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Based on data from the 2009 survey, the Texas Homeless Network produced  
the following estimates of the homeless population on any given day  
in the Balance of State regions: 
 

- More than 10,636 people who are experiencing homelessness can be 
found living in shelters, temporary housing, and on the streets. 
 

- 889 families with dependent children are either unsheltered or are in 
emergency shelters or transitional housing programs. 3,780 
individuals are in these families, for an average size of 4.3 persons 
per household. 

- 3,445 individuals are in emergency shelter or transitional housing,  
and 3,411 are unsheltered.  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Balance of State Survey on Homelessness was a point-in-time survey conducted 
on January 29, 2009, in 15 Texas regions that together make up The Texas Balance of 
State Continuum of Care (CoC).  Most Texas metropolitan areas have their own CoC 
which works to develop comprehensive community plans to organize and deliver 
housing and services to homeless people.  However, 190 of Texasô 254 counties are 
not covered by a metropolitan CoC group and therefore comprise the 15 regions in the 
Balance of State CoC.  Texas Homeless Network aided each of the 15 regions in 
developing project advisory committees to assist in identifying locations where people 
who are homeless are known to congregate, to recruit and train volunteers to administer 
the survey, and to provide other types of assistance and oversight.   
 
Throughout the one day established for the survey, more than 300 trained volunteers in 
the 15 regions administered the 35 question survey to people believed to be homeless.  
In total, 1,991 persons participated in the survey.  Sixty-two percent of respondents 
were in situations that would be defined as homeless under the HUD definition of 
homelessness while thirty-eight percent of respondents met the McKinney-Vento 
definition of homelessness.    
 
Research questions included demographic characteristics of persons who are 
homeless, the circumstances surrounding their homelessness, and services needed 
and received by them. 
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Other key findings include: 
 

- 27% of those surveyed indicated that dependent children made up part of their 
household; 

- 57% indicated that their current episode of homelessness was the first time they 
had been without permanent housing in the last three years if not the first time in 
their lives; 

- since the previous point-in-time survey in 2007, the number of respondents who 
identified themselves as African American increased 69%; 

- there is a critical shortage of transitional housing options for persons and families 
who are homeless; and 

- services most available to those surveyed addressed immediate needs but did 
not address the root causes of homelessness ï unemployment and the inability 
to pay for housing. 

  
 
INTRODUCTION 
How many people are homeless in Texas anyway?  That seems like an obvious 
question but the answer is less so. Definitions of homelessness and strategies for 
getting information are complex, diverse and variable.  For many, homelessness is a 
relatively temporary circumstance rather than a permanent condition.  Texans may find 
themselves homeless as a result of a crisis ï an eviction, job loss, domestic violence, 
chronic disability, natural disaster or sudden illness.   
 
Researchers use different research methodologies to help us better understand the 
frequency and nature of homelessness.  Prevalence strategies seek to find out how 
many people have been homeless at some point during a given period of time.  Point-in-
time surveys provide snapshot views of homelessness on a specific day.  Both 

methodologies have their advantages.   
 
Definitions of homelessness vary as well.  Most would agree that a person with mental 
illness sleeping in an abandoned building is homeless but what about the battered 
woman and her child who are staying in a domestic violence shelter?  Is the 
unemployed man recently evicted but staying on the sofa at a friendôs house considered 
homeless?  How about the family whose home was destroyed in a hurricane staying in 
a short-term hotel paid for by government assistance?   
 
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) defines homelessness 
as ñlacking fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residenceò and reliance on 
residences that are intended to be temporary.1  The McKinney-Vento definition includes 
these components but also counts those living temporarily with family or friends.2 

                                                
1 HUD, 3.31.09 http://www.hud.gov/homeless/definition.cfm 
2 McKinney-Vento is the primary piece of federal legislation dealing with the education of children and youth experiencing 

homelessness in U.S. public schools. It was reauthorized as Title X, Part C, of the No Child Left Behind Act in January 2002.   

National Center for Homeless Education at the SERVE Center, http://www.serve.org/nche/m-v.php. 
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Simply finding those who fit the definition of homeless ï whatever definition is being 
used ï in order to participate in a survey or in some other way to be counted is 
challenging.  Most research is conducted at locations known to be frequented by people 
who are homeless.  Institutional locations include places such as shelters and soup 
kitchens and non-institutional locations include the streets, parks or abandoned 
buildings where homeless persons are known to congregate.  More difficult to identify 
are those who are staying temporarily with family or friends or in hotels, those living in 
cars, those living in places not known to or accessible to researchers, and those who, 
for whatever reason, simply do not want to be located.  For these reasons data on 
homelessness are usually considered to be underestimates.   
 
As the only statewide homeless advocacy organization in Texas, Texas Homeless 
Network (THN) has made several efforts to assess the size and characteristics of the 
homeless population in Texas to inform policy-makers and service providers. Questions 
posed by students, interested individuals, legislators, and advocacy groups have been 
inadequately addressed due to the lack of a coordinated, statewide data collection effort 
focused on homelessness in Texas. Over the past ten years, THN has worked to 
address this issue, refining its methodology and adding to what is known about the 
problem of homelessness in Texas.  
 
METHODOLOGY 
Most Texas metropolitan areas have their own Continuum of Care group which works to 
develop comprehensive community plans to organize and deliver housing and services 
to people experiencing homelessness.  However, 190 of Texasô 254 counties are not 
covered by metropolitan CoCs and therefore comprise the 15 region Balance of State 
CoC.   
 
Texas Homeless Network conducted this ñBalance of State Survey of Homelessnessò to 
gather detailed information on issues related to homelessness in this Continuum of 
Care region. Research questions included identifying the number of people who are 
homeless, their demographic characteristics, and services needed and received by 
them. 
 
Using point-in-time survey methodology, data were collected on January 29, 2009, in 
each of the 15 Texas regions that together make up the Balance of State CoC. 
   
Each of the 15 regions were aided in developing project advisory committees to assist 
in identifying locations where homeless persons are known to congregate, to identify 
volunteers to administer the survey, and to provide other types of assistance and 
oversight.   
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More than 300 trained volunteers in the 15 regions visited the identified service and 
outdoor areas known to be frequented by persons who are homeless (the ñknown 
locationò methodology3) to administer the 35 question instrument. Volunteers filled out 

the surveys based on oral answers given by participants.  Children were counted 
through surveys administered to their parents but did not participate in the survey itself.   
 
In total, 1,991 persons participated in the survey, and were inclusive of the variety of 
persons who are homeless that service providers assist. 
 
Figure 1 illustrates the 15 regions that make-up the Balance of State CoC group, the 
number of surveys gathered from each region, and the percentage of data collected 
from each region.  
 
Figure 1: Survey Participants by Geographic Area in Balance of State CoC 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                
3
 The ñknown locationò methodology, also referred to as the Burt system refers to a counting / data collection method 

developed by Martha R. Burt of The Urban Institute.  As previously described, it involves identifying and visiting 
places where the homeless or known or believed to congregate.  The method is described in Practical Methods for 
Counting the Homeless: A Manual for State and Local Jurisdictions, 2

nd
 Edition by Martha R. Burt. 
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FINDINGS AND RESULTS 
This section presents key findings from the 2009 survey in three parts:  
 

I. Close-up of Balance of State gives a broad picture of homelessness in the 

15 region Continuum of Care group ï the reasons people become homeless, 
remain homeless, the number and makeup of households involved, and 
where homeless people are from;  

II. Face of the Homeless looks at individual characteristics such as age, race, 

income, barriers to employment and education; and  
III. Resources for the Homeless examines needs identified by respondents and 

the degree to which those needs are being met.   
 
As appropriate, trends, regional differences and changes from the 2007 survey are 
noted, along with policy and program implications. Note: Percentages were rounded for 
clarity and some questions permitted more than one answer. Not all data total 100%. 
 

I. Close-up of Balance of State 
 
On the night of January 28, 2009, San Marcos was experiencing patchy ice with 
temperatures in the teens.  Sherman fared better with higher than normal temperatures 
ï nearly 70 earlier in the afternoon.  Abilene had been hit with an ice storm the day 
before, severe enough to close schools and generate newspaper articles about driving 
carefully and defensively.  For Fabian in Huntsville, temperature swings and icy roads 
had less to do with transportation and more to do with survival. Like an estimated 
10,636 people in the Balance of State CoC, Fabian was homeless on January 29, when 
the 2009 point-in-time survey was conducted.  
 

Using population figures for the 190 counties that made up the 15 region Balance of 
State CoC, Table 1 shows the estimated number of people who are homeless, 

according to data gathered from the 2009 survey.  
 
Table 1. Estimated number of people who are homeless in Balance of State CoC 
 

Balance of State Area* Population Homeless Estimate 

Alamo 477,848 609 

Deep East Texas 432,277 551 

Heart of Texas 459,387 586 

Northeast Texas (Texarkana) 640,578 817 

Panhandle (Lubbock) 599,261 764 

Rio Grande  
(Laredo, Harlingen, Brownsville) 

1,977,464 4,474 

Rural West Texas (Abilene, Midland, Odessa, 
San Angelo) 

825,314 645 

South Central Texas 674,127 860 

Texoma 259,737 331 

Totals 6,345,993 10,636 
*For this analysis, the data from the 15 regions that comprise the Balance of State Continuum of Care is presented 
in nine geographic areas. 5 
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Figure 2. Where People Spend the Night 

Where people who are homeless stay the night 
When asked ñWhere did you spend the night last night?ò 62% of respondents were in 
situations that would be defined as homeless under the HUD definition of homelessness 
while 38% met the broader McKinney-Vento definition of homelessness.    
 
As shown below in Figure 2, more than half of the respondents interviewed were 

staying either in an emergency shelter (26%) or with family or friends (26%). Seventeen 
percent spent the night either in transitional housing (10%) or in a domestic violence 
shelter (7%), facilities that generally limit the length of time a person can stay. A 
troubling 15% spent the night on the street.   
 

 
Since some surveys were conducted in soup kitchens, not all respondents met the HUD 
definition of homeless. For example, of the 17% in the ñOtherò category, only 5% met 
the HUD definition. That fact explains why the most common location given by those 
whose response fell into the ñOtherò category was a ñhomeò or ñcasa.ò ñOtherò 
responses included missions and churches, as well as ñunder a bridge,ò tents, trucks 
and ñU-haul trailers.ò  
 
Frequency and duration of homelessness 
Almost 30% of those surveyed reported being homeless for more than a year with 4% 
indicating that they had been homeless for more than a decade.  Thirty percent 
indicated that they had been homeless for less than a month.  The median number of 
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Figure 3. Reasons for Homelessness

Became homeless Remain homeless

days respondents had been homeless was 150; on average a little more than two years.  
Many of those surveyed met the HUD definition of a ñchronically homeless person.ò4   
The median number of days parents with children were homeless was found to be 77 
(2.5 months) and an average of 299 days (nearly 10 months). 
 
For most respondents (57%) their current situation was the first time they had been 
homeless in the previous three years.  Eighteen percent reported that they had been 
continuously homeless for a year or more. The remaining 25% had experienced 
intermittent homelessness (two to four episodes) within the previous three years.   
 
Almost 31% of those surveyed indicated that they had experienced another separate 
homeless episode within the previous twelve months.   
 
Reasons for becoming and remaining homeless 
Figure 3 shows that for almost half of respondents, unemployment was the reason cited 
for their homelessness and for 60% unemployment was the reason they remain 
homeless.  For almost one-third of respondents, becoming homeless was the result of 
more than one factor.    
  

                                                
4
 A ñchronically homeless personò is defined by HUD as an unaccompanied homeless individual with a disabling 

condition who has either been continuously homeless for a year or more OR has had at least four (4) episodes of 
homelessness in the past three (3) years.  In order to be considered chronically homeless, a person must have been 
sleeping in a place not meant for human habitation and/or in an emergency homeless shelter.  A disabling condition 
is defined as ña diagnosable substance use disorder, serious mental illness, developmental disability, or chronic 
physical illness or disability, including the co-occurrence of two or more of these conditions.  An episode of 
homelessness is a separate, distinct, and sustained stay on the streets or in an emergency shelter.  A chronically 
homeless person must be unaccompanied and disabled during each episode. 
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Household size and the number of  
children in homeless households 

remained stable between  
2007 and 2009.  Household size 
was 2.76 persons in 2009 versus 

2.71 in 2007.   
The average number of children 

was 2.3 in 2009  

and 2.2 in 2007. 

 
Most respondents became                                       

homeless in the city where they 
were surveyed.  Less than 10% 

came from another Texas county 
after becoming homeless and less 

than 5% came from another state or 
country after becoming homeless.  

The data contradicts the notion that 
the homeless tend to gravitate to 

communities that offer more 
services or are located in more 

favorable climates. 

 

Mobility of people who are homeless 
When asked how recently they had moved to the 
city where they were currently living and being 
surveyed, 14% reported having moved in 2009, 
33% had moved sometime in 2008 and 28% had 
moved sometime between 2000 and 2007.  
Another 8% had moved to the city in the 1990s 
and 16% prior to 1990.  The majority of 
respondents were not homeless at the time they 
moved. 
  
Household Makeup  
While the majority of the homeless households 
are made up of individuals (61%), 27% of 
households have dependent children.  Only 12% 
of respondents reported being part of a couple 
with no children or in some other kind of 
household situation.   

 

Households with children have either 
one (31%), two (34%) or three children 
(21%) aged 18 or under. Less than 
10% of families have more than four 
children under the age of 18. 
  
When asked the question ñHow many 
adults are in your familyò 48% 
responded ñoneò and 39% responded 
ñtwo.ò  Less than 1% reported more 
than five adults in their family.  As 
these figures appear to differ from 
household descriptions, it may be that 

respondents were unclear as to the definition of household versus family and that 
respondents were identifying adult family members who were not currently homeless 
with them.  For example, a married woman living 
in a shelter for battered persons may have 
reported her husband as being a member of her 
family although he is not homeless.   
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Figure 4. Household Demographics

2009 2007

Figure 4 shows how household demographics have changed in the two years since the 
2007 point-in-time survey. 
 

 
Children Who are Homeless 
Limitations inherent in the survey methodology may not have fully captured the number 
of children who are homeless. There are three reasons for this: 
 

1. The 2009 point-in-time survey primarily focused on respondents who meet the 
HUD definition of homelessness. Other research suggests that the majority of 
families with children experiencing homelessness meet the McKinney-Vento 
Education definition of homelessness rather than HUD. 

 
2. By using the ñknown locationsò methodology, data collection was limited to the 

survey of locations where advocates know people experiencing homelessness 
congregate. These locations do not include households where the majority of 
homeless families (according to the McKinney-Vento Education definition) reside, 
that is, in doubled up situations or in hotel/motels - the second most common 
residence of homeless families. 

  
3. With the majority of communities covered in the Texas Balance of State CoC 

located in rural areas, there are fewer social service sites where homeless 
individuals and families could be administered this survey.  
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To improve its data collection in the 2010 point-
in-time survey, THN is already coordinating with 
the Texas Homeless Education Office (THEO) 
and Region 105, who together with the Texas 

Education Agency (TEA), manage the stateôs 
efforts to count students in homeless situations.   
 
The 2007- 2008 school year marked the first 
year that TEA required districts to submit data 
on the numbers of students in homeless 
situations by grade level and primary nighttime 
residence.   
 
Nearly 54,000 students were reported by public schools as experiencing 
homelessness at some point during the year.  Officials believe this count is quite 

low, especially given that over 670 schools reported zero homeless students. Region 10 
and THEO are focusing efforts on improving the identification and reporting process in 
the 2009 - 2010 and 2010 - 2011 school years. 
 
 By collaborating with THEO, Region 10 and TEA, Texas Homeless Network hopes to 
collect better information on school children meeting the McKinney-Vento Education 
definition of homelessness and thus better serve this vulnerable sub-population. 
 

  

                                                
5
 Region 10 is the Education Service Center that provides funding for homeless advocacy initiatives. 
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II. Face of the Homeless 
 
Gender 
According to survey data, 55% of the respondents were male and 45% female.  These 
figures remain consistent from the 2007 data but as compared to 1999 data which 
showed men as making up 65% of the homeless versus 35% women, it appears that 
men and women are becoming more equally likely to experience homelessness. 
 

Age 
As shown in Figure 5, half of all respondents directly surveyed were aged 36 to 55.   
The median age in 2009 is 43 as compared to 40 in 2007.  
 

Although almost 14% of respondents were homeless by the time they were 19, the 
mean and median age of first time homelessness was 36.   
 

 
 

Race 
Sixty-seven percent of respondents identified themselves as White and 27% as 
Black/African American, as shown in Table 2.   
 

Table 2. Respondents by Race 
 

White (includes those with Hispanic ethnicity) 67% 

Black/African American 27% 

Asian <1% 

American Indian/Alaska Native 1% 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander <1% 

American Indian/Alaska Native and White 1% 

Black/African American and White 1% 

American Indian/Alaska Native and Black/African  American <1% 

Other Multi-Racial 3% 

18 and under
4% 19-25

9%

26-35
20%

36-45
25%

46-55
26%

56-65
12%

66+
4%

Figure 5. Age of Respondents
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