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ABOUT AMAs
Ask Me Anything (AMA) sessions provide an opportunity for 
members of the Community Workspace on Homelessness to ask 
experts questions about homelessness. This AMA, hosted on May 
9th 2017, invited Patrick Hunter and Adam Anderson from the 
Homelessness Partnering Strategy (HPS) and Jesse Donaldson from 
the Canadian Observatory on Homelessness (COH), to help answer 
questions about Point-in-Time Counts. This document is a transcript 
of the PiT Counts AMA. You can find the original discussion here: 
http://bit.ly/AMAPiTCounts

In February 2017, the Government of Canada announced Everyone 
Counts 2018, the second HPS Coordinated Point-in-Time (PiT) Count, 
to be held between March and April 2018. This count will continue to 
help communities measure their progress in reducing homelessness. 
Participating communities will use a common set of survey questions 
to better understand homelessness at a local level, while also 
contributing to the understanding of homelessness across Canada.

In 2016, a total of 32 communities participated in the first nationally 
coordinated PiT count. Key findings from this PiT count, which ended 
on April 30, 2016, were published in Highlights – 2016 Coordinated 
Point-in-Time Count of Homelessness in Canadian Communities.

THE EXPERTS
Adam Anderson works as a Policy Analyst for 
the Homelessness Knowledge Development 
team at HPS. Since starting in February 2015, 
Adam has had the privilege of participating in 
PiT Counts in Vancouver, Winnipeg, and Thunder 
Bay. He has been involved in all aspects of 
the HPS PiT Count project, from the PiT Count 
approach to data management. Prior to HPS, 
Adam worked at the Office for Disability Issues. 
He holds a Bachelor of Commerce from Carleton

Patrick Hunter has been a Policy Analyst with 
the HPS on the Knowledge Development team 
since January 2011. He is the lead analyst on the 
development of the HPS Point-in-Time Count 
approach and is the author of the HPS Guide 
to Point-in-Time Counts in Canada. Before 
joining the HPS, Patrick completed his PhD in 
Psychology at the University of Toronto.

Jesse Donaldson is the National PiT Count 
Coordinator at the Canadian Observatory 
on Homelessness, and is available to assist 
communities that are participating in the 2018 
Coordinated Count. Jesse can answer PiT Count 
questions pertaining to planning, partnerships, 
implementation and the COH PiT Count Toolkit. 
Previously, Jesse co-authored the State of 
Homelessness 2013, Coming Together: Tackling 
Unemployment Among Youth Experiencing 
Homelessness and Leaving Home: Youth 
Homelessness in York Region. 
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QUESTION #1 – FRANK PEREZ
Greetings. My name is Frank Perez and presently I am doing research on how policy practice can maximize community well-being 
by providing minimal amenities such as restrooms and showers to reduce overall community stress as well as overall costs to the 
community through prevention. I’m interested in the methodology of your count. Was it strictly qualitative, quantitative, or was 
it mixed methods. Since it appears it was cross sectional, what were your parameters involving sample size? Any information you 
can provide on these topics would be greatly appreciated.

PATRICK HUNTER
The counts are done in each community, and while a common general methodology is used, the implementation 
varies across communities. The Point-in-Time Counts result in an enumeration of people experiencing homelessness 
on a single night in shelters and unsheltered locations. They also include surveys that aim to assess the 
demographics and service needs of the population, among other things. Sample size depends on the population 
in the community. For more information on the methodology, please see: https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-
social-development/programs/communities/homelessness/reports/guide-point-in-time-counts.html

For a summary of findings of the first coordinated count, please see: https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-
social-development/programs/communities/homelessness/reports/highlights-2016-point-in-time-count.html

A similar approach is used in the United States: https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/hdx/guides/pit-
hic/#general-pit-guides-and-tools

If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact me.

QUESTION #2 – JONATHAN SHAPIERA
With so many rough sleepers in hiding, what percent is estimated to be missed during the count to give true account to the record?

JESSE DONALDSON
It’s difficult to know the number of people missed during a count and it can vary widely across communities 
depending on the methodology. Some communities use a full coverage approach, sending volunteers to canvas 
all areas. Other communities focus only on locations where people experiencing homelessness are known to be, 
often referred to as “hot spots.” 

So, while it is difficult to come up with a single estimate of the percentage of people missed during a count, there 
are strategies to ensure that as few people as possible are missed. These include:

¡¡ Engaging a wide range of stakeholders as you develop your map zones;
¡¡ Consulting with people with lived experience to find out where others are staying;
¡¡ Regularly updating your maps in the weeks leading up to the count to reflect changes.

QUESTION #3 – JEAN SORENSEN
Will it be possible to add additional PiT Count questions required for the Ontario enumeration to regular HIFIS prior to the PiT Count?

ADAM ANDERSON
The HIFIS PiT Count Module in both HIFIS 3 and HIFIS 4 will include the additional PiT Count questions required for 
the Ontario enumeration. HPS is currently updating the PiT Count module to ensure these questions are included.
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QUESTION #4 – JEAN SORENSEN
If so, will it then be possible to update the HIFIS system to allow the data to be transferred from regular HIFIS into the PiT Count 
section of HIFIS, so there would be no need to duplicate efforts by asking each resident to complete the survey?

ADAM ANDERSON
We will have to follow-up with the HIFIS team to determine this feasibility. We will discuss it with them and get 
back to you with a more thorough response.

QUESTION #5 – JEAN SORENSEN
If the above-mentioned technological solution is not possible, could you please offer a suggestion on the sampling size for 
emergency shelter residents? We will be able to do a 100% count of all the people in the HIFIS database who stayed at the 
shelter on that night, which will be approximately 1,300 individuals. This would provide data such as gender, age, language and 
indigenous identity. We also propose to administer full questionnaires to a sample of those 1,300 people, perhaps 30% of those in 
large shelters (depending on human resources and client interest) and 100% in small shelters. Would this meet your requirements?

PATRICK HUNTER
The HPS guidelines do allow for a sampling approach where it makes sense. However, it is generally best to aim 
for 100% coverage if at all possible. Naturally, some shelter residents will decline to be surveyed and others will 
be unavailable (e.g., because they are sleeping already). A 30% sample of 1,300 people would be 390 surveys. For 
most general descriptive statistics, this would be a fairly good sample. However, for analyses involving smaller 
population groups (e.g., people identifying as LGBTQ2S, refugees, or veterans), a larger sample would allow for 
more analyses and a better understanding of their experience.

QUESTION #6 – JEAN SORENSEN
Can you please tell us how the unique identifier will work on the questionnaire? We guess that it includes a code for the location, 
but what will it be for the person – a combination of birth date and initials?

JESSE DONALDSON
There are different ways to construct a unique ID. In the Point-in-Time Toolkit we have recommended that 
communities use: first initial, last initial and date of birth. For example, George West born on December 11th 
would give the following information: G - W - 11.

In larger communities, it is probable that two participants will have the same unique ID. Generally, this won’t be 
an issue as you can look at other data points in the survey, such as gender and age, to decide whether you are 
dealing with a duplicate response.

Of course, you can add further data points to the unique ID such as month of birth, but doing so increases the risk 
that participants may be identified later. 

Communities that are conducting unsheltered and sheltered counts without adding optional elements, such 
as magnet events and service counts, are at a relatively low risk of duplication provided they are scheduling the 
unsheltered and sheltered counts at approximately the same time. 

A final note, location should be recorded on the survey whether you are using unique IDs or not. On HPS’ 
recommended survey forms, you’ll see a field for location. 
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QUESTION #7 – JEAN SORENSEN
Do you have any advice, from previous counts, on making clients feel their confidentiality is being protected while asking them to 
sign a consent form? Could they be asked to provide only verbal, anonymous, consent, with the PiT personnel signing the form to 
say the consent had been given? Or could the participant be invited to sign with an “X”? What works best?”

JESSE DONALDSON
PiT Counts surveys are typically short, minimally evasive and as you’ve noted, anonymous; communities generally 
find that verbal consent is sufficient. In the toolkit, we’ve included this sample script:

Hi, my name is [first name] and I’m a volunteer for the [community name] Housing Needs Survey. 

We are conducting a short housing survey in [community name]. We do not ask for your name. The data collected 
is confidential and will be used to determine how we can improve housing options for people in [community 
name]. The survey is voluntary. May I ask you a few questions to determine if you’re eligible to participate? 

If respondent is eligible to participate: 
You are eligible to participate in the survey. It will take approximately [X] minutes, though you can stop at any 
time. The results of the survey may be published, but you will not be named or identified in any way. When it’s 
ready, you can read the report by going to this website [hand respondent information card]. 

If respondent is not eligible to participate: 
Thank you for answering these questions. We do not need any further information. Have a good day.

QUESTION #8 – JEAN SORENSEN
We are very glad to hear that the HIFIS PiT Count Module in both HIFIS 3 and HIFIS 4 will include the additional PiT Count 
questions required for the Ontario enumeration. However, what we were asking is whether those questions can be added into the 
Regular HIFIS, the part we complete for all of our shelter residents. Our goal is to have all 1,300 shelter clients answer all the PiT 
Count and provincial enumeration questions in Regular HIFIS before the date of the PiT Count, and then to have a way to transfer 
the data from Regular HIFIS into PiT Count HIFIS.

PATRICK HUNTER
As it stands, the PiT Count module cannot import data from your shelter database. However, it is a feature 
that has been considered before. I think that we will have to work with our HIFIS team and follow-up with you 
directly on this question.

QUESTION #9 – PETE DOOLITTLE
From start to finish what is the ideal length of time for planning and conducting a PiT Count based on the parameters? Brantford 
did complete a PiT Count in 2016 and two coordinators were hired, based on available funding, for 10 weeks. This amount of time 
seemed inadequate to fulfil all of the requirements. The Planning committee comprised of members from the CAB and ACAB had 
started meeting about two months prior to hiring the coordinators. 

ADAM ANDERSON
Thanks for joining, Pete Doolittle. To answer your question, The Guide to Point-in-Time Counts in Canada of the 
Homelessness Partnering Strategy suggests a timeline of at least 4+ months prior to the count with the early 
steps being forming a local PiT Count Committee, identifying a PiT Count Coordinator, and reaching out to the 
community. Based on this recommendation, I would suggest starting at least 4 months prior to your count. 

That being said, the amount of time, effort and resources a community needs to implement its count depends on 
its size, geography, and methodology chosen. Some large communities require up to a year in planning due to the 
size and nature of their counts, while smaller communities can manage a shorter time period.
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QUESTION #10 – RACHEL CAMPBELL
What access/control will we have over the data that is collected during the PiT Count? We don’t use HIFIS at this time (we have our 
own software) and so I don’t know what the usual agreement is.

PATRICK HUNTER
When using HIFIS to enter your survey data, the data will be on the computer where HIFIS is installed. As the 
community lead, you will have full control over your community’s data. You can then export the full data set to 
yourself as a CSV file to be analyzed in other software. The responses to the Core Questions would be exported 
to the HPS. 

You can also export your data to other partners. For communities conducting a joint PiT Count and Registry 
Week, your export can include the results of the VI-SPDAT.

QUESTION #11 – RACHEL CAMPBELL
Is it possible to enter data directly into the HIFIS PiT module with no internet connection? Do users need a login and password 
to enter data into the module? (I’m wondering if it’s possible for volunteers to enter data directly using their own phones/
tablets in the field.)

PATRICK HUNTER
There are two versions of HIFIS. HIFIS 3 is a desktop application that has no mobile functionality. The newest version, 
HIFIS 4, is web-based. It is installed on a server, and could be accessed by any device with an internet connection.

In the context of a PiT Count, mobile devices with internet connections could be used to enter survey 
information if HIFIS 4 is available in your community. Because it is web-based, though, the devices would have 
to have an internet connection to enter the data.

This functionality is being developed right now. More information on the PiT Count module in HIFIS 4 will be 
available by the fall.

QUESTION #12 – JONN KMECH
Thanks for doing this. I was wondering why only communities from the HPS Designated Communities stream are eligible for the 
2018 PiT Count; I was told that rural and remote communities were not able to apply. I found this particularly ironic given that the 
name of the 2018 count is “Everyone Counts”. Will rural and remote communities be able to apply for funding to be included in the 
national PiT Count in the future?

ADAM ANDERSON
Any community can participate in the 2018 PiT Count and use the tools available, such as the Guide to PiT Counts in 
Canada, the Canadian Observatory on Homelessness PiT Count Toolkit, and the resources available on the PiT Count 
page of the Workspace. As HPS Designated Communities with Housing First targets have a clause in their agreement 
to conduct a PiT Count during their agreement period, funding support is being provided to support this activity. 

At this point, we can’t provide an answer on future funding, however, we will note the interest from rural and 
remote communities.
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FINAL THOUGHTS

PATRICK HUNTER
Thank you everyone for posting questions! If you have any further questions for the HPS team, don’t hesitate to 
get in contact with us, either through the Workspace or by email: hpsr@hrsdc-rhdcc.gc.ca.

For HPS designated communities, please submit your applications for funding as soon as you can. The deadline 
to receive applications is the end of May. If you need more time to put together an application, or if you have any 
questions, please contact us.

Also, please see the HPS News Email for further updates on PiT Count supports.

Have a great day!
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