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Outline

Objectives & Background
• Vocabulary and Demographics
• Special Subpopulations
• HCH Programs

15 min

Health & Homelessness 5 min

COVID-19 Basics and Relevant Issues 5 min

Impacts on HCH Programs 10 min

Strategies and Implications 10 min

Discussion 15 min



Objectives

• Increase awareness among 
our academic community 
about homelessness and 
health, including:
• Magnitude, types and 

trends of homelessness 
across the US

• Unique health 
inequities and 
vulnerabilities related to 
COVID-19

• Invite feedback and input on 
the direction of our work and 
practice



Helpful Vocabulary

Populations

• Individuals or adults
• Families (primarily women with 

children)
• Unaccompanied youth or 

adolescents

Subpopulations

• Chronically homeless
• Sheltered and unsheltered
• Veterans
• Elders
• Permanent supportive housing
• Immigrants and limited-English 

speakers
• Transgender



Demographics • Data for National estimates 
from HUD* are from two 
sources: 
• Point-In-Time annual 

count (PIT) 
• 567,715 homeless people 

during PIT (2019)1

• One-Year shelter visit data 
estimates (HMIS)
• 1.4 Million used 

emergency shelter in one-
year (2017)2

*HUD: U.S. Dept of Housing and Urban Development
1 HUD 2019 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress Part 1
2 HUD 2017 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress Part 2



2019 Point-In-Time Data

28%

35%
2%

35%

Shelter status
63% Sheltered 
37% Unsheltered

Unsheltered Adults

Unsheltered Families

Sheltered Families

Sheltered Adults

70% Adults 
30% Families

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. The 2019 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress PART 1: Point-in-Time Estimates of Homelessness. 2019.



*https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/2019-AHAR-Part-1.pdf

2019 Estimates of Homelessness by State



Boston Homeless Census 2019

Homeless Population 6,203

Sheltered Adults 2,227 
Unsheltered Adults 121

Sheltered Families 3,855



Health Care for the Homeless (HCH) 
Programs

1985

19 demonstration projects funded by RWJF 
and Pew Memorial Trust

1987

Federal funding began: Stewart B. McKinney 
Homeless Assistance Act

1996

Consolidated with community health 
centers. Administered by HRSA’s Bureau of 
Primary Health Care.

2018

299 HCH programs nationally (7 in MA) 
provide health care services at 2,500 sites to 
1 million patients. There are 58 stand-alone 
HCH programs across the country.













Link Between 
Homelessness & Health

• 1.5 million homeless 

• PEH have higher rates of illness and die on 
average 12 years sooner than the general US 
population
• Poor health is a major cause of 

homelessness
• Homelessness creates new health 

problems and exacerbates existing ones
• Recovery and healing are more difficult 

without housing



Mental Health 
& SUD

PEH = people experiencing homelessness
SUD = substance use disorder
AUD = alcohol use disorder

More than half 
of PEH have 

thoughts of or 
attempted 

suicide

40% homeless 
teens struggle 

with depression 
(vs 28% among 
housed teens)

75% of PEH 
with SUD also 
have comorbid 
mental illness

25%-30% have 
AUD and 50%  
used/abused 
illicit drugs

National Health Care for the Homeless Council



Mortality Among 445 
Unsheltered Adults in 
Boston: 2000-2009

• Average age: 44 (67% Non-Hispanic White, 72% men)

• 134 deaths
• Average age: 53

• All-cause mortality rate nearly 10 times higher than MA 
population and nearly 3 times higher than homeless cohort
• NCDs (cancer, heart disease), alcohol use disorder, 

chronic liver disease
• Black/African American individuals had more than half 

the rate of death compared with White individuals



Mortality & Behavioral 
Health: 28,033 Adults in 
Boston 2003-2008

“The overall mortality pattern of homeless adults in 
this study demonstrates the substantial impact of 
substance abuse and mental illness, highlighting the 
need for integrated systems of care to address these 
complex issues.”



Service Utilization of 6,496 
Adults in Boston: 2010

• “…a majority of individuals have mental illness and 
SUDs, either alone or co-occurring. Approximately 
one third of ED visits and half of hospitalizations 
were attributable to behavioral health disorders.”

• Burden of disease is higher in this population, so 
costs are higher, but “states are already likely to be 
paying for services for homeless individuals in less 
effective and fragmented systems.”



• HIV
• TB
• Hepatitis A & C
• Meningitis
• Norovirus
• Opiate use

Prior Epidemics Among Individuals Experiencing 
Homelessness

• Sharing needles, unprotected sex
• Crowded conditions and inability to adhere to social distancing guidelines
• Limited access to hand hygiene, clean water, food safety
• Limited access to vaccinations
• Immune status: underlying disease, poor nutrition, chronic stress
• Increased involvement with criminal justice system (greater risk of certain 

infections related to incarceration)
• Lacking knowledge because of limited access to internet, media outlets, TV
• Histories of trauma, poverty, lack of social supports, mental health

Risks Related With



Timeline of Key Events: COVID-19

3/10/20
MA State of 
Emergency

3/3/20
CDC lifts 

restriction on 
testing 

2/28/20
1st death in US 

(WA state)

1/30/20
WHO declares 
global health 
emergency

1/21/20
1st case in US 

(WA state)

1/7/20
Novel 

coronavirus 
identified in 

China

12/31/19-
1/3/20

44 cases of 
PNA in China

3/29/20
Boston 

announces 
plan for 

homeless

3/26/20
MA dedicates 

former 
hospital for 

shelter

3/24/20

MA closes 
non-essential 
services. Stay-

at-home 
advisory.

3/23/20

Case identified 
in homeless 
community 

(GA)

3/20/20
MA DPH 

reports 1st

death

3/13/20
National 

Emergency 
Declared

3/11/20
WHO Declares 

Pandemic 



COVID-19 by 
the Numbers 

(as of early 4/2/20)

Cases among people experiencing homelessness have been 
reported in several states, including CA, CO, GA, MA, NV, NY 

Region Cases Deaths
Global 956,588 48,583

US 216,722 > 3,603

Massachusetts 7,738 122

Boston 1,057 7



COVID-19 
Considerations 

for Homeless 
Populations

• Space: proximity to others, little control over 
cleaning measures
• Less access to sinks/running water, soap and 

hand sanitizers
• Prevalence of underlying comorbidities
• Higher rate of tobacco use
• Lower average age expectancy
• Less access to reliable and accurate information



Projected COVID-19 outcomes for US homeless population (assuming 
peak 40% infection rate)



HCH Program Interventions

Goal to shrink existing services (routine and non-urgent care) to slow transmission

He
al

th
ca

re
 W

or
kf

or
ce •Anticipate drop

•Task-shifting for 
staff > 65 and with 
medical conditions

•Transparent 
prioritization of 
PPE during 
shortages

•Childcare for 
essential staff

•Mental health 
support

•Frequent staff 
communication

So
ci

al
 D

ist
an

ci
ng •Defer routine and 

non-urgent 
medical visits

•Increase use of 
telehealth

•Wellness check-in 
phone calls

•Decrease number 
of patients in 
waiting area

•Support delivery of 
medications

•Limit size of 
support groups 
and meetings

•Stagger mealtimes 
and clothing 
distribution

Sc
re

en
in

g •Establish and 
update protocols 
for symptoms and 
exposure

•Screen outside 
prior to entry

•Call patients 
proactively to 
screen prior to 
clinic arrival

•Work with shelter 
staff to screen 
widely at shelters

Te
st

in
g •Widespread 

shortage of swabs 
and testing kits

•Some labs may be 
able to prioritize 
rapid testing for 
vulnerable 
populations

•Expansion of 
commercial testing

Q
ua

ra
nt

in
e 

&
 Is

ol
at

io
n •Repurpose old and 

allocate new spaces
•Maintain capacity 
to practice hand-
hygiene and toilet 
facilities

•Increase cleaning 
facility measures

•Post clear, multi-
lingual and low 
literacy information 
on prevention

•Low-threshold 
considerations for 
patients with 
mental health 
conditions or active 
substance use 
disorders



Policy & Public Health Interventions 

Food Access Shelter & 
Housing

Law & 
Immigration 
Enforcement

Health 
Systems

Economic 
Relief

2020 Census 
Count



Implications

Patients
• Decreased access to routine medical care, urgent care 

(overburdened system) and support/recovery groups
• Interrupted relationships with service providers and staff
• Isolation, loneliness, anxiety, uncertainty
• Higher vulnerability to illness and death

Staff
• Stress, fatigue, anxiety, burnout
• Increased exposure to COVID-19

Program
• Increased demands for quick synthesis of information, 

innovation and iteration, new processes and protocols, 
partnerships

• Changes to core programming
• Reduction in staffing
• Loss of revenue
• Low supply of PPE



Patient Considerations
• Welcoming spaces and dignified treatment

• Increase education, information and 
communication for patients with limited English 
proficiency 

• Focus on trauma-informed approaches where 
possible

• Focus on behavioral strategies for prevention and 
de-escalation in settings of high stress

• Access to pastoral care 

• Engage behavioral health staff for messaging



HCH Program: Essential Partnerships

Space
Funding
Testing
Staffing

Resources

City and 
State Health 
Department

Hospitals

State & 
Local 

Legislators

State 
Medicaid 

Office

Primary 
Care 

Association

Local 
Businesses & 
Organizations 

Educational 
Institutions



Discussion

• Will all individuals in shelters be 
exposed? Will more individuals choose 
to sleep outside?

• Will there be/how much of an 
increase in the numbers of 
homelessness as a result of COVID-19?

• How sustainable are new 
programmatic efforts?

• What are the trade-offs of redirection 
away from other acute and chronic 
conditions, redirection away from 
quality of care, etc.?

• How will the opioid epidemic be 
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic?

• What are the implications of all the 
variability of containment strategies 
and practice?



Interim Guidance
● CDC: Interim guidance for homeless service providers to plan and respond to coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
● CDC: Responding to Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) among People Experiencing Unsheltered Homelessness
● Seattle-King County DPH: Interim Guidance on COVID-19 for Homeless Service Providers
● CA DPH: Flow Chart: COVID-19 Recommended Protocol for People Experiencing Homelessness
● CA DPH: Recommended Strategic Approaches for COVID-19 Response for Individuals Experiencing Homelessness
● LA County DPH: Guidance on Congregate Living Facilities: COVID-19
● NYC Health: COVID-19 Interim Guidance for Homeless Shelters
● HUD: Specific Considerations for Public Health Authorities to Limit Infection Risk Among People Experiencing Homelessness
● Harm reduction guideline

Resources
● NHCHC: The State of COVID-19 and Homeless Health Care and COVID-19 Resources
● NHCHC: Needed Policy Responses for a High-Risk Group
● NHCHC: hosting regular townhalls starting 03/27/2020
● Homeless Hub: Pandemic Planning: How Can My Agency Prepare?
● HUD: Infectious Disease Prevention & Response Resources (daily digest)
● HUD:Infectious Disease Toolkit for Continuums of Care: Preventing & Managing the Spread of Infectious Disease for People Experiencing Homelessness
● National Low-Income Housing Coalition: Coronavirus and Housing/Homelessness
● HHS: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS): COVID-19 Updates
● VA: U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs (VA): COVID-19 Resources
● VA: VA COVID-19 Response Plan
● PartnersHealth Care, BHCHP: established Hotlines, Telemedicine

Suggested Resources

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/unsheltered-homelessness.html%3FCDC_AA_refVal=https%253A%252F%252Fwww.cdc.gov%252Fcoronavirus%252F2019-ncov%252Fcommunity%252Fhomeless-shelters%252Funsheltered-homelessness.html
https://nhchc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Interim-Guidance-on-COVID-19-for-Homeless-Service-Providers.pdf
https://hudexchange.us5.list-manage.com/track/click%3Fu=87d7c8afc03ba69ee70d865b9&id=ef84571150&e=db69700f79
https://hudexchange.us5.list-manage.com/track/click%3Fu=87d7c8afc03ba69ee70d865b9&id=247fa99ce1&e=db69700f79
http://www.publichealth.lacounty.gov/media/Coronavirus/GuidanceCongregateLivingEnglish.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/imm/guidance-for-homeless-shelters-covid19.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/public/resources/documents/Specific-Considerations-for-Public-Health-Authorities-to-Limit-Infection-Risk-Among-People-Experiencing-Homelessness.pdf
https://t.e2ma.net/webview/ekh63l/cb6b6d1dd6a22cf95ba50297fec7709a
https://nhchc.org/clinical-practice/diseases-and-conditions/influenza/
https://nhchc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Issue-brief-COVID-19-HCH-Community.pdf
https://nhchc.org/coronavirus-town-halls/
https://www.homelesshub.ca/blog/pandemic-planning-how-can-my-agency-prepare-potential-spread-coronavirus
https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/diseases/infectious-disease-prevention-response/%3Futm_source=HUD+Exchange+Mailing+List&utm_campaign=8f4b0c1dc9-Infectious-Disease-Webinar-Office-3.12.20&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_f32b935a5f-8f4b0c1dc9-19235881
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Infectious-Disease-Toolkit-for-CoCs-Preventing-and-Managing-the-Spread-of-Infectious-Disease-for-People-Experiencing-Homelessness.pdf
https://nlihc.org/coronavirus-and-housing-homelessness
https://hudexchange.us5.list-manage.com/track/click%3Fu=87d7c8afc03ba69ee70d865b9&id=1412fa7913&e=db69700f79
https://hudexchange.us5.list-manage.com/track/click%3Fu=87d7c8afc03ba69ee70d865b9&id=450f7c1cb2&e=db69700f79
https://hudexchange.us5.list-manage.com/track/click%3Fu=87d7c8afc03ba69ee70d865b9&id=b3a8441d71&e=db69700f79


Suggested Resources
Webinars
● NHCHC: Coronavirus and the HCH Community: Status Updates, Available Guidance, Local Preparations, and Outstanding Issues 3/20/20
● NHCHC: People Without Shelter & COVID-19: Reaching People Where they Are in a Pandemic (4/3/20)
● HUD: Infectious Disease Preparedness for Homeless Assistance Providers and Their Partners (webinar 3/10/20, slides here; webinar 3/13/20)
● Homelessness Learning Hub: Pandemic Preparedness (2015 re H1N1 in Canada)
● Various Grand Rounds: MGH Medical Grand Rounds “A Coordinated, Boston-wide Response to COVID-19” Livestream available here (03/12/2020)

Peer-Reviewed Articles
● Lancet: COVID-19: a potential public health problem for homeless populations by Tsai & Wilson. (3/11/20)
● Lancet: Efforts escalate to protect homeless people from COVID-19 in UK by Kirby (3/26/20)
● BU, Penn, UCLA: Estimated Emergency and Observational/Quarantine Bed Need for the US Homeless Population Related to COVID-19 Exposure by 

County; Projected Hospitalizations, ICU and Mortality by Culhane et al. (3/24/20)

News Media
● Reuters: Homeless shelters, programs ill-equipped for coronavirus, U.S. cities warned by C. Biron (3/10/20)
● NYT: Coronavirus Outbreak Has America’s Homeless at Risk of ‘Disaster’ by T. Fuller (3/10/20)
● ABC News: Coronavirus and the homeless: Why they're especially at risk, ways to stop a spread 'like wildfire' by E. Shapiro (3/11/20)
● Daily Beast: Will Coronavirus Make America Finally Care About the Homeless by B. Nelson (3/11/20)
● Huff Post: Homeless People Are Especially At Risk Amid Coronavirus Pandemic by Ruiz-Grossman (3/11/20)
● WBUR: Tent Medicine to Treat Those with Coronavirus in Boston’s Homeless Community by M. Bebinger (3/23/20)
● New Yorker: Coronavirus spurs a movement of people reclaiming vacant homes by D. Goodyear (3/28/20)
● Boston Magazine: Boston Coronavirus News: Suffolk Dorm to Shelter the Homeless by A. Vaughn (3/30/2020)
● City of Boston press conference: Boston Mayor Walsh Press conference (03/29/2020)
● CNN: How do you stay home when you’re homeless? (4/2/20)

https://nhchc.org/webinars/coronavirus-and-the-hch-community-status-updates-available-guidance-local-preparations-and-outstanding-issues/
https://events-na5.adobeconnect.com/content/connect/c1/940408314/en/events/event/shared/default_template/event_registration.html%3Fconnect-session=na5breezpys7fdmbcrvovkmt&sco-id=2301498555&_charset_=utf-8
https://www.hudexchange.info/trainings/courses/infectious-disease-preparedness-for-homeless-assistance-providers-and-their-partners/
https://files.hudexchange.info/course-content/infectious-disease-preparedness-for-homeless-assistance-providers-and-their-partners/Infectious-Disease-Preparedness-for-Homeless-Assistance-Providers-and-Their-Partners-Slides.pdf
https://www.hudexchange.info/trainings/courses/covid-19-planning-and-response-office-hours/
https://www.homelessnesslearninghub.ca/library/resources/workshop-pandemic-preparedness
http://healthcare.partners.org/streaming/Live/MGH/MGH_MedicalGrandRounds.html
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(20)30053-0/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanres/article/PIIS2213-2600(20)30160-0/fulltext
https://www.bu.edu/ssw/files/2020/03/COVID-paper_0325_1127am.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa/homeless-shelters-programs-ill-equipped-for-coronavirus-u-s-cities-warned-idUSKBN20X1NE
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/10/us/coronavirus-homeless.html%3Fsmid=nytcore-ios-share
https://abcnews.go.com/Health/coronavirus-homeless-risk-ways-stop-spread-wildfire/story%3Fid=69505076
https://www.thedailybeast.com/will-coronavirus-make-america-finally-care-about-the-homeless%3Fsource=articles&via=rss
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/homeless-people-coronavirus-california_n_5e6978a5c5b6dda30fc2d2ce
https://www.wbur.org/commonhealth/2020/03/23/tent-medicine-to-treat-those-with-the-coronavirus-in-bostons-homeless-community
https://www.newyorker.com/news/california-chronicles/the-coronavirus-spurs-a-movement-of-people-reclaiming-vacant-homes
https://www.bostonmagazine.com/news/2020/03/30/suffolk-university-dph-commissioner-supplies-shortage/%3Futm_campaign=Boston%2520Daily&utm_source=hs_email&utm_medium=email&utm_content=85462813&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-_fGjEv1opzf8hcKW99OZXr-rMJu12ZEE9Sr2Num2ifG-_bPIgWPC2vVm-YqcUj6MMpi6qjL-GKAQbuBIWjvCBEjKetEw&_hsmi=85462813
https://www.wcvb.com/article/boston-mayor-walsh-on-the-record-coronavirus-update-march-29-2020/31968749
https://www.cnn.com/audio/podcasts/corona-virus

