Articles 121

Strategies for Measuring Homelessness
in a Federally Organised State —
The Case of Austria

Philipp Schnell & Robert Musil

Instutite for Urban and Regional Research, Austrian Academy of Sciences,
Vienna, Austria
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of homelessness in the multi-scalar welfare system of Austria. Second, it aims
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Austria. With this purpose in mind, we have conducted 27 expert interviews
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and data quality in Austria. Additionally, we have formulated three measure-
ment models that address the different levels or scales of the federal state.
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Introduction

To combat homelessness successfully, the availability of comprehensive data on its
extent and profile is a crucial precondition (Busch-Geertsema, 2010; Demaerschalk
et al., 2018; Hermans, 2023). Homelessness is described as a heterogenous and
elusive phenomenon (Lee et al., 2021). As such, generating reliable data is still
challenging in many European countries. Fuzzy definitions and incomplete statis-
tics, in combination with a high degree of hidden homelessness, often hamper the
successful implementation of existing policy strategies. Consequently, the moni-
toring of homelessness became a salient issue on the European level: the ETHOS
Light typology provides a new comparable standard for common definitions and
measurement strategies (Edgar et al., 2007). Furthermore, the declaration of Lisbon
and the foundation of the EPOCH-network in 2021, as well as an OECD workshop
in November 2023 (OECD, 2023), highlight the political will to harmonise definitions
and measurement approaches on homelessness to develop adequate strategies.

In Austria, the measurement of homelessness likewise remains challenging.
The Austrian welfare state provides a comprehensive social-security and health
system, but social services are largely funded and organised on the sub-national
level (Dimmel, 2015). Consequently, the measurement and publishing of data on
homelessness is mainly organised on the level of the federal provinces. Due to
different funding and reporting systems, the depth and detail of available data
and data reports vary considerably among the nine Austrian federal provinces.
Only register-based data (in particular the Austrian Central Population Register;
Statistik Austria, 2023) and the EU-SILC survey (BMSGPK, 2023) record data at
the national level. As such, the current homelessness data landscape in Austria
is patchy, displaying varying degrees of coverage of different regions and ETHOS
Light types (BAWO, 2019a; 2019b).

Against this background and in the context of the growing commodification of the
Austrian housing market (Musil et al., 2022), the overall aim of this paper is, first, to
provide an overview of existing data on homelessness in Austria, with reference to
the ETHOS Light typology. Second, we present three measurement models which
consider the specific situation of the federally organised Austrian welfare system.
For this purpose, we have conducted 27 in-depth interviews with experts at the
national and sub-national levels, as well as with experts from research and social-
service institutions. Furthermore, we have organised a workshop to discuss and
evaluate existing data for each ETHOS Light type in Austria and to identify critical
aspects of a national strategy to measure homelessness. Based on this, we have
developed three models for measuring homelessness in Austria.
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In this contribution, we discuss challenges and strategies regarding the measure-
ment of homelessness in Europe in the following section. Then we provide an
overview on existing measurement approaches and types of data relevant for this
study, followed by a short description of the role of state organisations for the
measurement of homelessness. After explaning the research methods used in this
study, we present the current context of homelessness measurement in the
federally organised welfare state of Austria. In the next section, we describe existing
data and measurement practices in Austria on the three relevant scales of the social
welfare system: the national scale, the scale of the nine federal provinces, and the
scale of social-service organisations. We continue by presenting key principles for
designing a measurement toolkit in Austria and, subsequently, we discuss three
basic measurement models. Finally, we formulate policy recommendations for
drafting a comprehensive monitoring strategy in a federally organised welfare state
and draw final conclusions.

The Challenge of Measuring Homelessness:
Homelessness as an Elusive Phenomenon

Measuring homelessness is described as a challenging issue, mainly for three
reasons: First, homelessness is a heterogenous phenomenon, ranging from rough
sleeping to insecure or inadequate housing, with many gradually differing forms
ranging between these two poles (Daly, 1992). This variety is well mirrored in the
six categories of homelessness included in the ETHOS Light Typology. Second,
homelessness is a dynamic phenomenon, characterised by high mobility between
its different forms, and by different pathways leading in and out of homelessness;
consequently, homelessness is described as a ‘moving target’ by Lee et al. (2021).
Finally, from a geographical perspective, the six types of homelessness show a
high degree of spatial variation between urban and rural regions. This becomes
apparent, as these types display different levels of visibility, particularly in rural
areas (Demearschalk et al., 2019; Snelling, 2017). Also, people experiencing home-
lessness perceive their lifeworlds differently, according to their current housing
status (Schnell, 2021).

Additionally, the phenomenon of hidden homelessness — e.g., persons living
temporarily with friends or family (ETHOS Light 6) - complicates the comprehensive
capture of homelessness data. These hidden populations are neither visible in
public space, nor are they in contact with social-service institutions. They often do
not even perceive themselves as being homeless. The recurring Austrian Survey on
Living Conditions and Wellbeing (BMSGPK, 2023) estimates that around 69% of all
people affected by homelessness in their lifetime can be allocated to ETHOS Light
category 6. Although homelessness is often perceived as an urban phenomenon,
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empirical findings also point to a high level of hidden homelessness in rural areas
(Snelling, 2017), which can be explained by a weak network of service institutions,
a high level of social stigmatisation, and a limited supply of affordable housing
(Cloke et al., 2000). In general, the share of hidden homelessness is estimated at
up to 70% of the total homeless population (Eberle et al., 2009).

For effective data generation on homelessness, Pleace and Hermans (2020)
mention two crucial aspects: first, the definition and delimitation of homelessness
in its various forms (‘Who counts as homeless?’), and second, the adequate statis-
tical recording of these groups (‘How can those who are homeless be counted?’).
These aspects have become apparent on a European scale, as the European
countries represent different national housing and welfare systems (Matznetter,
2002), wherein the types of homelessness are perceived and defined in different
ways. The ETHOS Light Typology (Edgar et al., 2003; 2007) — which has become a
European standard for the definition and delimitation of homelessness — made
visible the differences in the perception, definition, and measurement of homeless-
ness among European countries (Busch-Geertsema, 2010; Geyer et al., 2021).

Measurement Approaches

The adequate measurement of homelessness faces three challenges: the hetero-
geneity of the overall phenomenon, the problem of hidden homelessness, and the
mobility of affected people among the different forms of homelessness. Against
this background, it is widely acknowledged that a comprehensive measurement of
the extent and profile of homelessness should rely on multiple data collection
methods and data sources, addressing different dimensions of this phenomenon
(Demaerschalk et al., 2018): the stock of households or persons affected by home-
lessness at any given point in time; the flow of households or persons that move
between or into/out of different forms of homelessness in a specific time period;
the prevalence of homelessness, measuring the number of people that have expe-
rienced homelessness over a certain timespan, and, finally, the incidence of home-
lessness or the number of people who have become homeless during a specific
period of time (Hermans, 2023).

Considering that there are differences in the national definitions of homelessness,
available data sources, and political interest in the overall topic, the applied meas-
urement regimes also vary significantly. However, almost all national statistics on
homelessness in the EU rely on at least one of four methods of quantitative data
collection (Busch-Geertsema et al., 2014; Geyer et al., 2021): counts (street counts/
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service-based counts), surveys, administrative data of social-service institutions, and
public census or register data. The degrees of coverage of different forms of home-
lessness as well as strengths and weaknesses are discussed below for each method.

Counts include street counts, recording the number of rough sleepers, primarily in
large cities, e.g., in Paris, Barcelona, or Brussels. Street counts are point-in-time-
counts usually conducted during one night in the entire city, potentially including
places outside the city limits that are of special interest to the homeless population
(Drilling et al., 2020). In addition to rough sleepers, city counts usually also include
certain groups of sheltered people experiencing homelessness, such as people
staying in emergency accommodation or in transitional housing. Typically, city
counts also include questionnaires, going beyond the mere counting of sheltered
and unsheltered people experiencing homelessness. In contrast to this, service-
based counts are conducted among a broad range of social-service institutions,
reaching people in different ETHOS Light categories. They efficiently measure the
extent and profile of homelessness, but rely on the network of service institutions
and their willingness to take part in the surveys (Demaerschalk et al., 2018).

Quantitative surveys are based on representative statistical samples. Surveys are
conducted at various levels, primarily at the national, but in federally organised
countries, also at the sub-national level (e.g., Flanders Household Survey, Statistiek
Vlaanderen, 2021). At the European level, the EU-SILC survey collects microdata in
a module on housing difficulties and the prevalence of homelessness since 2018
(European Commission, 2024). These data provide comprehensive (and ideally
comparable longitudinal) insights into the phenomenon of homelessness.
Household surveys are also subject to certain shortcomings, such as the severe
underrepresentation of rough sleepers or the inability to produce data on the
current homelessness situation. In this context, Germany has recently taken an
innovative approach by taking a representative sample of people experiencing
homelessness in three stages in cities and municipalities throughout the nation to
arrive at a reliable estimate of rough sleepers and individuals in concealed home-
lessness (GISS/Kantar Public, 2022).

Administrative data of social-service institutions constitute an efficient data source,
based on information on service users. If personal data are available for individuals,
these can also be linked to registry data. Some countries analyse administrative
data, e.g., the systematic analysis of night-shelter data in Ireland (Daly, 2019), or
national registration systems for monitoring homelessness in Denmark, Slovenia,
and Hungary (Demaerschalk et al., 2018). In certain federally organised countries
(e.g., Germany), regional authorities established a monitoring system that relies on
administrative data (BMAS, 2022). The main weakness of this type of data source
is described as the ‘service paradox’ (Hermans, 2023): density and quality of the
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service system have a strong impact on data output; people that are not entitled to
use or are not in touch with social-service institutions are not recorded. Furthermore,
regions with a weak network of service institutions are only mapped partially.

Register data are drawn from national censuses, which are conducted every 10
years in many countries, as well as from public registers, in particular the central
population register. Central population register data are available in most European
countries. These can be linked to other registers, providing comprehensive insight
on socioeconomic structure, education, or the health situation of the population.
As these data rely on individual registration, people in precarious housing condi-
tions as well as people experiencing homelessness are often severely underrepre-
sented in official numbers. As such, register-based data can only represent a
minimum level of homelessness (Busch-Geertsema et al., 2014).

The Role of State Organisations
for the Measurement of Homelessness

Methods for measuring homelessness not only differ in relation to different forms
of homelessness (ETHOS Light types), but also in regional coverage. Some methods
are applied on a national scale, while others are often limited to the regional scale.
The following section demonstrates how the spatial range of measurement methods
is often compromised by the spatial organisation of the state.

For instance, register data (mostly aggregated at the national scale in European
countries) usually cover the whole country, as the central population register is
centralised in many European countries, even if the registration of people experi-
encing homelessness might vary between (urban and rural) regions. However, some
European countries, such as Germany, do not record people experiencing home-
lessness at all via the central population register. Furthermore, survey data also
provide good spatial coverage on the national level, e.g., the EU-SILC survey.
However, due to sampling size, survey data do not allow for comprehensive spatial
differentiation, particularly in individual regions (European Commission, 2022).
Additionally, in federally organised countries, surveys are also conducted on the
sub-national level (e.g., Flanders; Demaerschalk et al., 2018).

Methods that rely on data provided by social-service institutions, e.g., via service-
based counts or administrative data, show the highest variation of spatial coverage.
In centralised countries such as Norway or Denmark, service-based counts are
coordinated by independent research institutions on the national level (Benjaminsen
et al., 2020; Dyb and Zeiner, 2021). The Danish ‘mapping’ is conducted in two steps
(Benjaminsen, 2022): first, the identification of a broad range of relevant social-
service institutions, followed by the inclusion of these institutions in a comprehen-
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sive survey of people affected by homelessness. According to the Danish mapping
method, only a national research agency and social-service institutions are involved
in the count. Finland, a centralised state, likewise conducts an annual survey based
on administrative data, coordinated by the national ‘Housing Finance and
Development Centre of Finland’ (ARA). Data are generated in 293 municipalities,
collected from various service institutions, and forwarded to ARA (ARA, 2023).
Regardless of survey design, a centralised agency conducts the survey on the
national level in both cases, in cooperation with actors at the local scale — service
providers and municipalities.

In federally organised states, the measurement of homelessness can be highly
fragmented. For instance, between Flanders and Wallonia, register data are not
comparable, as the two regions have different registration systems. Even within
Wallonia registration systems vary (Demaerschalk et al., 2018). Beyond that, the
federal structure of Belgium also hampers the implementation of a nation-wide
service-based count. Although planned and coordinated by a national agency, the
‘Centre for Care Research & Consultancy’ (LUCAS; Mertens et al., 2023), service-
based counts have been implemented in a ‘bottom-up strategy’, motivating and
increasing the number of participating municipalities one after the other. Here,
recurring counts in different municipalities result in steep learning effects and
gradual improvements in methodology over time, even if national numbers are still
missing. Street or city counts are furthermore usually organised on the municipal
level, covering entire cities or certain districts (Drilling et al., 2020). Germany, on the
other hand, provides a positive example of how the fractalisation of data generation
in a federally organised state can be overcome by prescribing by law (1) an annual
count of sheltered persons affected by homelessness, and (2) a biennial survey on
persons experiencing rooflessness and hidden homelessness (BMAS, 2022).

Even if the case studies mentioned above represent extreme examples for data
collection in centralised vs. federally organised states, they demonstrate that the
degree of decentralisation (in particular of the welfare state) can have strong impli-
cations for the coverage of different forms of homelessness. In the following
sections we will discuss the current situation and possibilities for a nation-wide,
comprehensive measurement of homelessness in Austria. Against this background,
we aim to answer the following research questions:

1. What is the current degree of coverage of different ETHOS Light categories
by different data sources on the national, federal-province, and organisational
level in Austria?

2. How can different measurement strategies be applied on a nationwide scale to
obtain a comprehensive insight into the extent and profile of homelessness?
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Methods

The main intention of this paper is to gain insight into existing data sources
for measuring homelessness in the federally organised state of Austria and to
develop a comprehensive nation-wide measurement model. For this purpose,
we conducted broad desk-research to analyse the existing forms of measure-
ment on the three spatial levels of the Austrian welfare system: nation state,
federal provinces (sub-national level, ‘Bundeslander’), and social-service institu-
tions. First, it was essential to establish a knowledge base about how and to
which extent homelessness is already measured by different entities at different
scales in Austria. Second, we analysed the current coverage of different forms of
homelessness, according to ETHOS Light, by various measurement techniques,
including deficiencies in measurement.

Based on this, we conducted 27 expert interviews with stakeholders of national
institutions (Ministry of Social Affairs, Statistik Austria), social welfare organisations
in federal provinces, as well as social-service institutions. These interviews, which
have been conducted in person (15) or via Zoom meetings (12) in October and
November 2023, allowed us to obtain comprehensive insight into social-service
systems for the homeless and current measurement techniques, which are
organised in different ways in the nine federal provinces in Austria. We generated
information on data quality, availability, and coverage of different forms of home-
lessness in different Austrian regions. In combination with our desk-research, the
expert interviews allowed us to develop a catalogue of detailed information on the
measurement of homelessness for the ETHOS-Light categories (Musil et al., 2024)
on the one hand, and at varying spatial scales on the other hand: the national level,
the nine federal provinces, and the network of social-service organisations,
operating in the federal provinces, cities, and regions.

Based on these results, we designed an initial basic model for measuring homeless-
ness, taking into account the spatial scales of the Austrian welfare system. In a next
step, we invited 18 experts active on different levels of the welfare state — federal
state, federal provinces, and social-service institutions —, as well as researchers.
We organised (1) an in-depth workshop to discuss our basic model; (2) a world café
(Freimuth and Barth, 2014) to reflect on the challenges of counting persons in each
ETHOS Light category, and (3) an in-depth workshop on various crucial aspects of
a nationwide measuring model, including networking and incentive systems, the
role of federal provinces, national coordination, and data management.
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Measuring Homelessness: The Case of Austria -
A Conservative, Federally Organised Welfare State

Austria’s welfare system can be described by two main characteristics: First, in
Esping-Andersen’s (1991) typology, Austria has repeatedly been classified as the
ideal type of a conservative, familialistic welfare regime (Matznetter, 2002). Second,
Austria can be described as a federally organised welfare state with a complex
allocation of competences between the federal state and nine federal provinces
(‘Bundeslander’). As such, social welfare legislation and social housing policy are
the responsibility of the federal provinces (Dimmel, 2015). In 2019, a new framework
for social welfare legislation has been created by the central government to be
translated into law in the federal provinces. However, only six of the nine federal
provinces have adopted the new framework and enacted corresponding laws
(Carinthia, Lower Austria, Salzburg, Styria, Upper Austria, Vorarlberg). Hence,
social welfare legislation, which contains regulations on social assistance, social
housing, and housing for the homeless, shows considerable disparities among the
nine federal provinces (BMSGPK, 2024). This impedes a comprehensive overview
of the landscape of social services addressing homelessness as well as its meas-
urement in Austria.

As is the case with social-service legislation, the extent of social assistance
payments as well as the system for their administration vary in each federal province
(Dimmel, 2015). Social welfare usually covers direct payments to people experi-
encing homelessness in the form of social assistance, but it also covers the cost
of housing, which is paid to housing institutions either separately for each person
living there in certain federal provinces (subject-based funding: Salzburg, Vienna,
Vorarlberg) or in the form of a yearly overall subvention paid to the housing institu-
tion, based on revolving funding agreements (object-based funding: Burgenland,
Carinthia, Lower Austria, Styria, Tyrol, Upper Austria). The existence of these two
systems, combined with different legislative backgrounds and varying interest in
the overall topic of homelessness, implies that different data of varying quality are
exchanged between social-service providers and federal provincial governments.

In addition to the fragmented legal framework, different funding systems, and
varying practices of data collection at the sub-national level, data are also collected
at the national level (federal state) and at the level of social-service institutions in
federal provinces. On the national level, the Austrian Central Population Register
(‘Zentrales Melderegister’) records every person taking residence in an Austrian
municipality (Statistik Austria, 2015). This system also registers people experiencing
homelessness and people living in housing institutions for the homeless. Moreover,
on the organisational scale, social-service institutions, such as night shelters,
temporary and long-term housing institutions, day-care centres, social advisory
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centres, social housing institutions, and organisations for medical and psycho-
logical assistance record data on their clients. These data are collected for different
purposes and aggregated in different internal or external data management
systems (BAWO, 2019a; 2019b). Finally, in the federal provinces of Salzburg and
Vorarlberg, two umbrella organisations conduct yearly homeless counts among the
extended social-service network (ARGE Wohnungslosenhilfe, 2022; Forum
Wohnungslosenhilfe Salzburg, 2023).

Hence, data generation in the social-service system varies among the three spatial
scales on the vertical axis, but also among the nine federal provinces on the hori-
zontal axis. In the following, we provide an overview on existing data sources and
the quality of data produced within the Austrian system of social services for people
experiencing homelessness.

Current Data Sources on State,
Federal Province, and Organisational Level

As indicated above, data is generated at different scales or levels in Austria,
including the national, federal-province, and organisational scale. Furthermore,
approaches to data generation, types, and quality of data vary in each federal
province. Consequently, data sources are manifold, albeit fragmented, providing
great potential for developing a unified approach to the measurement of the extent
and profile of homelessness. Subsequently, we will describe different measurement
techniques at different scales and we will summarise the results of our analysis on
data coverage in the federal provinces in figure 1.
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Figure 1: Coverage of ETHOS Light categories by different
measurement techniques (ISR)

Upper Lower
Austria | Austria

ACR ACR ACR ACR ACR
ORG ORG | ORG ORG ORG

Vienna | Salzburg | Vorarlberg | Styria Tyrol | Burgenland | Carinthia

ACR
ORG

1 STW STW S FPO FPO
STC FPO FPO
FPO
ACR ACR ACR ACR ACR
o ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG
FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO
Count Count
ACR ACR ACR ACR ACR ACR ACR ACR ACR
3 ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG
FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO

ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG
FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO

oo | G | | [ | |
ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG
STW STW STW STW STW STW STW STW STW
FPO FPO FPO

FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO
. Jcomt | Count | | | | | |
ACR ACR ORG ACR ACR ACR ACR ACR ACR
ORG ORG FPO ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG ORG
FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO FPO
Count

Legend: light grey = extensive coverage, middle grey = average coverage, dark grey = reduced coverage, ACR
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National scale — the Austrian Central Population Register

The Austrian Central Population Register is kept by municipalities, recording every
resident in their administrative area. People experiencing homelessness can be
recorded as ‘without permanent residence’ (homeless) or as residing in a housing
institution for the homeless via a list of corresponding institutions (institutional
housing). These data are aggregated at the national scale and published annually
by Statistik Austria (2022; 2023). In 2022, 19450 people were recorded as homeless,
with 11701 people registered at least once in institutional housing, and 8973 people
registered at least once as acutely homeless. ' This system generally covers people

7 Persons switching between homeless registration and registration in institutional housing
account for the sum of the two numbers being higher than the overall total. Double counts are
avoided within the two registration types through applying a unique personal identifier.
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in ETHOS Light categories 1, 2, and 3, largely neglecting the remaining three
categories (BAWO, 2019b). Further shortcomings include the underrepresentation
of certain subgroups (e.g., women, youths, illegal migrants, or the hidden homeless)
or the conceptual exclusion of asylum seekers (BAWO, 2019a). Coverage via the
Austrian Central Population Register depends on individual and institutional willing-
ness to record clients, e.g., reflected in reduced coverage in Vorarlberg, where
social-service organisations do not regularly register people sleeping rough or
shelter users (ETHOS Light 1 and 2).

Scale of federal provinces

In each federal province, numbers regarding the activities, serviced clients, and use
of budgets of organisations providing social services for the homeless are aggre-
gated in a different form, according to two general funding principles: subject-
based funding (funding for single clients via social assistance payments) and
object-based funding (yearly funding for entire organisations or facilities), which
have direct implications for data available at the federal provincial level.

Under subject-based funding schemes, all persons receiving payments for housing
in homeless institutions are recorded with their full social security data. Hence, data
regarding recipients, the amounts paid, as well as the institutions providing housing
and other services, should be available at any time. Subject-based funding has
been implemented in Vienna, Salzburg, and Vorarlberg. Depending on which
organisations are attributed to the homelessness service network, persons in all
ETHOS Light categories can be reached. Normally, ETHOS Light categories 2 and
3 are extensively covered, including detailed personal data of clients (see figure 1
FPO-coverage in Vienna, Salzburg, and Vorarlberg), while coverage of ETHOS Light
1, 4, 5, and 6 depends on the client’s use of social services, social housing, and
social advisory organisations, which usually makes it difficult to collect data on
these groups on a reliable scale.

Object-based funding schemes are based on funding contracts between the federal
provinces’ departments of social affairs and organisations providing services or
shelter for the homeless. The funded organisations are obliged to provide reports
on their activities regularly, including information about the number of clients
served. Anonymised, aggregated client data for entire years or quarters are then
transferred to and analysed by federal provincial departments, forming the basis of
future funding agreements. These data usually cover ETHOS Light categories 110 3
in varying degrees of detail, not however including personal data, except in certain
housing institutions in Lower Austria (see figure 1). Additional data on persons
in categories 4, 5, and 6 can be made available through social-service, social
housing, and social advisory organisations. In aggregated form, these data are
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not suitable for providing a reliable account of the actual homelessness situation,
since double counts cannot be avoided without using a unique identifier for each
person recorded.

Scale of organisations

Organisational data sources comprise data recorded for administrative or docu-
mentation purposes by organisations providing services or accommodation for the
homeless. In addition, network organisations, such as the ‘Network Housing
Assurance’ in Upper Austria (Land Oberdsterreich, 2020) provide multiple access
points for people experiencing homelessness, with varying coverage in different
regions and social strata. To access different service offers, under subject-based
and object-based funding alike, clients usually have to provide personal data to the
respective organisations. Hence, organisations’ administrative data, recorded for
internal or external (e.g., funding) purposes, constitute a rich source of data, poten-
tially covering all ETHOS Light categories and most regions in Austria.

There are no systematic street counts in Austria; only Upper Austria reports on the
numbers of rough sleepers (ETHOS Light 1) that have been reached via street work
each year (Amt der Oberdsterreichischen Landesregierung, 2022). In other cities
with street-work activities, such as Vienna or Graz, data on the number of rough
sleepers are not systematically recorded — hence, no reliable data can be provided.

In two provinces — Salzburg (Forum Wohnungslosenhilfe Salzburg, 2023) and
Vorarlberg (ARGE Wohnungslosenhilfe, 2022) — central homeless network organisa-
tions conduct a yearly service-based homeless count. The counts, which have
been held since 1995 and 2013 respectively, allow for following trends in homeless-
ness numbers based on yearly results and for identifying changes in the size of
sub-populations, although data collection techniques vary over time. Depending
on the social-service organisations included in the count, persons in all six ETHOS
Light categories can be accounted for, as reflected in figure 1. By including organi-
sations in urban as well as in rural parts of the federal provinces, regional coverage
can be expanded. Cooperation with provincial hospitals or social-service agencies
can further increase the reach of the count (Forum Wohnungslosenhilfe Salzburg,
2023). Compared to the methods described above, ETHOS Light categories 4 to 6
can be reached more efficiently. This is reflected in the fact that a share of roughly
45% of all recorded persons in the Salzburg count can be assigned to these
categories (Forum Wohnungslosenbhilfe Salzburg, 2024).

In the following, we first describe three key principles for a comprehensive
measurement that were formulated by the experts during the workshops. Then
we outline three models for measuring data on homelessness in Austria based
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on these principles to potentially overcome the fragmentation of Austria’s
administrative landscape and collect data across different data sources and
administrative scales.

Key Principles for Designing
a Comprehensive Measurement Toolkit in Austria

Coordination and networking

As indicated by Demaerschalk et al. (2018), the design of a national measurement
regime should be integrated into a nationwide homelessness strategy, providing a
general framework for data monitoring and use. Coordination by a central state
institution or an independent research institution is paramount for study design and
a controlled nationwide rollout (Hermans, 2023). Additionally, federal provincial
governments will take a more or less active role coordinating efforts for data
generation and aggregation, according to their role in overall study design. Intense
networking activities by local umbrella organisations will be essential for ensuring
broad participation by social-service organisations. Furthermore, legal provisions
at the national level need to be translated into federal provincial law to provide a
consistent legal basis for data generation and data management. Necessary
resources, such as funding, know-how, and personnel, need to be made available
by the Austrian Ministry of Social Affairs to support local organisations and to
ensure seamless implementation. This also includes technical and administrative
infrastructure for data collection at different administrative levels of the welfare
state. In order to maximise coverage of different ETHOS Light categories, it is
paramount to broaden the network of social-service organisations taking part in a
national measurement regime. By including, e.g., housing advisory organisations,
debt counselling services, municipal housing agencies, hospitals, or penitentiaries,
coverage in ETHOS Light categories 4 to 6 can be increased by maximising contact
points for people in these groups.

Data management and storage

First, different types of data must be specified, including data items, format,
expected quality, and levels of aggregation. The model proposed here for an
Austrian homelessness measuring system should contain three data sources: (1)
street or city counts, (2) administrative data of social-service organisations or data
of an extended service-based count, and (3) Central Population Register data. To
combine the three data streams, first, a decision about timing has to be taken to
align data collection periods of data streams (2) and (3). Second, a personal identi-
fier is to be applied to avoid double counts in these two data streams. Third, as
street or city counts do not usually record clients’ personal data, data generated in
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those counts cannot be combined with the other data sources identified above.
They can, at best, supply a snapshot of the current number of people sleeping on
the street in cities or regions willing to take part in street or city counts. A shared
system for data collection, aggregation, and transfer across different data sources
must ensure seamless rollout among all participating social-service providers at
the organisational scale. After completing data collection, data ownership should
be transferred to agencies at federal provincial or national levels, who should then
aggregate data and control data consistency and quality. In a next step, data
collected from organisations can be combined with Central Population Register
data at the national level by introducing a unique personal identifier, avoiding
double counts. Street or city count data can complete this picture, even if these
cannot easily be combined with other data sources. In general, the system of data
generation, aggregation, and transfer should be accompanied by detailed legal
regulation on data ownership and data storage.

Data analysis and data use

After the collection and aggregation of data as well as the combination of data
sources, pooled data should be provided to state entities or independent research
institutions (to avoid political bias) for further analysis. Research interests of institu-
tions on different national and sub-national scales can be addressed and relevant
insights for policy design and evaluation can be derived at this stage. Key indicators
for different ETHOS Light categories, social sub-groups, or relevant policies can
be calculated, while insights can be generated for different cities, regions, or other
spatial contexts. In combination with legal provisions for data generation and
transfer, data ownership and use, as well as the communication of results, also
need to be regulated. Regular evaluation and revision of techniques, procedures,
and processes of measurement ensure the refinement of data generation
approaches over time.

Three Basic Models for the Measurement
of Homelessness in Austria

Centralised measurement model with nationwide rollout

In a centralised measurement model, an organising entity on the national level — a
government agency or an independent research institute — should plan and coor-
dinate data collection among the extended service network in all Austrian federal
provinces (see figure 2). This involves the realisation of a homeless count or the
harvesting of administrative data on the level of social-service organisations, the
aggregation of data on the national level by the centralised organising institution,
and the combination of collected data with Central Population Register data using
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a unique identifier. The competency to decide on administrative principles, technical
realisation, and rules for data management and aggregation lies with the central
organising institution, while the corresponding legal framework is to be passed by
legislative entities at the national and sub-national scale.

Data on service users is directly sourced with the relevant organisations via a
homeless count or the transfer of administrative data. Cooperation with national
and regional umbrella organisations is paramount to ensure broad collaboration
and participation in the social-service network. Participation on behalf of organisa-
tions can also be ensured by corresponding legal provisions. Data generated by
organisations is directly passed on to the centralised organising entity, where it is
checked for quality and consistency, and aggregated for different administrative
levels (municipalities, regions, federal provinces, and the nation state).

After relevant adaptations of data and follow-ups on data collection have been
concluded, organisation data should be pseudonymised using a unique identifier
to combine it with Central Population Register data. By combining the two data
streams, coverage of ETHOS Light categories and different regions in Austria can
be maximised. In addition, street counts in selected cities can provide a snapshot
of the number of rough sleepers, potentially including persons in different forms of
accommodation for people experiencing homelessness in a city count. Subsequent
data analysis is conducted by the central organising entity at the national scale.
Hermans (2023) and Demaerschalk et al. (2018) suggest data analysis by an inde-
pendent research entity to avoid political interference and potential bias. State
organisations, such as Statistik Austria, the Austrian national information manage-
ment institute, could also take this role. Detailed regulation on data ownership and
data storage is to ensure the lawful long-term use of data. The rights to data use
and the communication of results by organisations on different administrative levels
likewise must be regulated in advance.
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Figure 2: Centralised model with nationwide rollout (ISR)
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A measurement process carried out by a central state agency or an independent
research institute holds the advantage of unified management and decision-
making, hence reducing possibilities for governments of federal provinces to
interfere in the count. Legal provisions can be set out by national legislative bodies
and translation into federal provincial legislation can potentially be bypassed.
Centralised planning moreover facilitates interaction between research entities and
legislative bodies, speeding up the planning process as well as technical and
administrative implementation of the planned measurement processes.
Disadvantages can include reduced potential for networking on the federal provin-
cial level, or the possible exclusion of social services exclusively run by provinces
(e.g., hospitals). Furthermore, as social-service organisations for the homeless are
largely funded by federal provincial governments and are regulated via sub-national
legislation, no legal basis for obliging local organisations to take part in the count
exists ex ante.

De-centralised model with nationwide rollout

A de-centralised model for measuring homelessness in Austria may similarly be
planned and organised by a central entity on the national level (see figure 3). In this
model, federal provincial governments serve as local partners who organise the
data generation process in the network of social-service organisations via service-
based homeless counts or the collection of administrative data. National and
respective federal provincial legislation defines the role of organisations acting at
the national, federal provincial, and organisational scale. Clear legal provisions map
the data generation process at the organisational level, the transfer of data to
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federal provincial entities, the pooling and pseudonymisation of data, as well as the
transfer of aggregated data to the relevant national bodies. In contrast to the first
model, clear rules for data ownership, transfer, and storage need to be set out in
national laws and translated into federal provincial legislation in this model.

For consistent and comprehensive data gathering at the organisational scale,
federal provincial entities together with local umbrella organisations play a major
role for ensuring broad participation in the social-service network. Additionally,
social services or health services, run by federal provincial governments, should
take part in the count to maximise coverage. As federal provincial governments
fund large parts of these organisations’ activities, data exchange can be included
in revolving funding agreements.

After the data gathering phase, data must be collected by entities at federal provin-
cial level, where it is monitored for quality, consistency, and completeness. Missing
data can be followed up on and non-compliant organisations can be motivated to
supply data. Pooling different data sources, a unique personal identifier should be
applied at federal provincial level to avoid double counts. The pooled and pseu-
donymised data must then be transferred to entities at the national level, where
data streams from federal provinces should be checked for data quality and
consistency before being combined with Central Population Register data. Similar
to the centralised model, a national government agency or an independent research
institute should be tasked with data analysis. Data ownership rights and the rights
to publication of results are to be set out in detailed legal provisions.

Figure 3: De-centralised model with nationwide rollout (ISR)
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Ensuring cooperation of federal provinces can result in an even more extensive
coverage of the local homelessness situation, because data generated by organisa-
tions providing services for the homeless can be combined with data from different
institutions financed and run by federal provincial governments, such as hospitals
and psychiatric wards. One of the risks of a de-centralised approach is possible
non-participation by single provinces resulting in a partial national count. Another
risk involves the effort for communication and coordination: With an additional layer
of decision-making (federal provinces), complexity in the planning process can
increase significantly. The willingness of federal provinces to participate is, hence,
crucial for ensuring consistent outcomes and extensive coverage.

De-centralised model with partial rollout in some federal provinces

This third model takes potential resistance of governments in federal provinces and
their ongoing non-compliance with social-welfare legislation into account (see
figure 4). It is conceptually similar to the de-centralised model with rollout throughout
Austria, but in this case, data collection is only carried out in federal provinces that
are willing to participate. Planning and organisation are also executed by a national-
level entity, while the necessary legal provisions for data gathering, aggregation,
and storage have to be set forth in national and federal provincial law. Additionally,
the role of participating federal provincial governments needs to be specified in
detail. As in the nationwide de-centralised rollout, federal provincial organisations,
local networks of social-service, health, and social welfare organisations, as well
as umbrella organisations from the homeless sector ensure broad collaboration in
the data collection process. Funding agreements between social-service organisa-
tions and federal provincial governments can provide the legal basis for consistent
participation in the count.

Following the data generation phase, data should be forwarded to the respective
federal provincial organisations to be monitored for quality, consistency, and
completeness. Missing data can be followed up on and data sets can be completed
prior to pseudonymisation and data pooling at the federal provincial level.
Aggregated and pseudonymised data is then transferred to the centralised organ-
ising institution, combining it with central registry data and preparing it for analysis.
Street or city counts can, again, complete the picture in selected cities or regions.

While the scope of a selective measurement approach is limited and comprehen-
sive results can only be produced for certain parts of the country, the political
willingness to contribute can be more pronounced in participating federal provinces.
This may ensure closer cooperation between the network of social-service organi-
sations and federal provincial entities, and positively affect results. Also, social-
service organisations in certain federal provinces, such as Vorarlberg, Salzburg, or
Vienna, dispose of detailed knowledge on data gathering and have established
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extensive methods for data collection and analysis. Close cooperation with these
organisations can speed up the overall process of designing a measurement
approach. A clear disadvantage lies in the continuing fragmentation of Austrian
homelessness data, resulting in an incomplete picture on the prevalence and profile
of homelessness. This can negatively affect the realisation of a nationwide harmo-
nised strategy for combating homelessness. Exclusion from a unified measurement
approach can moreover reinforce stasis in non-compliant federal provinces.

Figure 4: De-centralised model with partial rollout (ISR)
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Policy Recommendations for Measurement Strategies
in a Federally Organised State

In this section we want to derive a number of policy recommendations for the creation
of a system for collecting homelessness data in federally organised states. The
recommendations formulated here are the synthesis of results from the previously
conducted expert interviews and the expert workshop. In a nutshell, recommenda-
tions are centred on the critical question of how different scales of the Austrian welfare
state can be integrated into an overarching system for measuring homelessness.

First, it is paramount to balance interests between actors and entities at
different levels of the Austrian welfare state. The strategic decision on how and
to which extent governments of federal provinces should be involved in the overall
design and implementation of measurement strategies can significantly influence
outcomes. Responsibilities and competencies furthermore need be to carefully
assigned to organisations on national and sub-national scales, according to the
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chosen measurement model. Accounting for power dynamics and potential
conflicts in the design process can ensure seamless rollout and data collection
during implementation. Finally, institutions at the organisational scale need to be
included in the study design process to guarantee their support and participation.
All this should be accompanied by an adequate allocation of financial resources,
know-how, and personnel to enable swift implementation.

The motivation and involvement of stakeholders and institutions at the sub-national
scale should lay the basis for subsequent networking activities, which are funda-
mental for ensuring broad support by organisations in the social-service
network, including umbrella organisations, as well as organisations run and
financed by federal provinces. As Hermans (2023) points out, creating awareness
on behalf of federal province and regional entities can be a substantial step towards
the realisation of homeless counts.

At the same time, clear and comprehensive legal provisions on the national
and sub-national levels should clarify rights and responsibilities of entities at
different scales in detail. Here, obligations to participate in the count can be defined
in legal terms and eventually be combined with funding agreements. These legal
provisions should include clear rules for data generation, transfer, ownership, and
storage. Ultimately, rights to data use and the communication of results also must
be specified in advance.

Rules and regulations for the entire data generation process, prescribed at
the national level and applicable to all participating actors and entities at different
scales, must also take into account different measurement techniques and their
implementation in a multi-method design. The complexity arising from combining
multiple measurement methods and data streams in different spatial and adminis-
trative contexts at different administrative levels of the nation state should be
compensated for by a unified data collection system, including a common data
format and seamless technical implementation, based on the necessary nationwide
legislation underpinning a unified national homelessness measurement regime.

When involving organisations and governments of different federal provinces with
different degrees of experience in measuring homelessness, knowledge can be
exchanged between federal provinces with extensive expertise and those with
little or none. This may also create awareness of the problem of existing homeless-
ness and increase motivation to know more about its extent and profile.

Finally, any chosen measurement approach should form part of a nationwide
strategy to combat homelessness that involves measurement and monitoring,
the creation of appropriate services and housing offers, as well as an ongoing effort
to end homelessness permanently. Here, the involvement of federal provinces,
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cities, and regions can incite new enthusiasm to re-think current approaches,
re-formulate policies, and re-consider political standpoints. Hence, a common
strategy to measure the extent and profile of homelessness can spark new interest
in the overall topic of preventing and counteracting homelessness at multiple scales
of the nation state.

Conclusion

The main aim of this paper was, first, to provide an overview of the current situation
regarding the measurement of homelessness in Austria, and, second, to develop
blueprints for a new, comprehensive measurement model.

In relation to the first aim, our analysis showed how the current extent and detail of
data collection, including data quality, cycles of data exchange, and the number of
involved organisations, vary significantly between different federal provinces on the
one hand and different scales of the Austrian nation state on the other.

The amount and detail of data produced in federal provinces depend on (1) the
willingness and interest of federal provincial governments to record data, (2) funding
agreements underlying the data exchange between social-service organisations
and federal provincial governments, and (3) means and methods used to collect
and exchange data between different organisations and government entities. Our
analysis revealed that subject-based funding agreements result in extensive
coverage of and high data quality related to all recorded service users at any given
point in time. In the case of object-based funding, it is aggregated and anonymised
data on service users that is forwarded to federal provincial entities at predeter-
mined intervals. Depending on funding agreements, different data in different
qualities are recorded for different ETHOS Light types. The use of recorded data
also varies significantly, ranging from detailed strategising for a large homeless
population in Vienna, to the complete omission of homelessness in official social
reports, e.g., in Salzburg or Burgenland (Amt der Burgenléndischen Landesregierung
Abteilung 6 — Soziales und Gesundheit, 2021; Land Salzburg, 2022). This demon-
strates how political decision-making and data collection are entwined on different
levels and how they lead toward different outcomes.

Additionally, different measurement techniques at different national and sub-
national scales of the nation state produce different types of data in varying quality.
Current measurement techniques include (1) Central Population Register data at
the national scale, (2) data on service users under subject- and object-based
funding at the scale of federal provinces, and (3) administrative data, ‘extended
service-based counts’, and data produced by street work or street counts at the
organisational level. As described above and mentioned by Demaerschalk et al.
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(2018), each of these methods entails certain strengths and weaknesses and covers
different expressions of the ETHOS Light Typology. Ultimately, a combination of
these methods in a multi-method design can maximise overall coverage and
produce the most detailed results.

Regarding the second aim, we devised three models for measuring homelessness
in Austria: (1) a centralised model with nationwide rollout, (2) a de-centralised model
with nationwide rollout, and (3) a de-centralised model with partial rollout. The
choice of model will ultimately depend on inherent contextual factors in different
federal provinces, on the willingness of provincial governments to participate in the
count, on the perspective and goals of the central government, and on the overall
strategy for involving social-service organisations. However, coordination and
networking, data management and data storage, as well as data analysis and data
use have been identified as three main strategic areas that must be considered
during decision-making on overall measurement strategies.

To summarise, the complexities arising from the fragmentation of the administrative
and legal landscape in federally organised countries can be overcome by taking
clear decisions on roles and responsibilities of stakeholders and entities at different
national and sub-national levels. Involving relevant stakeholders at different scales
according to the chosen overall measurement model can facilitate implementa-
tion and increase compliance during data generation. A clear legal framework for
data collection, data aggregation, and data usage, taking into account the role of
different stakeholders and organisations at different scales, will be paramount for
the seamless realisation of a nationwide homelessness measurement plan. Overall
measurement needs to be undergirded by adequate technical, financial, and human
resources to be distributed between entities at different scales. By aligning legal
provisions with the roles of social-service organisations and government entities,
and furthermore with the overall model of measurement, compensation schemes,
and data generation, and by carefully calibrating these with the interests of federal
provinces, the fragmentation of data on homelessness in Austria can potentially be
overcome, which could result in a tentative blueprint for other countries to follow suit.

Acknowledgment: This project was commissioned by the Austrian Federal Ministry
for Social Affairs, Health, Care and Consumer Protection.
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