that favoritism and bias in the old 
system is a mischaracterization. Rather, it’s safe to say that some providers are just really 
skilled at getting their guests into housing for one reason or another compared to 
others. This argument aside, ultimately coordinated entry has succeeded in subverting 
the personal relationships in housing navigation. Service providers are no longer able to 
customize or individualize things for their clients, in favor of the “objective” nature of 
CAS. 
 
However, I’d argue that this reality is neither objective nor without an agenda, as 
suggested by HUD’s language to describe coordinated entry. Rather, this system lies in 
a lineage of other interventions operating in vulnerable communities, aiming towards a 
more perfect solution for deeply complex problems. In moving away from personal 
judgement and human-driven decisionmaking, coordinated entry does in fact move us 
towards favoring and classifying the attributes that are the most legible, those that can 
be quantified into chronic or not so chronic. By relying on certain identifiers for how 
best to classify the deeply complex life of the people experiencing homelessness and 
all the trauma it creates, coordinated entry may also be creating conditions that are 
precise, but perhaps not always truthful.  
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Essentially, CAS relies on a data as a proxy for the complex journey through 
homelessness. It’s a proxy that does not work well for every case, and thus does invite 
some bias that favors those who are already captured by systems, or comfortable being 
identified by data and systems in the first place. That it supersedes the opinions of 
providers is something that many in this space are uncomfortable with.  
 
It is a difficulty that Boston has tried to manage by being responsive to its CoC agencies 
and other working groups that serve as trusted advisors, leaning into the agile nature of 
CAS’ build-out. More than a few interviewees described it as “building the plane while 
it’s being flown”. In addition to the working groups, Boston benefits from a number of 
advisory boards, staffed in part by individuals who themselves are currently or formerly 
experienced homelessness. Groups like BACHome, the Youth Advisory Board and the 
Consumer Advisory Board are trusted partners for giving feedback where its most due. 
The City of Boston, for its part, is doing its best to respond to these groups, and 
continually altering CAS to be nimbler and more flexible to their needs. As an example, 
many agencies lauded the city for its pushback on the Vulnerability Index – Service 
Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool (VI-SPIDAT), the typical HUD-supported 
assessment that prioritizes people waiting for Rapid Rehousing. (Boston’s CoC has since 
created its own assessment, which has itself undergone changes to better understand 
the clients who use it).44 
 
At the same time, DND is also piloting a system to meet the incredibly high standards 
set by Boston’s Way Home. It set ambitious and public goals to end chronic 
homelessness by 2018, with a strong commitment to a system overhaul and its 
expected positive results. But it also showed commitment to HUD’s leadership on how 
to best create the conditions for success. In this way, coordinated entry is truly a top-
down endeavor, stemming from HUD’s mandate, through the precedents set by other 
jurisdictions, and now in Boston’s work, both in implementation and in execution. 
Though coordinated entry can be altered with feedback, it has an intent. In HUD’s case, 
it is to streamline the system itself, through optimization and prioritization. In Boston’s 
case, that intent is to codify these efforts through data, in the best way it knows how.  
 
It has been a hard-won battle to get agencies on board with these ideas. As was 
admitted in a number of interviews, this level of change has been difficult, has been 
swift, has been transformative. It most cases, it has transformed the relationships 
between providers for the better. It has, in some cases, strengthened relationships with 

                                                
44 Interview, April 2019.  
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providers and the city for the better. In others, skepticism about these changes has 
tainted it for the worse. What can be agreed upon is that the system’s relationship 
between its own self and the guests it is intending to help is fundamentally changed.  
 
Every interviewee, whether at the City, at an agency, or outside of the CoC is both 
passionate about their work and extremely compassionate towards the hundreds of 
people experiencing homelessness night by night in Boston. They expressed a deep 
commitment to the end goal of ending homelessness out of love for the guests they 
knew well and were so driven to help. In many conversations, interviewees talked at 
length about the guests they hadn’t yet seen, but knew were coming due to the 
continuous nature of homelessness. As has been noted, many of the individuals in this 
study have been working in homelessness for decades, and have grown close to 
hundreds of people during that time. This has meant beautiful moments like seeing 
folks get their first apartment, to watching them go to school to finish out a degree, to 
getting sober for the first time in years. These relationships between agencies and 
individual are the most essential, and some might say paramount in the work of 
coordinated entry. And yet, in this web of actors these individuals are merely the 
recipients. They are presented with a choice for housing, which itself has been limited 
by all other actions before this one that they are able to make themselves. In this 
current iteration of coordinated entry, determinism is the guiding force in this 
relationship, and the crux of the connection between system and the individual.  
 

2.4 The Systemic View 
 
Earlier sections describe a certain level of reduction on the part of the city and its 
agencies, overemphasizing certain relationships over the essential relationships 
between agencies and clients that are most important in this work. However, as was 
described to me by an interviewee, this is not a zero-sum game. In fact, in the work of 
coordinated entry many realities are co-mingling constantly. Those who are opposed to 
this work may forever be opposed, and working alongside those who believe in the 
promise of this system and incredibly proud to be a champion and a pioneer. Everyone 
is working on behalf of what they believe to be the right thing to do in these 
circumstances. There is one truth that can be considered universal—if coordinated entry 
if is technology for order, it is also considered technology for advocacy.  
 
Continuing to roll out coordinated entry has created the richest and most integrated 
dataset on homeless individuals and families Boston has ever had. The HMIS warehouse 
has data on not just individual cases, but also interactions with healthcare providers, the 
criminal justice system, other providers within the CoC. It can show individual migration 
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over time as well as hospital visits over time. It has every single document relevant to an 
individual’s case, which may include driver’s license, personal information, names, ages, 
other demographic information. Because CAS is a matching engine, it also has data on 
all of the units available to homeless individuals, including those belonging to the 
Boston Housing Authority, other housing providers, and the hundreds of set-aside units 
spread across the city. In doing so, it has a master dataset that can describe housing 
quality, type, rent, for hundreds of buildings across Boston, and updated each time it 
changes hands.  
 
This is a constantly updated inventory that, in any other circumstance, would be 
incredibly expensive to procure, clean, update, and maintain. The fact that it exists at all 
is a tremendous gift of coordinated entry and the many partners who have given their 
time and energy to its creation and maintenance. It is also such a remarkable tool for 
data-driven advocacy, a tool that many, many providers are eager to use. 
 
As was mentioned by a Data and Research Manager at one agency; 
 

“I think it’s good to show that what goes in HMIS can be aggregated. It’s being 
used to help advocacy efforts at the state level…There are a number of specific 
data requests that will help inform the advocacy efforts for the shelter system in 
MA. Having the ability to let staff know that this is just another area where we’re 
using your data helps drive the buy-in for data entry and data compliance.”45 

 
This sentiment was echoed by a number of other agencies, which didn’t shy away from 
the concept of data and its benefits. Data entry, for many, can be a tedious re-
orientation of one’s workday. However, the results are apparent in the warehouse, 
where compliance allows a more nuanced view of their clients than they were ever able 
to glean from a first in-person visit.  
 
Additionally, clients no longer need to carry the necessary documentation to every 
appointment—they can now rely on the warehouse to hold their story into perpetuity. 
This is an aspect many providers were happy to discuss, noting that it avoided 
retraumatizing clients by having them recount their stories over and over again to 
different individuals. This is important because as was mentioned, many of those 
traveling through homelessness are also dealing with some difficult situations, whether 
domestic violence, alcohol or drug abuse, or mental health issues. Trauma-informed 
data collection guidelines published by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

                                                
45 Interview, March 2019.  
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Services Administration suggest that retraumatization is a possibility during data 
collection, when clients are forced to relive the more difficult aspects of their past. 
Concentrating information on the warehouse can be beneficial to those particular types 
of cases, especially. 
 
With a view from the top, DND has the most complete view of the homelessness system 
it has ever been able to create. From their perspective, this is a wealth of extremely 
valuable information that can inform future policy in a number of arenas including in 
criminal justice and housing, determine future resource allocation, and find patterns 
and fix them before they become crises. Laila Bernstein, Director of the Supportive 
Housing Division of DND, mentioned some such applications during a public event at 
WBUR recently: 
 
“We’re doing a data match right now with the Suffolk County House of Corrections to 
see how much of an overlap are there in our populations. If we were to have a housing 
response rather than just a crisis response, how many people’s lives would change? 
They wouldn’t be vulnerable to all sorts of things that might land them in a corrections 
system”46  
 
One reason coordinated entry is so difficult to assess is that its questions, while 
essential, have few clear answers. In a world of scarcity, there is reason to prioritize. The 
waiting lists for services in so many cities are years long, not because of conspiracy, but 
because there are so many people with essential needs for housing, health, and dignity. 
Yet, prioritization has brought with it many dehumanizing aspects that fray relationships 
so important to this work. On one hand, long-term coordinated planning needs to be a 
priority in cities aiming to substantially change the way they are dealing with 
homelessness. However, treating this de-siloed team as one unit has also meant that 
people are being shuffled from agency to agency, as though these long-standing 
allegiances were for naught. And still, the benefits to the system are long overdue—
having a data-driven system means having data-driven outputs and evidence for 
advocacy that have never been available before. As was mentioned by an interviewee, 
“none of this is an either/or”.  
 
Buried in this web of perspectives are those of the people being managed by these 
questions. A truth of most cities is that life at the margins is full of decisions that are 
made without one’s consent. TANF mandates a certain set of standards for usage, 
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depending on the state’s discretion.47 A poor credit score bars particular opportunities. 
A CORI maintains a status of criminalization that perpetuates throughout one’s life, 
excluding many in this population from housing they may have otherwise had access to. 
Poverty compounds, and for many in these vulnerable circumstances, means that the 
box of possibilities continues to contract over one’s lifetime.  
 
It’s for this reason that coordinated entry deserves a close look. Boston, in bringing a 
deep compassion and care, is following through on its job as a CoC and as a city with 
constituents it is passionate about helping. However, it is also stuck between a rock and 
a hard place, HUD and its own people. Each open question in coordinated entry holds a 
certain level of potential energy that is yet untested over the long run. Questions of 
agency today may be questions of rights tomorrow, or may be the success stories we all 
wish to see moving forward. Though Boston did not succeed in ending chronic 
homelessness by 2018, it did succeed in creating the momentum that is needed to do 
so. However, what do those changes mean in practice? 
 
The following chapter looks closely at the individuals at the heart of this work—Boston’s 
sheltered homeless.  
 

Chapter 3: Technology as Confidant? 
 
The homelessness system directly interfaces with some of our most vulnerable 
populations in the City, whether by race, income, gender, or health status. As such, it’s 
impossible to look at this project as disconnected from the greater ecosystem of 
services, systemic inequities, and policies that create the difficult conditions in which 
Boston’s coordinated entry operates.  
 
Each year, CoCs conduct a Point-in-Time Count to get a cross-section of what 
homelessness looks like during its peak seasons. Of the 6,188 homeless persons 
(including children under the age of 18) counted on January 31, 2018, a third were 
under the age of 18 and 64 percent were people of color.48  
 

                                                
47 “Policy Basics: An Introduction to TANF,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, November 17, 2008, 
https://www.cbpp.org/research/policy-basics-an-introduction-to-tanf. 
48 US Department of Housing and Urban Development, “HUD 2018 Continuum of Care Homeless 
Assistance Programs Homeless Populations and Subpopulations,” January 31, 2018, 
https://files.hudexchange.info/reports/published/CoC_PopSub_CoC_MA-500-2018_MA_2018.pdf. 
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Figure 4: Point-In-Time Homelessness by Race 
 

 
 

 
Though homelessness is a reality that all types of Bostonians face, it does not affect all 
Bostonians equally. Compared to the makeup of the city, there is an overrepresentation 
of black, Hispanic/Latino, and multiracial people in Boston’s homeless population by a 
significant margin.49 
 

                                                
49 US Department of Housing and Urban Development. U.S. Census Bureau, 2013-2017 American 
Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 



 52 

Figure 5: Over-representation of People of Color in Homelessness 

 
 
Of these over 6,000 people, many are interfacing with a number of other organizations 
and systems throughout their time on the streets. This is especially true of those who 
are chronically homeless—it’s likely many individuals who are suffering from chronic 
homelessness have also been institutionalized in other ways, whether in jail, prison, 
recovery, or psychiatric institutions.50 Of those who were surveyed during the January 
point-in-time count, a substantial amount deal with a variety of mental illnesses, 
substance abuse, or were victims of domestic violence, other comingling factors that 
contribute to the persistence of homelessness on Boston’s streets.51   
 

                                                
50 Dennis Culhane and Thomas Byrne, “Ending Chronic Homelessness:  Cost-Effective Opportunities for 
Interagency Collaboration,” Penn School of Social Policy and Practice Working Paper, March 1, 2010, 
https://repository.upenn.edu/spp_papers/143. 
51 US Department of Housing and Urban Development, “HUD 2018 Continuum of Care Homeless 
Assistance Programs Homeless Populations and Subpopulations.” 
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Figure 6: Other Issues Experienced by Boston’s Homeless 

 
 

Needless to say, this is a cross-section of some of the most vulnerable in our city by 
income, race, socioeconomic status, and a number of other factors. Many have few 
social supports, have been traumatized by the experience of homelessness, and 
especially for those who have been homeless for years, have had to navigate a number 
of agencies, providers, and social services during their time on the streets. To navigate 
the system of publicly-available aid, each has also had to bend to certain requirements, 
data standards, and give up some autonomy in the hopes of getting the services they 
need to thrive. 
 
The concentration of data, verification, and intervention at this end of the 
socioeconomic spectrum, while perhaps a pre-requisite to service provision, is not 
without consequence. There has been a myriad of examples over time that demonstrate 
a dehumanizing overreach by service agencies, city officials, and government agencies 
blurring the line between what is considered appropriate surveillance, data-driven or 
otherwise, at the margins. As an example, in 2007 the Supreme Court upheld a 
troubling decision in Sanchez v. San Diego, in which welfare applicants may now receive 
unexpected visits from law enforcement agents who are enabled to examine the 
intimate details of their home—including “insides of cabinets and closets”.52 While 
perhaps this may be loosely defensible were there reason for suspicion, Sanchez v. San 
Diego upholds that these searches can be performed in the homes of mere applicants, 
and refusing to allow a search could result in a denial of benefits. It is a stark 

                                                
52 “Opinion | A Loss for Privacy Rights,” The New York Times, November 28, 2007, sec. Opinion, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/11/28/opinion/28wed2.html. 



 54 

reinforcement of a 1973 Supreme Court opinion in Wyman v. James, where it was 
affirmed that “a person’s relationship with the state can reduce that person’s 
expectation of privacy, even within the sanctity of the home.”53 Michele Estrin Gilman 
recounts the bitter debate that ensued during oral arguments for Sanchez v. San Diego 
in her article The Class Differential in Privacy Law. As she explains, several Ninth Circuit 
judges did not hold back their sentiments about the hypocrisy of this judgment, noting 
that it invariably subjects the poor to privacy intrusion that is unique to them, not by a 
consequence of connection to the state. As was argued during Sanchez  v. San Diego, 
the judges wrote “[t]he government does not search through the closets and medicine 
cabinets of farmers receiving subsidies. They do not dig through the laundry baskets 
and garbage pails of real estate developers or radio broadcasters.”54 
 
Gilman herself argues a legal understanding that is itself worrisome. She writes: 
 

“The American privacy law regime has developed to reflect middle-class 
concerns, and as such is focused on preventing the misuse of information after it 
is collected. By contrast, low-income people tend to face stigmatization at the 
time information is gathered. The poor interact with the government and low-
wage employers in ways that are ongoing and interpersonal, and, as a result, a 
“right to be left alone” does not protect their interests in dignity and 
autonomy.”55  

 
Because coordinated entry is driven by a certain level of data from its participants, it 
also invites a level of scrutiny. As was discussed in the previous chapter, depending on 
CAS has meant a deep restructuring of the agencies that are leading the way in 
preventing homelessness throughout Boston. Consequentially, this has seeped into the 
lives of those CAS aims to manage, by restructuring their experiences as quantifiably as 
possible. Given that it is operating among such a socially vulnerable population, how is 
coordinated entry helping or hindering the rights of those it aims to protect?   
 

3.1 Data as Descriptor is Difficult for Sensitive Communities 
 
Today’s CAS has been successful in achieving the aims of the RFP that announced its 
creation, with over 612 successful housing placements as of late 2018.56 Though it was a 

                                                
53 Michele Estrin Gilman, “The Class Differential in Privacy Law,” BROOKLYN LAW REVIEW 77 (n.d.): 58. 
54 Sanchez v. Cnty. of San Diego, 464 F.3d 916, 927 (9th Cir. 2006).  
55 Gilman, “The Class Differential in Privacy Law.” 
56 Interview, March 2019. 
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slow pilot start, all providers are now reliant on CAS to match their individual clients to 
permanent supportive housing or rapid rehousing, as determined by the data collected 
on their guests.  
 
To do so has meant creating a culture around data, one that encourages compliance 
and reinforces how important data is to outcomes. Most agencies that were interviewed 
are very aware of this as it relates to HMIS, a system they’d used for years to report their 
outcomes to HUD. Because CAS is but an extension of the information in the HMIS 
Warehouse (with additional assessments as needed), many service providers already 
have dealt with the issues of data reporting as it relates to their clients. 
 
Because of this history, they’ve been well versed and were also keen to discuss many of 
the issues they had applying data-based concepts to their guests. For example, to be 
recognized by the city as chronically homeless (following HUD’s definition) a person 
needs a certain number of “bed nights” or nights spent in a homeless shelter. However, 
the nature of homelessness is variable for each person who experiences it, making “bed 
nights” a poor proxy. For some, homelessness may mean nights spent on a relative’s 
couch. It may mean nights spent in a car. It could mean nights spent under a bridge 
instead. As was described by a case manager, “I think data is important…but HUD 
doesn’t recognize the couch.”57 
 
Because these conditions cannot be described by data necessary to drive CAS, these 
people are barred from accessing the permanent supportive housing opportunities they 
may have otherwise been able to receive. The City of Boston is aware of this 
discrepancy, and has created a workaround to account for this to allow for greater entry 
into the system. As mentioned by Supportive Housing Division Laila Bernstein during a 
public discussion, those who are captured by the street outreach team at any point 
during a month are credited for an entire month of homelessness.58 As an example, 
were a street outreach team to find a person on a bench in South Station on the night 
of May 10th, that person would be counted for the entire 31 days of May as homeless, an 
imperfect measure of their history on the street. 
 
Importantly, this has meant that individuals who may never make it to shelter are still 
counted where it matters. However, this method still has some important holes, being 
that the nature of homelessness is constantly changing for many individuals. As was 
mentioned by an interviewee, some people are sleeping in buildings that the street 
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outreach team cannot reach, thereby going uncounted. For youth, shelter is often a 
difficult place for them to be, and they substitute shelter by spending the night in other 
places that may be safer for them. For all of these cases that may fall between the 
cracks, there are few ways to catch up on nights uncounted, starting them from scratch 
in the coordinated entry process. In addition, HUD’s definition of homelessness is also 
notoriously limited for those who are institutionalized in hospitals and jails, which is 
likely to result in a disproportionate undercount of homelessness among racial 
minorities.59 
 
For those who are captured, assessment is a difficult task for both intake staff and street 
outreach. One interviewee described that the process of collecting data from a person 
in shelter could take weeks, if it is completed at all. As they mentioned, the priority for 
many agencies is providing survival kits, getting folks the access to healthcare they may 
need. For street teams especially, the process of data collection is secondary to most 
other reasons for connecting with a person that may be seen outside. For those teams, 
many clients will provide only a first name, if at all. Often, those who do talk give a 
pseudonym, leading to many appearances of “Taylor Swift with the blue hat” in the 
databases or forms related to data entry. 
 
Ultimately, data comes secondary between clients and intake providers because 
trustbuilding is paramount. Though identifying information is a necessity of not only 
CAS but a number of other data-driven reporting mechanisms necessary for each 
agency, connection between a client and the agency supersedes all other needs. To 
that end, many interviewees described doing intake on paper instead of by computer, 
and forgoing the details of data intake in order to get a guest settled for the next few 
days. For a few providers, this has been a fundamental difficulty between them and the 
city, where analysts are tasked with maintaining a certain level of data quality among 
agencies. To have sixty records for “Taylor Swift with the blue hat” and missing social 
security numbers is a problem for the mathematical beauty of the warehouse, and 
eventually of CAS. Some agencies are adamant—if it takes two weeks to fill out the 
intake form, let it take two weeks. 
 
Additionally, cultural barriers are an important distinction of this work. Some data 
managers noted that occasionally guests may not understand the question they’re 
being asked, or feel afraid to give up data that they feel is personal or may reveal 
something that can put them at risk. I often wondered whether the difficult political 
                                                
59 National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty, “Don’t Count On It: How the HUD Point-in-Time 
Count Underestimates the Homelessness Crisis in America,” 2017, https://nlchp.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/10/HUD-PIT-report2017.pdf. 
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environment may affect how certain particularly vulnerable individuals feel about giving 
up data, particularly if they may be targeted for retaliation, such as those who are 
undocumented or fear government intervention. One interviewee acknowledged that 
there were some questions related to immigration status that can be asked and 
therefore kept on HMIS (particularly since some housing opportunities are not available 
to undocumented individuals). However, immigration status is typically considered after 
the fact, when housing matches are checked for eligibility. Agencies in the CoC are 
well-versed in the work of protecting their clients, because many are fleeing from 
domestic violence. Data standards for guests fleeing from partner violence are 
extremely strict and mandate collecting as little identifying information as possible. 
Many interviewees noted that because they are well-trained in protecting these clients, 
they are confident that data security is an issue of utmost importance to the CoC and 
HMIS Warehouse, thereby CAS. 
 
Nonetheless, my question is still pressing – what is the effect of fear on data collection? 
Trust is a major part of any piece of this data-driven process. A complex relationship to 
the political moment, to government overall, may lead to some folks disengaging from 
data-driven systems and thereby from the process of coordinated entry. Though the 
degree of disengagement from CAS due to distrust is largely unstudied (although one 
interviewee noted that there may be hints at disengagement, as the proportion of 
Latinx people who are in deep poverty in the City of Boston is higher than the 
proportion of Latinx people counted experiencing homelessness), some proxies can be 
found in the Office of Fair Housing, where engagement is often dependent on the level 
of trust in government.  
 
In interviews with staff, they mentioned that indeed they do see miscounts of cases they 
would expect to see that they can loosely attribute to either misinformation or fear. As 
an intake coordinator mentioned, some neighborhoods like East Boston, Roxbury, or 
Dorchester feel a particular affinity to their neighbors and local organizations rather 
than the government, and are therefore largely undercounted in fair housing cases. This 
has meant many undocumented families, people of color, and otherwise low income 
people find other coping mechanisms to account for their needs that don’t involve 
engagement with their office. This trend can be a benefit for the shelters that are well-
received by their neighborhoods and those who reside there—they have the hard-
earned trust of their guests. However, the more that agencies consolidate with the City 
of Boston, the more that level of autonomy, and thereby necessary trust, is threatened.  
 
These difficulties are felt differently along the spectrum of homelessness. Some 
homeless adults have grown accustomed to giving critical details about their life, 
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describing their story, and carrying the essential documents they need. However, both 
the city and agencies acknowledge a particularly difficulty collecting data from youth, 
many of whom identify in ways that are beyond the classification forced by data in most 
current contexts. As an example, LGBTQ+ youth who appear at shelter may struggle to 
reveal their gender or sexual identity at all, let alone for sake of classification. These 
particular pieces of information so deeply depend on trust, as some youth who find 
themselves on the streets are there because they have been stigmatized for revealing 
these identities. To that end, agencies have pushed back on the city’s strict guidelines, 
fighting for more nuanced gender categories and ways of describing sexual orientation, 
among other things.  
 
In a bureaucratic sense, these discrepancies are issues of data quality rather than of 
personhood. As the data is now an imperative to service provision, those who want 
housing must participate. I’d argue that more nuance is imperative to this space, 
because beyond data, CoC partners are trying to see, treat, and provide for the entire 
person and their needs. Ultimately, many individuals who find themselves navigating 
through homelessness are dealing with a trauma of some kind, much of which is outside 
the bounds of classification. For coordinated entry, the HMIS warehouse, and other 
system-wide endeavors to lean on this rather weak foundation has been difficult for 
many agencies. It has put immense pressure on data quality and data entry, a chore for 
many of the navigators, specialists, and providers who are doing direct-service work 
with clients. 
 
The pushback some providers are showing is one threat among many to the resilience 
of coordinated entry. Signs are strong that agencies are growing into these realities, 
and momentum is picking up. It’s entirely possible that it continues to become the 
status quo, or it may become one of many HUD mandates that cause more confusion 
for grantees over time, only to be folded into another set of laws. Nonetheless, because 
this new system is based on so much data sharing and systematic dependencies, the 
momentum is much harder to swing than previously.  
 
With the rollout of coordinated entry, CoCs are creating a dependency on the full 
legibility of the homeless for the provision of services. People need to be counted, and 
quite specifically, to be slotted into the correct services.  
 

3.2 Data Driven Barriers & Opportunities 
 
Were it not for data driving the outcomes in coordinated entry, data conversations 
might end at the HMIS warehouse. However, data is now the determinant for the 
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opportunities available to individuals in the CoC, and therefore is extremely 
consequential in the lives of those seeking housing.  
 
As was discussed in Chapter 1, prioritization for permanent supportive housing is 
determined by the number of days of homelessness, otherwise known as bed nights. 
Only those who are considered chronically homeless are prioritized for permanent 
supportive housing, and that prioritization is simply ordered by number of days. By that 
token, those who have spent years shuffling through shelters, spending nights in bus 
shelters, and on the streets are now first in line for the most intensive services, if they’ve 
been captured either by HMIS or by street outreach. This is a tremendous achievement, 
as many of these people have missed a wealth of opportunities because their needs 
were so intensive. As one interviewee mentioned, working with tight budgets has meant 
many difficult decisions about how to prioritize cases. In short, one resource-intensive 
client could require the same resources as a few slightly easier clients, and often loses 
out as a result.  
 
This is the benefit of coordinated entry, finally an advocate for the most vulnerable 
among Boston’s homeless. However, it also takes data as advocacy, creating barriers for 
those who are not able to demonstrate the same level of need. On the whole, those 
who are not considered chronically homeless are prioritized instead for rapid rehousing, 
a much less intensive monetary intervention. That means many of the homeless 
individuals who may have similarly intensive needs – difficulties with mental health, 
victimization from partners, trauma - may either have to take rapid rehousing as an 
option, or wait in shelter for a permanent supportive housing unit.  
 
One interviewee noted that some clients don’t actually understand what they may be in 
line for because of this confusion. Some want a housing voucher, but don’t have the 
eligibility requirements to reach it. In coordinated entry, there are now specific stages 
that one reaches judged purely on days of homelessness. This is not always clear to 
guests navigating through the system.  
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Days Homeless Program Description 

0 to 30 (youth) / 0 to 270 
(adults) 

Barrier Buster 
Short-term financial 

intervention, usually gap 
funding for emergencies 

30+ (youth) / 270+ (adults) Rapid Rehousing 
Short-term rental assistance for 

up to two years 
360 days or on at least four 
separate occasions in the 

last three years 

Permanent 
Supportive Housing 

Permanently subsidized housing 
with wraparound services 

 
If those are the rules, there are a swath of individuals in shelter waiting for an 
opportunity that may not appear for months. For those who don’t quite qualify for rapid 
rehousing, many interviewees acknowledged the Barrier Buster fund, a short-term 
financial intervention to close the gap for those who have just a small gap they need 
filled. If more intervention is necessary, a person now waits for the rapid rehousing or 
permanent supportive housing after a certain number of days of homelessness. 
According to one interviewee, shelters seem happy to see some of the hardest-to-
house finally getting the opportunities they deserve. According to another interviewee, 
shelters are seeing a lot of people waiting for opportunities they don’t yet qualify for.  
 
In a world before coordinated entry, this was the place for advocates and navigators. 
Taken case by case, they would together find the housing that would match the guest, 
given their strengths, given some of their difficulties, accounting for what types of 
roommates, if any, would best suit this case. Both advocate and client had a moment for 
advocacy, to be more involved in the process. Today’s process is a bit more 
essentialized based on information that for some, might be difficult to give, understand, 
and create. As was mentioned, chronicity is now a clear line, drawing a stark boundary 
about what does and does not count in the prioritization of housing. The scale at which 
data-related challenges or mischaracterizations manifest is difficult to know, but those 
closest to clients were adamant that it was a difficulty many staff were reluctant to 
defend. 
 
This particular issue is often the point of tension for those who appreciate data and 
those who are less comfortable with its entrance into homelessness. Many intake 
coordinators mention the importance of trust and how abstract data can erode trust 
within the provider-guest relationship. As one interviewee reminded me, feeling like a 
number is a difficult feeling. They recalled a particular guest, who felt like they had been 
branded. It’s an idea that many intake coordinators feel is abstract because it is so 
unimportant to getting help for the person sitting in their office day over day. To an 
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extent, this may be true. For many, entrance into CAS isn’t an immediate fix. Most will 
still have to wait months to receive their first housing match, depending on where they 
fall in order of prioritization.  
 
What is true is that hundreds of people have been indeed matched to housing, a 
substantial increase compared to previous iterations of the homeless system. However, 
data is driving certain types of outcomes that may be less than ideal than previous 
iterations. Matching through CAS pairs an opportunity to a person, the top in line for 
each, with only a bit of review from DND. That review period is not one that the client is 
privy to, however it is one that is the result of whatever spot in line a person occupies. 
Typically, this is done through vouchers—a voucher for a project, a voucher for a tenant, 
a voucher for a sponsor. This means that some individuals are matched to places that 
may have roommates, places that may be in far flung areas of the cities, due to a 
scarcity of units it difficult to tell at the outset. But, a match means a roof over one’s 
head nonetheless. Whether the client gets to specify the conditions of that housing is 
not a question validated by coordinated entry. 
 
A few providers lamented this idea, noting that for some of their most vulnerable 
clients, this system doesn’t necessary guarantee success because it cannot account for 
specificity. Success by data standards comes down to a blunt measure—did this person 
re-enter the homelessness system? What it does not measure—has their trauma been 
dealt with? Is this opportunity sustainable? Are they getting along with their 
roommates? Those are the outcomes that matter most to the service providers who 
shared their reservations, and though matches are indeed happening, the city has been 
largely inadequate in providing these types of answers.  
 
In the experience of homelessness, data drives outcomes. It is less concerned with 
being the panacea for a decade of trauma as it is with being the conduit to an answer. 
As perhaps it should be. For data to achieve more in this space would be a 
mischaracterization of the aims of coordinated entry and a discredit to the individuals 
who have provided the incredible care that allows Bostonians to thrive after a period 
living on the street. However, currently it is the conduit. As was mentioned, CAS 
enables the data to speak instead of the individual, costing a fair amount of agency in 
the process of housing matches.  
 
Despite these difficulties, matches do continue to happen through coordinated entry, 
and get faster over time. For the 612 individuals (and counting) who have been 
matched, this has been a future several years in the making. There are over 100 more 
who have since been matched to rapid rehousing opportunities. Yet, as was noted, 
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these successes are measured quite specifically, and the system’s ability to follow up is 
limited.  
 

3.3 What Does Success Actually Look Like?  
 
Over the past few years, WBUR has done incredible reporting of Boston’s Way Home, 
profiling many of the individuals who have been housed since 2016, the start of 
coordinated entry. One such profile was of Brian DeSilva, a 53 year old who spent two 
years in Pine Street Inn’s Holy Family Shelter before he was matched to housing 
because of CAS’s efforts.60 Importantly, he was one of a few hundred who found 
housing through a Housing Surge, one of the city’s attempts to move people even 
more quickly from the chronically homeless list to a roof over their head.  
 
Housing Surges are periodic events hosted by the city and a number of other agencies 
that have housing units available for Boston’s chronically homeless. They’re intended 
solely for those who are both on the chronic list and “ready for housing”, and many who 
attend leave with housing vouchers that day. Brian was one of the nearly 250 people 
who received a voucher on his visit to a Housing Surge, receiving the keys to his own 
BHA apartment by the end of 2018.  
 
Importantly, Brian received his voucher but still struggled through his placement. 
Though his navigator Kim was helping through the process, he still received rejections 
from landlords who did not want to place him. After a few tries, he was placed just 
before Christmas.  
 
As was written by WBUR:  
 

"I'm happy. It beats sleeping on a cot at a shelter. And I'll have my own space. 
And I can go on with my life," he reflected. "This is a wonderful Christmas 
present."61 

 
And Kim? 
 

"I'm so happy! Happy, happy, happy Kim!" she exclaimed.62 
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Like Brian, there is also Lenny Higginbottom, a gentleman who spent a year with a 
Section 8 voucher looking for housing in the area, but was turned away because of a 
criminal record.63 (Importantly, a voucher alone does not guarantee a housing match, as 
more insidious barriers like stigma and landlord bias do still exist.) After 24 years of 
homelessness, with time spent incarcerated for drug charges and in shelter, Lenny’s 
home is the first time he has been on his own for decades. Since becoming 
permanently housed, he’s been incredibly active throughout his community, giving his 
time and advice to guests at St. Francis House, a day shelter within a block of his 
apartment, as well as the Boston Homeless Solidarity Committee.  
 
By this time, there are hundreds of people who, too, have been granted their own 
home, with all of the joy and responsibility that comes with it. In Lenny’s case, he owes a 
monthly rent of $211, which is a substantial amount of the $753 he receives in SSI 
benefits. To supplement his income, he continues to stand at the corner of Washington 
and Boylston, where he embeds himself in the community he’s most comfortable with. 
As he notes in his feature, “I've networked with a lot of good people down here — 
professors, lawyers, doctors, business owners. And they all, you know, gave me a lot of 
advice”.64 
 
The truth to chronic homelessness is that there are some things that are difficult to 
quantify and difficult for coordinated entry to account for. In the same article that 
celebrated Brian’s excitement about housing, there was a quote from Ian Gendreau of 
DND, reaffirming that these exemplary cases are not everyone’s story. He explains the 
importance of social networks and support, things that are frayed when one aims to be 
housed elsewhere across the city.65 To be pulled away from those things at the most 
vulnerable moments is a prospect many who are on the chronic list are unwilling to 
accept. As Gendreau notes, “the top of our list is just chock full of people ... who aren't 
interested in housing”.  
 
Many interviewees for this study hinted at a similar idea. Coordinated entry is built on 
the idea that when presented with options, individuals will choose housing over shelter. 
It also necessarily creates the avenues by which housing is doled out, with certain 
opportunities for some over others. It maintains a Housing First orientation throughout. 
But it cannot account for the ideals of what a dignified life for some looks like. For 
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Lenny, it has meant continuing to panhandle. For Eric Lepovetsky, it has meant joining a 
writer’s circle. For others, it may mean having a house to invite a number of other 
friends from the street to, something private landlords are generally hostile towards. 
Fitting these behaviors into the formal and often unfriendly system of housing and 
landlords is a battle data cannot fix. In conversations with agencies, many mentioned 
these particular issues as some of the biggest hurdles of the system. Landlords have a 
particular idea of a successful tenant, those on the list have another. By some measures, 
CAS may have overdesigned for certain outcomes that are not optimal for the people 
actually experiencing it.  
 
Some interviewees implied that many of the outcomes of CAS are successes in name 
only. Most interviewees have offered rapid rehousing as a prime example of these 
mismatched ideals. Nearly every interviewee had some skepticism about leaving those 
off the chronic list to rapid rehousing, not just because it can be ineffective, but 
because CAS measures success by whether a match results in someone returning to 
shelter. An interviewee noted that while many may not be returning to shelter, there are 
many cases that are not working out for the better. Some of these guests are staying 
with friends dabbling in drugs or staying in abusive relationships, off of the radar of the 
system. Rapid rehousing also does not effectively account for those who had no income 
when they entered shelter, and will not have income by the time the subsidy has run 
out.66  
 
Importantly, these interventions do not address the root causes that drive many of these 
individuals to homelessness in the first place. A criminal record, lack of income, 
systematic racism, all affect access to housing in Boston. During my own experience as a 
summer fellow at the Office of Fair Housing in Boston, it was clear that the overlap 
between Fair Housing, the Office of Housing Stability, DND, and the shelter system was 
substantial. Any slew of problems could have driven an individual to homelessness, and 
few of them are as minimal as assumed of rapid rehousing. 
 
Success as measured from the view of a guest in a shelter can be a myriad of things, 
some related to housing, others related to independence; every individual carries their 
own story and journey through the system. It is important, then, to look at this 
coordinated entry from a number of angles aside from just the bird’s eye view. 
Returning to this chapter’s initial premise, homelessness is an issue that accompanies a 
particular type of social vulnerability. For many, it intersects with a number of other 
institutions, all of which assume a sense of necessary paternalism over those who 
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engage with it. For many critics, including this one, it is a reminder that the surveillance 
is an issue that is particularly pervasive for those at an intersection like this, at the mercy 
of many actors outside of themselves. Success, according to these institutions, is often 
measured by the outcome, which is a limiting perspective devoid of the nuance 
imperative to understanding marginality.  
 
Bringing data into the mix can skew this perspective, making these outcomes appear 
more objective that they may be otherwise. As was highlighted in many of the 
observations in this chapter, data may not be the most appropriate tool to measure this 
dynamic, complex, and everchanging group of dynamic, complex, and everchanging 
individuals. Data does not demonstrate all individuals and their journeys equally. It also 
does not account for the nuance of this experience, especially in this highly-sensitive 
context. It, therefore, cannot drive the correct outcomes for each case. Such is to be 
expected, and is widely acknowledged throughout the CoC. Yet, it is a foundational 
element of HUD’s march towards coordinated entry, and as such, a fundamental part of 
Boston’s strategy as well. 
 

3.4 “For decades, anonymity has meant…” 
 
Boston is not alone in its use of data to prioritize housing among these communities. 
Other cities have made a much stronger economic case, prioritizing housing for those 
whose needs cost the most rather than relying on just the federal guidelines. The Silicon 
Valley Triage Tool goes beyond days homeless, to consider 38 other variables of a 
client’s history to predict those who cost the homelessness system the most over time, 
prioritizing the costliest for permanent supportive housing. In Prioritizing Homeless 
Assistance Using Predictive Algorithms: An Evidence-Based Approach, the team lauds 
what they call “a fair, objective tool for triage—prioritizing which individuals may receive 
Housing First.”67 
 
Over two years, a team of researchers created a richly integrated dataset, representing 
client records, medical records, history of drug and alcohol treatment, mental health 
treatment, incarceration, and connection to other social services, representing a 
subgroup of the 57,259 individuals found to use a homelessness service in Santa Clara 
County. They then build a model on the data collected to determine if they could 
accurately to predict individuals who could be considered “high-cost individuals” based 
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on their history with other institutions. The following 38 variables were included in the 
final model, from an initial list of 256 tested variables.68  
 

Figure 7: Model Variables to Determine High-Cost Homeless Persons 

 
DEMOGRAPHICS 

Age less than 18 
Age 18 to 45 
Age 46 to 65 
Age 65+ 
Female 

CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
100+ days of probation in the last 2 years  
Arrested in the last 2 years  
Jail booking in the last 2 years  
Jail security classification of 3 or 4 (that is, high risk) this year  
Number of arrests this year 
Number of days in jail this year 

HEALTH DIAGNOSES 
Diagnosed with chronic medical condition; Chronic Condition Indicator for ICD-9 

CM diagnosis codes by HCUP  
Medical encounter with diagnosis of adjustment reaction in last 2 years  
Medical encounter with diagnosis of heart disease in last 2 years  
Mean number of medical encounters with diagnosis of organ failure in last 2 years 
Medical encounter with diagnosis of schizophrenia in last 2 years  
Number of medical encounters with diagnosis of neoplasm in last 2 years 
Medical encounter with diagnosis of "other ill-defined and unknown cases of 

morbidity and mortality" in last 2 years  
Medical encounter with diagnosis of high-cost in last 2 years  

HEALTH AND EMERGENCY SERVICES 
EMS encounters this year  
EMS encounters last year  
Two or more EMS encounters in last 2 years  
Admitted as hospital inpatient via emergency unit admission or transfer from 

Psychiatric facility in last 2 years  
Outpatient psychiatric emergency services or ambulatory surgery this year  
Number of hospital inpatient admissions this year 
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Number of hospital inpatient days in last 2 years 
Non-inpatient (ER or clinic visit) health system encounter this year 
Number of non-inpatient (ER or clinic visits) encounters this year 
11 or more non-inpatient (ER or clinic visits) health system encounters this year 

BEHAVIORAL HEALTH 
Number of mental health outpatient days in the last 2 years 
Two or more mental health outpatient visits in the last 2 years 
Number of mental health inpatient admissions this year 
Two or more mental health inpatient admissions in the last 2 years 
Substance abuse indicated by any recorded medical diagnosis or justice system 

charge 
Number of drug abuse and alcohol service encounters in the last 2 years 

HUD-FUNDED HOMELESS SERVICES AND COUNTY PUBLIC ASSISTANCE 
Chronic homeless flag in any HUD-funded homeless service provider record 
Public assistance benefits received this year 
Two or more months of food stamp payments received in the past 2 years 

 
This logistic regression was trained first on data from 2007 to 2009, using the first two 
years to predict costs in the third year of tracking. In other words, using data from 2007 
and 2008, the model was tested to see how well it predicted the 2009 costs of those in 
its dataset. It was then validated by integrated data from 2010 to 2012. Researchers 
found that the final model performed with “very reasonable predictive power”, 
identifying true-positives (those who are high-cost users) about 66 percent of the time 
(when tested against 1,000 high-cost users). Though this translates to a fair amount of 
false-positives, many who were incorrectly identified became high-cost users in the 
years after the test period. 
 
Importantly, this model takes the utilitarian argument, targeting individuals for 
permanent supportive housing based solely on what they will cost the system the over 
time, rather than considering the individuals as more than their data alone. It further 
supersedes the role of the housing navigator, and in a far more opaque manner than 
that of counting bed nights. The formula driving these decisions is a complex one, that 
while fairly accurate, all things considered, is difficult for its users to contest. The authors 
are well-aware of these limitations, highlighting them in an extensive discussion of the 
restraints of data in this context. Due to data quality issues noted elsewhere in Chapter 
3, the researchers were only able to link about 55 percent of the 57,000 people 
experiencing homelessness in Santa Clara County. For those who did have 
representative data, much of it was incomplete or inaccurate, leading researchers to 
extrapolate data points to complete this research.  
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Most importantly, the researchers acknowledge the ethical questions about 
decisionmaking driven by this Triage Tool. As they discuss, this is a tool focused on 
practicality, on budgetary constraints, and was not best used for drawing clear lines 
about who is left out for housing. In doing so, they also acknowledge the important role 
of healthcare professionals, whose professional judgment is imperative for identifying 
false positives and missed cases. As they write, “Allowing overrides permits service 
providers to adapt to changing populations and conditions and to be responsive to 
unique circumstances.”69 
 
Nonetheless, the Silicon Valley Triage Tool is being rolled out in Santa Clara County, 
championed by Destination: Home, a public-private partnership aiming to end 
homelessness in Silicon Valley. Importantly, this partnership is furnished by a $50 million 
investment from Cisco, which is targeted towards creating more permanent supportive 
housing in Silicon Valley and further investments in the Triage tool.70 Other tech giants 
like Google, eBay, and Symantec have followed suit, granting millions of dollars towards 
Destination: Home’s efforts. When asked about Google’s $1 million contribution to the 
Triage tool, Google.org’s Justin Steele explained “Obviously we are a data company 
and an innovation company, so we really like to see data being used…That is why we 
were so excited about the Destination: Home project—it was really tied to outcomes.”71 
 
Many cities and agencies have experimented with implementing predictive analytics to 
target preventative services, but few have been furnished by these types of 
partnerships. This is an important distinction between Destination: Home and the City 
of Boston. The former now has backing from a number of industry partners, which 
themselves have had their own public battles with those claiming they eschew privacy in 
favor of profit. Already, there are reasons to maintain well-trained eyes on the outcomes 
of this tool. Men are likelier to be prioritized by this algorithm, as they are likelier to 
have cost more over time.72 Those who are less likely to lean on these other institutions 
for help, and perhaps then exist outside of the radar of this Triage tool are also 
uncaptured. Latinos, Asian Americans, and immigrants are also found to be less costly 
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over time, and thereby prioritized less frequently than their counterparts. Bias is a 
constant in many of the systems feeding data into the triage tool. As a result, bias is 
magnified by its housing outcomes.  
 
“For decades, anonymity has meant homeless people are suffering in our streets 
without getting the help they truly need,” noting Jennifer Loving, executive director of 
Destination: Home. “This tool will allow our county and counties around our country to 
identify and serve the most vulnerable folks in their systems while reducing that 
person’s cost to the system. This is exactly what we want from our government — doing 
more good more efficiently.”73 
 
These comments bring Michele Gilman’s earlier criticism into stark relief. As she mentions, “The 
poor interact with the government and low-wage employers in ways that are ongoing and 
interpersonal, and, as a result, a “right to be left alone” does not protect their interests in 
dignity and autonomy.”74 The Silicon Valley Triage tool enables agencies to use old medical 
records, proxies of substance abuse, other deeply personal data points representing some of 
the more difficult aspects of one’s past to provide answers to one’s future. It is certainly the 
more efficient argument, but it also reminiscent of the idea that the vulnerable do not have 
agency in this new data-driven reality. The ability for state entities to ransack one’s life for 
details that most would aim to hide is indeed perverse, and in another context would warrant 
greater and more feverish attention. Privacy is a right not afforded to those who interact with 
the state, as a matter of paternalism, or perhaps a consequence of one’s asking for help in the 
first place. That this is the painful reality of marginalized communities is nothing new. However, 
what these policies forget is that marginality, homelessness, vulnerability, are all symptoms of 
systemic inequalities that are not simply a failure of the individual, but of the system the 
individual inhabits. 
 
Peter Marcuse’s 1988 paper Neutralizing Homelessness was one of the first to highlight this. In 
it, he stresses the economic causes, charging much of the acute nature of homelessness to a 
failure of capitalistic housing markets, the diminution of the welfare state, and economic 
inequality globally.75 He argued at the time that much of the policy, federally and locally, failed 
to address these systemic issues, instead focusing on pathologizing the behaviors that some 
might consider abnormal. Many jurisdictions focused on the idea that homeless individuals 
need services to rectify their behavior, as an example, need to get sober to be considered part 
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of our more qualified society. As was posited by Marcuse, government policies would 
emphasize temporary solutions instead (much like the rapid rehousing of today), and leave the 
individuals to continued stigmatization as a consequence of their condition. As a result of 
focusing on these more apparent symptoms of homelessness, policy “neutralizes” 
homelessness overall, reducing a profound structural critique to a critique of a “deviant” 
population instead. Though the paper is over thirty years old, it has spawned dozens of 
responses in a number of journals and books. Today, most can still admit homelessness is a 
failure of housing markets—that there are just not enough affordable housing units for most 
major cities is a truth of our generation. That it is a societal failure is also apparent. However, 
this critique on the appearance of the individual people managing homelessness still remains a 
mainstay of policy, and is one reason why these technological solutions can be so deeply 
perverse in this sensitive space. 
 
Tony Sparks’ response to Marcuse is most salient to this task of finding personhood and 
agency among technology. In it, he writes evocatively about Seattle’s Tent City, where 
he lived and worked for six months in 2006. In Neutralizing Homelessness, 2015: Tent 
Cities and Ten Year Plans, he writes that the tent cities are unique spaces where 
residents feel human, a particularly rare sentiment to find among today’s homelessness 
policy.76 Typically policy centers the victim, focusing on things like “addiction recovery, 
mental health treatment, career training, and…life skills”.77 Sparks chides, “as if it does 
not take some pretty advanced “life skills” to survive without shelter”.  
 
This is the truth of homelessness as it is conceptualized today. Further, it is the truth of 
“the homeless”. Even in its best efforts, policy in this space can often be a top-down 
endeavor driven by a desire to sanitize the results of the problem rather than fixing the 
roots of the problem itself. For Boston’s part, it is attempting to wear multiple hats—
build out affordable housing, bring landlords on board, create more options for low-
income opportunity. But it is also attempting to solve this problem by quantifying, then 
managing its homeless population, based purely on the ideas that are most legible to 
them, with HUD’s approval. In doing so, it is reinforcing a particular type of idea about 
homelessness, that these are people who can be essentialized by their circumstances, 
and therefore be lifted from them once their number is called and they’re able to find 
success, however defined. 
 
In Silicon Valley’s case, that idea is distorted even further. Not only are outcomes driven 
by data, but by data so detailed and personal as to be an intrusion of privacy. Beyond 
that, data that is known to be a poor predictor among those who are not men, among a 
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number of other populations. It’s for this reason that coordinated entry is worth 
questioning further. By inviting technology into its work, it more deeply entrenches 
particular ideals about homelessness, and about how to solve it. Moreover, it also 
reinforces a specific body politic—a frayed connection between vulnerable people and 
the state.  
 
This trend of data-driven paths to outcomes has a particularly strong precedent in 
marginalized communities, especially poor black and brown communities across the 
country. It has manifested in a number of ways: as a means for creating more efficient in 
service provision, as means for more effective policing, as a way to streamline agencies. 
Taken together, by some accounts it also represents a particularly harmful bias, 
resulting in the over-surveillance of vulnerable communities due to technology. 
Coordinated entry, however successful, does not easily escape these critiques. Where is 
its place in that legacy?   
 

Chapter 4: Technology as Body Politic 
 
Despite its downsides, as it stands today coordinated entry has been a net positive for 
hundreds of individuals throughout Boston—men like Lenny, Eric, and Brian, who have 
a home for the first time in decades. However, it also shares a legacy with other 
technical interventions in marginal communities, some of which have burned brightly 
and died a quick death, others that have persisted throughout generations. Taken 
collectively, they are a symptom of a trend that is true for all of us—technology is 
entering into spaces that were previously fully our own. Internet surveillance affects all 
consumers on the web, the use of big data by major corporations has sown the seeds of 
distrust, and government data use has, in some cases, solidified it. This intrusion has led 
to what researchers have deemed the ‘surveillance state’.78  
 
It’s a term that can warrant a fair amount of derision and often carries a hint of 
conspiratorial implication. Its alarmist quality has occasionally been used to discredit 
those who levy it as an offense, deeming the complainants as panicky about what are 
otherwise natural consequences of policy. However, it is neither unfamiliar nor 
unwelcome to the scores of critics who raise many concerns about how it manifests in 
our daily lives. James Scott’s Seeing Like a State sets a strong foundation for our 
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collective understanding, highlighting that full legibility by the state is both a precursor 
to and a symptom of state control, and thus warrants our concern.79 He goes further, 
highlighting that state social engineering results as a combination of: 
 

1. The administrative ordering of nature and society 
2. A high-modernist ideology – “a strong, one might even say muscle-bound, 

version of production, the growing satisfaction of human needs, the mastery of 
nature (including human nature), and, above all, the rational design of social 
order commensurate with the scientific understanding of natural laws.” 

3. An authoritarian state that is willing and able to use the full weight of its coercive 
power to bring these high-modernist designs into being. 

4. A prostrate civil society that lacks the capacity to resist these plans.  
 
Scott’s was a “case against the imperialism of high-modernist, planned social order”, 
noting that although many have tried, the underlying world and all its complexity are 
impossible to force into neat, digestible, and comprehensible morsels. Yet, as his book 
mentions, it does not stop state actors from attempting to do so. 
 
Though most government agencies are not attempting a high-modernist social 
imposition, they do force a certain amount of legibility for those who participate in their 
programs. As an example, though welfare is intended to support individuals on their 
way to securing work, it also requires detailed questions about one’s drug use, intimate 
partners, and in the case of Sanchez v. San Diego, a detailed search of one’s house.80 
Recently, the US Department of Homeland Security issued a statement enabling them 
to search the social media and internet history on the electronic individuals of 
individuals at any US port of entry, despite its unconstitutionality.81 These forces of 
surveillance are all around us, but due to persistent power dynamics and structural 
inequities that disadvantage communities of color, poor people, and otherwise 
marginalized populations, these affronts are concentrated among the most socially 
vulnerable. Most importantly, their continued rollout reinforces values that stigmatize 
and disproportionally criminalize the behavior of the most marginalized.  As Michele 
Gilman points out, there is a “class differential in privacy under the Fourth 
Amendment”, noting that “people who live in crowded, urban neighborhoods and who 
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cannot afford “a freestanding home, fences, [and] lawns,” have a lowered expectation 
of privacy and are thus more likely to suffer warrantless searches by government 
agents.”82  
 
Recently, governments have begun to embrace the use of technology to streamline 
otherwise arcane and bureaucratic processes. Doing so often embeds a certain level of 
surveillance to drive those decisions, entrenching these pre-existing power differentials 
into systems that are persistent and incredibly difficult to de-commission. As an 
example, predictive policing uses data on past interactions with the police and their 
constituents to predict where crime may occur or who may be involved.83 Vendors like 
Azavea, Palantir, IBM, and Bair Analytics have installed this technology in a number of 
police departments around the country, to the relief of police departments that belief 
its “objectivity” could quiet the rampant criticism of implicit bias. Sentencing risk 
assessments aim to target “high-risk” defendants for sentencing, diverting other “low 
risk” defendants to other alternative measures. Child welfare systems are increasingly 
using predictive analytics to determine the correct clients as well.84  
 
None of these examples would pass muster over time or do even at their outset. Each 
suffer from an incredible amount of bias due to power differentials that were present at 
their inception. Data on policing is incredibly skewed towards the criminalization of 
black and brown people due to a deeply racist manifestation of the War on Drugs and 
the culture of criminalization that has persisted since. As expected, the “objective” 
predictive technology has continued to perpetuate the criminalization of black and 
brown communities as a result.85 Similar results were found in other examples of 
government algorithms, inviting a certain amount of scrutiny to systems that are 
passively in-use among the most vulnerable.  
 
Bias is present in all systems that come into being under a certain power structure. 
Surveillance is an associated ill that is invariably promulgated by the use of these 
systems in government use as well. That being said, what does that mean for our 
understanding of marginality and vulnerability? And moreover, what does this mean for 
CAS? 
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This recognition is an incredibly important addendum to the story of coordinated entry. 
In Boston, while many spoke about what they imagined the downsides of coordinated 
entry might be, we all stopped short a greater discussion of the technological context it 
resides in. In working among a highly marginal community, it’s imperative that we also 
unpack that history, lest we doom ourselves to repeat the worst of it.  
 

4.1 Attempts to Reclaim Agency 
 
Our Data Bodies (ODB) is a project stemming from the efforts of community organizers 
in Detroit, Charlotte, and Los Angeles to understand the effect that continued 
quantification has had on marginalized communities, based on its continued existence 
in their lives.86 In their writings, they note that data has long-been a tool for the 
disenfranchisement of marginalized people, in a way that can be difficult to mitigate. 
They describe a deeply dehumanizing history, one that moves from abstract theory to a 
serious detriment that has kept individuals from opportunities and kept surveillance a 
persistent part of their lives. In doing so they highlight a myriad of issues, largely related 
to how they were “seen” through data. 
 
As an example, participants lamented the manipulation they felt data had on their 
circumstances, essentializing the complexity of their lives into data points that were 
often not in their favor. One participant mentioned:  
 

You don't know my situation. You don't know my struggle. You don't even know 
where I come from. Don't judge a book by its cover. That's my motto. You can't 
look at me and say, “You don't need nothing. What are you doing here?” 
...That's how I feel going to ask for DSF help or Social Services help, food 
stamps, EBT. Go in there, [they] look at [you], “You're asking for EBT?” – Lamont 
(Charlotte)87 

 
Another highlighted a particularly pervasive truth about technological imposition:  

 
They don’t really have any real idea of who I am and what I am...They’re 
probably...looking up my name and seeing what I’ve been connected to. If they 
have some kind of number that identifies me, that number can tell them a lot 

                                                
86 Tawana Petty et al., “Our Data Bodies: Reclaiming Our Data,” June 15, 2018, 37. 
87 Petty et al. 
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about me, but it might not tell them why I’m doing what I’m doing.” – Sam 
(Detroit)88 

  
This particular point—“why I’m doing what I’m doing” is particularly relevant to 
coordinated entry. With a blunt measure like days of sheltered homelessness 
determining housing outcomes, it’s incredibly difficult to understand the nuances in 
individual cases and ascribe meaning to them. As an example, youth providers 
mentioned that youth are disadvantaged in that system because shelter stays are 
difficult for them to endure. Adult individuals who may not know how best to navigate 
the homelessness system to acquire housing might find themselves similarly tucked out 
of sight, hoping for an uninterrupted night of sleep away from street outreach teams 
and out of the cold. Yet the data tell the same story for each, essentializing their 
motivations into a number that can bar them from access equally. 
 
Conversely, a hyper-legibility was also a threat to many individuals in ODB’s project, 
threatening their privacy and ultimately their protection.  
 

Niggie (Charlotte): I think because my identities are so visible they make me 
stand out more. In terms of data collection, data typically collects more 
information on any type of like thing it determines is an outlier or like extra. So a 
queer black person is definitely going to be hypervisible. I am rather highly 
visible to a surveillance system. I think that sucks a little bit. Like if I was a white 
man I could be a little more...  
 
Tamika: Fluid?  
 
Niggie: Yeah. You know what I’m saying? 
 
Tamika: How has that impacted you?  
 
Niggie: I mean I think it definitely helps aid in like who they choose to arrest. I’ve 
definitely been arrested. I think many times because of those identities. And 
because of the visibility that those identities bring. 89 

 
This concept of hyper-legibility is a difficult line to toe. The extent to which this can 
manifest can sometimes be mitigated by the entity with power over these data points. 

                                                
88 Petty et al. 
89 Petty et al. 
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Yet, the truth of this statement still stands—data in the wrong hands can lead to adverse 
effects. It underscores why trust and agency are so essential to this work. 
 
Returning to an earlier comment from a data manager I interviewed, she mentioned 
that disclosure one of the ways she learned that trust was so essential. Some clients 
were reclaiming their agency by giving up just enough details of their story to get 
services, and purposefully obscuring all else. She told stories of clients using fake 
names, fibbing on the details, otherwise retaining some bit of autonomy for themselves. 
Those who trusted her were more able to open up, but some never got that far.  
 
Some have learned through experience that perhaps this is the way to best navigate 
systems that continually ask for more information as a precursor of service provision. It’s 
reminiscent of sentiments described in Our Data Bodies’ Digital Defense Playbook, a 
collection of “Community Power Tools for Reclaiming Data”.90 In it, there are a series of 
quotes that stem from other Our Data Bodies community members, many of whom 
contributed to the project from their own experiences. There express sentiments like:  
 

“Harmful systems...try to separate. “OK, he’s poor, he’s rich.” You are worth 
more because you are rich; you are worth less because you are poor.”—
GUADALUPE (LOS ANGELES) 
 

“It is important sometimes for us to also take stock and to recognize that even if 
we are the poorest and the least protected, even if we have made the worst 
mistakes, we have the right, the opportunity to love ourselves. Because we also 
have to. We have to keep our spirits up.” —MARCO (LOS ANGELES) 
 

“No, I’m not feeling all that secure. Some of the way I’m feeling is because I 
don’t fully understand the technology.”—SAM (DETROIT) 
 

“When I slept on the curb I was confronted. They took pictures of me, but I didn’t 
know they was taking pictures. I was covered up with a sitting blanket and the girl 
said ‘They took your picture,’ so he took the blanket off my head and said ‘We’re 
going to have to talk to you about [this] homeless, sleeping on the bus thing.’”—
DO (CHARLOTTE)  
 

                                                
90 Tamika Lewis et al., “Digital Defense Playbook: Community Power Tools for Reclaiming Data,” 2018, 
https://www.odbproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/ODB_DDP_HighRes_Single.pdf. 
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“When you criminalize human behavior, and you criminalize human behavior of 
people for being people then you completely blur the lines as to the legitimacy 
of law and order.” —BRAXTON (CHARLOTTE) 

 
The sentiments give credence to what we know to be true through critiques of 
coordinated entry. Poverty compounds, and it doesn’t often give one a chance to prove 
oneself further once data perpetuates a certain type of existence. That these feelings of 
low self-worth are concentrated on individuals in marginal circumstances is a continued 
inequity of algorithmic work in government. 
 
The Digital Defense Playbook includes an astounding number of exercises, intended to 
inspire reflection about how to reframe one’s relationship to data, quantification, and 
power. In the musings stated within the project, community members echoed 
sentiments that have been risen elsewhere in this work on coordinated entry. Many 
ODB participants reflected upon anxious feelings of being unfairly surveilled and 
targeted, losing trust in data-driven systems, and succumbing to increased emotional 
and material costs of data sharing.91 One striking reflection was the feeling that data-
driven systems communicate for the benefit of the entity collecting data, but not for the 
benefit of those the data is being collected from.  
 
Altogether, Our Data Bodies gives weight to the sentiments that were otherwise diffuse 
in my interviews for this project. In summation, where powerful entities see promise in 
data, others see yet another manifestation of structural inequity. Many respondents for 
Our Data Bodies expressed that though data can bring benefits, those were often far 
away from the often unfortunate realities that guided their lives. I’d argue that the same 
could be true of coordinated entry. Data, in Boston’s case, is to the benefit of the city, 
who is able to derive system-wide insights from the data created through the HMIS 
warehouse. Much of the benefit for homeless clients is unfortunately far off, if at all. 
Giving up their data does not guarantee a housing match because they are still dealing 
with landlords who do not respect vouchers or are uncomfortable renting to tenants 
who are otherwise “more difficult” than their typical tenants. In short, they are still under 
the thumb of structural inequality. 
 

                                                
91 Lewis et al. 
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4.2 Conversely, Data-Driven Life in the Shadows 
 
While data has forced the legibility of most people, it has also driven many into the 
shadows, a term many researchers refer to as the surveillance gap.92 It’s a unique and 
tenuous state—those who remain invisible to society by dint of being uncounted, either 
by systems or by society or both. Though there are a number of groups that can fall into 
the surveillance gap, some of the most prevalent in today’s sociopolitical context are 
undocumented people, those with felony convictions,  
 
Today, the surveillance gap arises for a number of reasons, but can be summarized as a 
response to a punitive sociopolitical environment. Trump’s rhetoric about immigrants, 
citizenship, and race have stoked fears of legibility that have permeated throughout 
communities across the country.93 As an example, undocumented individuals fearful of 
Immigrations and Custom Enforcement may avoid being tracked, whereas homeless 
individuals whose behaviors might be criminalized might also avoid the scrutiny of data 
and record-keeping. In the context of Our Data Bodies, it’s not hard to see why. 
However, it does highlight a dichotomy that many researchers understand as unique to 
marginalized communities. Privacy exists in extremes—either surveillance is extremely 
pervasive or it does not find people at all.  
 
Much of the reason individuals find themselves so deeply under the radar is particularly 
because oversurveillance is such a part of daily life, whether through government 
databases or in access to education, employment, or housing, among other things. For 
immigrants, especially, this means that many are in increasingly precarious situations, 
working low-wage jobs that cannot provide dependable security or safety. As was 
written by Carola Suárez-Orozco, this also means that both parents and their children 
are barred from all health care other than emergency care, have precarious 
relationships to schools, and have a heavy burden on their socio-emotional 

                                                
92 Gilman and Green, “The Surveillance Gap.” 
93 The Associated Press, “Fearing an Undercount, States Prepare for 2020 Census Push,” The New York 
Times, May 2, 2019, sec. U.S., https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2019/05/02/us/ap-us-census-protecting-
the-count.html. 
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development.94 Returning citizens may also suffer through surveillance holes due to 
fears about reincarceration. Likewise, many are disengaged from the healthcare system, 
remain unbanked, and have limited connection to formal employment and schooling.95  
 
Many organizations are aiming to close the surveillance gap because it creates a 
difficult duality. On one hand, those in the gap are locked out of services. On the other, 
an undercount of individuals can hurt society overall, through failing to make legible the 
true nature of the ills jurisdictions may face. In the face of coordinated entry, it also 
means that many of these communities may be further barred from services.  
 
When asked during interviews, many respondents acknowledge that perhaps this may 
be an issue, although they were not able to estimate the scale at which this may 
manifest. An important distinction is that because the properties on CAS are largely 
HUD-funded, many of these opportunities would not be available to undocumented 
individuals, pushing more into the shadows. Though status may not be a barrier from 
units related to the Set Aside program, the risk of legibility is still one that many 
individuals may feel is not worth taking. 
 
Coordinated entry is not at fault for creating these inequities, but it does exist within 
this power structure. Thus, these critiques warrant discussion. As was mentioned, the 
interviewees I spoke with had incredible faith in the ability of CAS to actively move the 
needle in Boston, getting housing to those who have been without for so long. For that 
reason alone, it has galvanized so much excitement from agencies, clients, public, the 
city, and this writer about its potential. However, many brought up a fair amount of 
concerns that highlighted just how difficult it is to find the ethical north in this work. 
Often, it is difficult to understand the effect of an intervention until it has been effective 
at scale, meaning that these questions won’t likely have answers until years down the 
line. But given that it already garners suspicion, it’s imperative that action be taken to 
protect Boston’s homeless now. 
 
Currently, the City of Boston is focused on acclimating everyone to this new reality, and 
moving towards a more critical look at coordinated entry and its effects. At this stage, 
drumming up support from users, from constituents, and partner agencies is perhaps 
the most important to its work. That continued buy-in is what will create the 

                                                
94 Carola Suárez-Orozco et al., “Growing Up in the Shadows: The Developmental Implications of 
Unauthorized Status,” Harvard Educational Review 81, no. 3 (September 2011): 438–73, 
https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.81.3.g23x203763783m75. 
95 Gilman and Green, “The Surveillance Gap.” 
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environment in which people feel they can ask questions, suggest changes, and work 
towards a more equitable reality for CAS and Boston’s homelessness system overall.  

Chapter 5: On the Coordinated Future of Boston 
 
As it relates to Boston, momentum for coordinated entry is only increasing. Thanks to 
the incredible efforts of DND and Green River, iterations continue to tweak the system 
to be more flexible, at the behest of agencies in the CoC. As a data manager at one 
organization mentioned, his advocacy has been helping others see the value in 
collecting these data points, even if they might feel it to be a distraction to their work. 
Another organization mentioned that they were eager to see the fully fleshed version of 
coordinated entry, as they’re not sure its full potential has been reached yet. Ultimately, 
that’s perhaps the sincerest sentiment—the best of coordinated entry is yet to come 
and everyone involved in its rollout is looking forward to seeing that happen.  
 
There is another truth worth underscoring: Boston’s efforts to thoughtfully and carefully 
roll out a system within these budgetary, legal, and resource constraints are incredibly 
sincere and with utmost care and respect for the agencies, clients, and families 
navigating Boston’s homelessness system. This overhaul has brought pushback, many 
arguments (academic and personal) over how top-down it appears, and many 
conversations about the additional work asked of service providers in this new world. 
Through it all, many interviewees still reflect upon the closure of the Long Island Bridge 
as a galvanizing force, driving everyone towards the goal of finding a solution. Because 
of that event, coordinated entry has been an improvement worth fighting for, despite its 
knots. 
 
Boston has been extremely transparent throughout the entire process of CAS’s 
creation. The code that creates the both the HMIS warehouse and CAS is hosted online 
on GitHub, not just for accountability, but for other cities to copy and implement in their 
own jurisdiction. This level of accountability is not only an effort to share the expertise 
concentrated in Boston, but a good faith effort to remain open to change, criticism, and 
growth throughout this process.   
 

5.1 Some Considerations Moving Forward 
 
Yet, the concerns of coordinated entry are still valid. Unlike personal relationships, data 
create deeply entrenched dependencies that are difficult to identify by a casual view of 
the system. And because they are so entrenched and nuanced, it is much easier to view 
the effect of coordinated entry casually, by its most apparent wins. The 600+ people 
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who have been matched are incredibly apparent successes with deeply impactful 
stories worth recounting and retelling over and over again. Talking to individuals who 
have not yet been matched is much more difficult work. With the distance many 
interviewees admitted they had from shelters, they were correct to note that they are 
not faced with the scores people who continually wait for their number to be called. Yet, 
they all admit that those people do exist, and unfortunately there is little that can be 
done for them beyond encouraging them to wait their turn or providing services that 
may or may not help them on their journey. 
 
The city is working towards asking the important questions—Who is being left out? 
Have we pushed certain people away? What are the outcomes year over year and what 
should they actually be? CAS is still working on untangling its value system. As it 
currently exists, it focuses on resource management first, and secondarily the 
coordination of its actors. Next, the correct match for its clients due to resource 
constraint. Farther down on the list is whether it feels like the right thing to do. It leans 
heavily on a blunt use of universal strategies across the board, and as discussed, has yet 
to embody the nuance necessary to find success that works for both clients and the city. 
Moreover, data is a difficult and occasionally pernicious tool to depend on in vulnerable 
communities. Staff at DND are working to increase their capacity to address these 
holes, lest they become biases that manifest as more divisive outcomes. 
 
Advocacy is an essential piece of trauma-informed work and the crux of the work to end 
homelessness. It should continue to be a central piece of the future of Boston’s 
coordinated entry. In speaking with agencies, this was the work that people were 
proudest to talk about. Agencies are fighting so hard for the success of their clients, 
that they get the opportunities they deserve. Many were quick to say that these 
opportunities may not be housing—for some it’s education, for others it’s community. 
But the fact that so many have a champion that cares deeply about their success is a 
strength to Boston that is not worth losing. Interviewees were also quick to note that 
advocacy in this scarce housing market is also extremely difficult, and they do have to 
make difficult decisions every day about who might have to wait longer for services or 
who might get left behind. This nuanced understanding is a skillset that many in the 
field have worked hard to cultivate, one that’s difficult to replace with the streamlined 
aspects of coordinated entry.  
 
Moreover, any system this essential to so many people should also provide just as much 
space for agency of the clients themselves, who can also be strong advocates for what 
they need. Leaving space for empathy in this system is a value that cannot be 
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understated. Even further, leaving space for equity, given the longstanding history of 
these systems to manage the poor, is paramount.  
 
Most importantly, quantification begets a particular power structure. It is the 
manifestation of a certain set of values and national strategies driving the work of 
coordinated entry forward. For the City of Boston especially, this is an important piece 
to recognize, as the homeless community also intersects with other measures of social 
vulnerability, and therefore is often victim to a number of other structural inequities. As 
was mentioned, these structural inequities mean that these questions of privacy, of 
intrusion, are a constant part of the lives of those dependent on the state for survival. 
This acknowledgement allows designers of coordinated entry to move forward on 
strategies that not only aim to match individuals to housing, but also avoid further 
entrenching them in marginalization and trauma. Acknowledging the history and 
continued persistence of algorithmic bias and intrusive technology is an important first 
step. Current iterations of coordinated entry take the decisionmaking away from the 
individuals who themselves have been traumatized by homelessness, or those closest to 
them to know their cases. Recognizing this fact alone is essential. 
 
I’d also argue that this current political moment requires us to be extremely vigilant on 
the tech-driven issues affecting marginalized communities, especially. Data’s imposition 
on our lives is a major conversation right now, not just because the Census is 
approaching, or big data can threaten our collective privacy, but also because there are 
fears around aggregating data that can be used for nefarious intent. These issues are 
especially acute for those who struggle with being legible in the way that data 
demands. For those who are new immigrants, undocumented, resource-poor, having 
data drive their lives comes with a significant amount of risk, as government interaction 
is not always safe for them. Put simply, being seen by government entities can come 
with consequences.  
 
Recent examples in Boston that demonstrate the extent to which this might already 
manifest locally. In June 2018, several advocacy groups sued Superintendent Tommy 
Chang of Boston Public Schools for failure to disclosure whether Boston School Police 
officers had provided information on students to federal immigration authorities.96 The 
case was in response to the detention and eventual deportation of an East Boston High 
School student, who was involved in a confrontation with another student during the 

                                                
96 James Vaznis Globe Staff et al., “Chang, BPS Sued over Secrecy Surrounding Student Information 
Sharing with ICE,” BostonGlobe.com, accessed May 3, 2019, 
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2018/06/21/chang-bps-sued-over-secrecy-surrounding-student-
information-sharing-with-ice/AWsz0zx7M8xhRwya9qrvhM/story.html. 
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school day. Following this particular incident, school police created an incident report, 
which included details about suspected gang involvement which were later proved to 
be untrue. This incident report was later included in evidence presented during the 
student’s federal deportation proceedings, long after the school-based incident had 
passed. Both Mayor Walsh and Superintendent Chang have been adamant that the 
allegations upon Boston Public Schools are false, noting that “BPS would never give 
student information to ICE, unless required under law.”97 Nonetheless, the damage was 
done. The threat of record-keeping still looms, driving many further into the shadows. 
 
Ultimately, these issues of privacy, of autonomy, of agency, they’re all essential to our 
idea of what it means to help people in trauma living on the margins. If Boston’s aim is 
to secure housing so that people can live independent, stable lives, perhaps we need to 
align our designs to maintain those values as well. These concerns stop just shy of 
critique, largely because coordinated entry is still in development. One would be hard-
pressed to find an interviewee who, despite their optimism about CAS, would not admit 
these faults or offer them without prompt. However, technology’s perceived objectivity 
can lead to a minimized willingness or perceived ability on behalf of its creators to 
actively change its course. Recognition does not always beget change, especially when 
there remains a federal mandate to do so. Because coordinated entry’s designers do 
have both the ability and the willingness to move forward in earnest, this author’s intent 
is to share some strategies to consider in doing so. 
 

5.2 Lessons from the Field 

 
Research on algorithmic bias is incredibly instructive to this project, as are lessons from 
those thinking critically about design from the margins. They offer some potential 
avenues for Boston to consider as it continues to move forward.  
 
In October of 2018, the AI Now Institute of NYU released an Algorithmic Accountability 
Policy Toolkit, in which coordinated entry is listed as an example of type of algorithmic 
system that may warrant concern.98 In response, the toolkit offers a number of advocacy 
measures that individuals could take to demand accountability in these and other 
systems, especially as they’re used in government. 
 

                                                
97 “Superintendent Chang Affirms Protection of Immigrant Students,” accessed May 3, 2019, 
http://www.bostonpublicschools.org/site/default.aspx?PageType=3&DomainID=4&ModuleInstanceID=1
4&ViewID=6446EE88-D30C-497E-9316-3F8874B3E108&RenderLoc=0&FlexDataID=18719&PageID=1. 
98 The AI Now Institute, “Algorithmic Accountability Policy Toolkit.” 
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The first is retroactive, focused on public records requests. These require the agencies, 
organizations, or companies that have been constructing technology to disclose the 
intricacies and intent of the technology they are creating. This is can be an important 
step to activate communities who may be at risk of harm by bias, as public records 
requests are open to anyone who is interesting in submitting a request to government. 
These requests can be used to request the actual code in question and any additional 
technical information relevant to understanding its application. They are often most 
effective when requested by an organization or entity that can best interpret the results, 
and thus it is helpful for an advocacy organization to submit a public records request on 
behalf of a group, if necessary. As suggested by AI Now, specificity is important to the 
fulfillment of the request, and thus it recommends requesting details such as: 
 

1. All records including information relating to the algorithm, including but not 
limited to its source code, models, developer documentation, and operator 
manuals.  

2. All records relating to the training data used to develop, or train, the algorithm.  
3. All records, including but not limited to documentation or internal 

communications, about the traits, characteristic, or factors used to develop the 
data fields in the System.  

4. All records showing the full list of the data fields in the System.  
5. All records of de-identified input data in the System.  
6. All de-identified records of algorithm outputs  
7. All records showing how staff use algorithm outputs to determine predictions or 

outcomes  
8. All records of, including communications regarding, audits, internal reviews, or 

validation studies of the System.  
9. Any internal policies, practices, procedures, memoranda and training materials 

for using the System, and for storing, accessing, and sharing data inputs and 
analysis created by the System.  

10. Any internal policies, practices, procedures, memoranda and training materials 
for sharing data inputs and outputs created by the System with entities outside 
of the agency.  

11. Any records showing which entities outside of the agency have accessed, used or 
requested to use, the System.  

12. Any records reflecting any agreements for or permission to develop, use, test, or 
evaluate an algorithmic system used to conduct specific functions and services 
with any third-party vendor or consultants  

13. Any Records referencing the public process preceding the procurement or 
acquisition of the System, including public meeting agendas or minutes, public 



 85 

notice, analyses, or communications between the agency and elected officials or 
other public servants 

 
In Boston’s case, public records requests are an extremely useful tool and one the city is 
well-versed in fulfilling. In full disclosure, public records requests allowed me access to 
the RFPs that helped create this research. To that end, CAS’s vendor Green River has 
pre-empted much of this work, placing the code and all of the associated files necessary 
to understanding CAS on Github.99 
 
Upturn and the Omidyar Network’s Public Scrutiny encourages this type of engagement 
as well, noting that much of the battle of fighting the intrusion of automation is in 
igniting the energy for inquiry and providing the avenues for it to take place.100 In 
particular, they offer four major recommendations: 
 

- Increased investment in exploratory scrutiny, especially by journalists and 
advocacy organizations 

- Strategic evaluation of right to information laws’ ability to facilitate the right kind 
of transparency for today’s automated decisions. 

- Consideration of policy mandates that certain automated systems be auditable 
and interpretable.  

- Further advancement of normative dialogues 
 
These may be worthwhile endeavors when those who are questioning data and 
technology are well-versed in the concepts enough to understand how bias could 
manifest. However, much of the research admits that bias is difficult to uncover from 
code alone. In AI Now’s Toolkit, they acknowledge: 
 

“Source code might be helpful in the case of “expert systems” or other simpler 
automated decision systems where a human explicitly writes decision making 
rules into code. But in the case of the growing use of AI and machine learning in 

                                                
99 The Boston Coordinated Access System (CAS) Project by the City of Boston&#39;s Department of 
Neighborhood Development Matches Homeless Individuals to Housing Vacancies Based on Need.  CAS 
Works In .., Ruby (2016; repr., Green River, 2019), https://github.com/greenriver/boston-cas. 
100 Aaron Rieke, Miranda Bogen, and David G. Robinson, “Public Scrutiny of Automated Decisions: Early 
Lessons and Emerging Methods” (Upturn, Omidyar Network), accessed May 4, 2019, 
http://www.omidyar.com/sites/default/files/file_archive/Public%20Scrutiny%20of%20Automated%20Decis
ions.pdf. 
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government, the source code is neither sufficient for understanding the system 
nor is it often necessary.”101 

 
If that is true, public records requests may not be the appropriate tool for many 
communities across the country. I’d argue, in that case, that the most important part of 
combatting the ills of automation is in stakeholder education. Based on my 
conversations with interviewees, this was an aspect that left much to be desired. 
Though most interviewees loosely understood in how prioritization through CAS was 
done, a fair amount could not explain the process or had major questions about how it 
was connected to their work. Some explained that they just got a match and assumed 
DND created it. Others were aware that there was an algorithm, but were not certain of 
what was included in that decisionmaking. For my own part, it took about six or seven 
interviews to get a complete picture of how CAS manifested, and even then, I returned 
to many interviewees to confirm their experiences with the technology. It may be too 
early to tell, but based on my conversations, many in the CoC were not well-informed 
on the intricacies of the tool, and documentation on the process was not yet available.  
 
Though public records requests are certainly still an available option to those interested 
in learning more about CAS, I do believe the onus is on DND to set the conditions for 
greater learning, and thus more scrutiny if it’s warranted. Such is the nature of 
coordinated entry in the first place—although it is a top-down endeavor it is also 
intended to create a collaborative environment that moves the city towards less 
homelessness. In this author’s opinion, true collaboration begins when there is less of 
an information bias between DND and its partner agencies.  
 
A great first step could be in creating guides to help everybody understand the process 
of coordinated entry from top to bottom. The momentum has already begun, as staff at 
DND have already invested a significant amount of time into publishing training 
materials for other aspects of data collection in the CoC. An onlin account called 
BostonHMIS Admin has posted hours of content on Youtube detailing aspects of the 
BostonHMIS process and warehouse102. Publishing similar material for coordinated entry 
could be an incredible help to both the agencies at work with the CoC and the 
constituents who care deeply about moving forward on homelessness.  
 
Many of the current critiques of CAS could also be distilled as in an information bias, or 
a power imbalance between DND and the CoC grantees. As an example, currently 
                                                
101 The AI Now Institute, “Algorithmic Accountability Policy Toolkit.” 
102 “BostonHMIS Window into Warehouse Tour - YouTube,” accessed May 4, 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ku2DyGuJwMg&t=178s. 
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agencies have limited data privileges when it comes to the HMIS warehouse. Though 
DND has a complete view of all the data in the warehouse and thus is able to drive CAS, 
agencies are only able to peer through a “Window to the Warehouse”, which allows 
them to see just a subset of information for the clients they search for.103 Agencies are 
not able to view their aggregated data, which is kept exclusively at DND. (Interviewees 
have mentioned this is an issue of capacity, not of a desire to hoard data.) 
 
Nonetheless, it contributes to a feeling of distrust between agencies and the city, 
reinforcing this top-down nature of the work to date. Addressing these power 
imbalances by providing more ways for agencies to become involved in the data-based 
work of coordinated entry might imbue a greater sense of trust. This is essential, 
because it allows others to feel they can challenge DND when they see something that 
may produce bias, or are suspicious that they could be inadvertently causing undue 
harm.  
 
Moreover, doing lays the groundwork for additional agency and oversight by the 
agencies in the CoC. Currently, agencies are only able to advocate for a match by 
declining it through CAS. There is no way to match a chronically homeless client to an 
opportunity that is maybe a better fit for them but lower down on the list of available 
opportunities. Matches are simply decided by the relative order of the lists or by DND’s 
discretion. Many interviewees noted that this was by design. The intention of 
coordinated entry is to force objectivity by eschewing the favoritism or potential bias of 
the agency. However, driving these options by computer and chance alone does not 
always lead to optimal outcomes. As many mentioned, some are returning back to 
shelter after a short time in a housing placement. Perhaps there is room for a hybrid 
conceptualization of CAS in the near future.  
 

5.3 Observations from My Own Notebook 
 
Acknowledging my own positionality, it was difficult to ignore my own orientation to this 
project as a woman of color, myself. Many of the homeless individuals at the center of 
this project have college degrees, jobs, families, and fell just a few social supports short 
of remaining housed or securing housing. Many do not. However, measuring the scale 
of this problem by those standards is incorrect. Housing is a human right, full stop. That 
we have failed to provide it for a significant number of Bostonians is a failure of systems, 
not necessarily of the individuals who find themselves here.  
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A majority of Boston’s homeless are people of color who face significant structural 
barriers that leave them markedly more susceptible to a period of homelessness. A 
significant number look like me and my family. They suffer from structural barriers that 
have persisted since Jim Crow, since FHA first redlined neighborhoods, since the War 
on Drugs incarcerated the same neighborhoods, since gentrification drove those 
neighbors to increased marginality. As was discussed in Chapter 3, homelessness is at 
its most acute because society has failed marginalized communities over and over 
again. Coordinated entry is one attempt to address this problem, but in my opinion, 
focuses resources on solving a particular problem for only a particular group of people. 
Further, I’d argue that HUD’s focus on the chronically homeless is a cost-driven 
argument rather than an equity-driven argument, as the research would suggest as well. 
 
That is not to say that this focus on the chronically homeless is incorrect. Ending 
homelessness, no matter what the strategy, presents a number of moral quandaries. We 
now live in the shadow of generations of inequity and functionally don’t have enough 
resources to solve it in easy ways. Cost is a factor that jurisdictions need to consider, no 
matter how deeply uncomfortable it feels to my ears. That being said, the two elements 
of this research that were most striking to me was how passionate each interviewee was 
about the potential of ending chronic homelessness, and within the same breath so 
willing to admit the ways that coordinated entry falls short in its systemic aims. There 
were a variety of concerns raised, many of which were named in this paper, and others 
that couldn’t easily be classified.  
 
A few interviewees intimated that HUD’s leadership in this field merited a bit of 
skepticism. Some questioned the merits of Housing First, others questioned Rapid 
Rehousing, others the merits of coordinated entry in totality. Some comments included: 
Why are we doing this? Why don’t people push back? I don’t like this but it is a matter 
of funding. The most striking among these doubts - have we drank the Kool-Aid? 
 
To me, this is the reason that these questions are so essential and warrant being raised. 
HUD sets national policy and thus, opportunities for subversion are limited. Many in the 
CoC recognize that following through on these aims is a matter of priority, and have 
rightfully pushed the energy forward to do it and to maintain their HUD-related 
resources. Though there are smaller whispers of dissent, most have fallen behind DND’s 
leadership in pushing this forward. Agencies aren’t necessarily incorrect in doing so—
within the avenues they can push back, they’ve aimed to do so. They continue to aim for 
transparency, and are open to the critiques that can help them be better.  
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That being said, it is my sincerest hope that Boston moves forward with the values in 
mind that were shown to me in full color through these conversations. Interviews with 
city staff demonstrate the desire to do bias testing, measure outcomes, use the data 
from the warehouse for extraordinary research that will help to inspire the future of 
innovative policy. Unprompted, many individuals were so eager for this future, and 
acknowledge that ramping up their capacity to do those things with equity at the 
forefront was a priority.  
 
It occurs to me now how the difficult, systemic aspects of inequality perpetuate; in a 
series of hopes, desires, wants, recognitions, but limited motion or understanding on 
the part of those in power to change the worst of it. This is not to suggest that Boston is 
moving forward on these issues with malintent, but it is to suggest just the contrary—
incredibly well-meaning individuals working within difficult constraints often constrain 
further. That rock and a hard place, between HUD and its constituents, means that 
Boston must comply with HUD’s mandate towards coordinated entry to continue 
getting funding to help its homeless population. And that mandate, at its heart, aims to 
simplify the processes that make fighting homelessness so hard. That it creates strict 
barriers in the process is a difficulty that many consider out of their control, given the 
circumstances.  
 
As much potential energy as coordinated entry has for bias, DND staff do have just as 
much potential energy to combat it. That these issues have been raised is hopefully a 
step towards uncovering whether they may be active in the work of CAS as well. I look 
forward to following their work, and hope that it continues to move forward with the 
insight, care, and commitment to equitable rollout of the tool that so many carry at the 
forefront of their work today. 

Conclusion: 
 
In early April, WBUR’s Lynn Jolicoeur hosted an event with Mayor Walsh, Lyndia Downie 
of Pine Street Inn, Cecilia Otang, a case manager at Hearth, Laila Bernstein of the 
Supportive Housing Division, and Eric Lepovetsky, a formerly Boston resident now 
placed to a permanent supportive housing unit. It was a notable event celebrating the 
successes of Boston’s Way Home, reflecting on the 50th anniversary of Pine Street Inn, 
and discussing a future in which the city could end chronic homelessness. When asked 
about the success of the program, both Mayor Walsh and Laila Bernstein noted 
coordination was a benefit that could not be overstated. That agencies in the network 
were working together, were treating each other as part of one great entity, and finally 
committed to solving this problem collectively was a tremendous achievement. This 
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collective treatment of the issue allows for collective data management, an 
unprecedented view into the homelessness system for the first time. 
 
Amidst the celebration, DND’s Laila Bernstein acknowledged that there’s still work to 
do: 
 

“So, there’s a lot of people falling into chronic homelessness in Boston. And it 
means that to end chronic homelessness, we need to do more than just create a 
list of names and try to house those folks. We need to also have strategies to 
prevent chronic homelessness. Which it complicated….If we are trying to prevent 
homelessness for several different reasons, their pathway out is going to be 
different. So, if we’re trying to prevent homelessness among people who have all 
these different reasons for falling into homelessness, and more to the point, all 
these broken systems that feed into homelessness, it means we have to move a 
lot of large rocks at the same time.”104 
 

I agree with Laila’s statement, and echo that the work of ending and preventing 
something this complex is incredibly difficult. Coordinated entry is but one step towards 
ending chronic homelessness, but it is not the only one that needs to be in place. 
Addressing the shortage of affordable housing is a mainstay of Boston 2030, as is 
ensuring everyone has a decent wage to count on. If coordinated entry is to be 
considered part of this solution, it’s just as imperative that it sits among a suite of 
initiatives that work on the more systemic issues just as intensely.  
 
Though coordinated entry is a HUD mandate, there are certain things within Boston’s 
control. Maintaining a culture of transparency through this process is one of them. 
Though current iterations leave a limited amount of space for advocacy on behalf of the 
shelter agencies, housing navigators, and clients, I’d argue that leaning on algorithms 
alone to guide these outcomes may invite bias that is difficult to trace and mitigate. In 
this author’s opinion, that is a risk not worth taking. Inviting spaces for human oversight 
and inclusion of other types of expertise are important to the continued trust in 
coordinated entry. Similarly, providing greater clarity for the processes of coordinated 
entry might help agencies feel like they were more included, and increase buy-in 
throughout the CoC. Lastly, a deep consideration of the history of algorithmic presence 
in this community is imperative to the continuation of this work. It contextualizes a 
discussion of coordinated entry not just in terms of its present outcomes, but in the 
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harmful legacy it inhabits each time it runs, and in the future we all hope it doesn’t 
create. It underscores just how important it is that Boston’s CoC gets this work right. 
 
The work of fine tuning coordinated entry is not just important because of bias. It’s 
essential because the work of providing homelessness services is ultimately offering a 
helping hand to people in some of the worst moments of their lives. Living on the street 
is a difficulty many struggle to overcome. Nights spent in a shelter are hardly more 
comforting, and in fact may exacerbate trauma. Every individual walking through this 
journey has their own story, their own path, and so many cannot be essentialized by the 
data points easiest for CAS to interpret. To do so minimalizes the personhood that so 
many marginalized individuals fight for each day, and so many in this community strive 
for as well. And yet, it is also the way we, as a community, are now getting to our long-
term solutions. 
 
Over the past few months, I spoke to twenty individuals with various proximity to the 
issue, those who appreciate data, those who didn’t, fierce advocates for their clients, 
others who were farther removed. Though there was a spectrum of agreement among 
the parties, the truth to this cohort is that everyone is eager to see results. Though the 
city is a strong partner in this work and is the first to acknowledge the difficulty, each 
looks forward to working on bettering coordinated entry because of how important 
their clients are to them. So many people shared stories like Lenny, like Brian, but also 
those who were not so lucky to be housed permanently. As Lyndia Downie noted at the 
WBUR event, there are some individuals who try for housing four, five, six times, and 
persevere through each difficulty to the next placement because they are now 
motivated to make it work. This is not just an innovation, but a reorganization of the way 
some now conceptualize of their journey through and out of homelessness. 
 
Eric Lepovetsky was one such individual. During the WBUR event, he shared a piece he 
had written while part of the Black Seed Writers Group, out of St. Paul’s Cathedral. His 
work is often published in The Pilgrim, their flagship publication, and during the event 
he shared a piece he had recently published there. It described his nights over his 
decade of homelessness, eating “shoe leather fried chicken” in a tent set up in a nearby 
woods, with a tablet and a 40 in hand. Today he’s newly housed in a property he 
secured through CAS. He looks back upon his time through his writing, which he shared 
with us on stage:  
 

“Although I have fears that are real, attacks by humans, animals, bugs, my 
greatest fear is that I will never leave this place. Sometimes I feel so demoralized 
that I drink myself sober. I feel lonely alone and scared. I should keep a weapon 
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to protect myself but I don’t. Another fear I have is that park rangers will discover 
my stuff and throw it away. I don’t have the resources to replace my gear so I 
pray every day that my stuff is safe.  
 
As for today I’m ready for work. I just have to keep searching. I’m on two housing 
waiting lists, and if I have to go back to the shelter I will. But I’d rather not.  
 
In the shelter I keep to myself and try to get to bed early, mostly to stay out of 
trouble and keep sane. For me, it’s so easy to get caught up in everyone else’s 
BS and drama, that I constantly choose to be a loner. The choices that I make in 
the long-run will keep me focused, my goal-seeking will improve. I try to stay 
positive, keep my belly full. 
 
I pray not for myself, but for others as well. I am grateful for the people on the 
street that help me every day. In my prayers, I just ask for tangible things like 
safety, food, and homes for others in shelter and on the streets. I hope tonight, I 
can sleep restfully and safely. Can’t wait to see the morning and hear the birds 
chirping.”105   
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