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•	 Household surveys are key to monitoring a post-2015 agreement, but attention is needed to 
include populations living outside traditional households.

•	 These surveys typically exclude some populations, who can be difficult to identify and interview, 
and may be relatively powerless. 

•	 Including all populations is important – all people have a right to be counted and excluded 
groups may be particularly important.

•	 Recommendations include expanding or supplementing household surveys, improving 
administrative data, and using new technology – which also has other positive spill-overs.
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1 Introduction 
The 2013 call of the High Level Panel on Post-2015 for a ‘data revolution’, echoed in the 2014 report of the Independent 
Expert Advisory Group (IEAG), has given renewed impetus to data collection efforts to ensure that ‘no one is left 
behind’.1 Household surveys are the workhorse of millenium development goal (MDG) data reporting efforts and this is 
likely to remain the case under a new post-2015 agreement. However, because these instruments focus on the household 
as the unit of data collection, they generally exclude people living in other settings – be it on the streets, in refugee camps, 
in residential care homes or in correctional facilities – and those who are highly mobile. Our analysis of living standards 
and of well-being, therefore, reflects these exclusions. 

This briefing considers who is excluded and why, the potential costs of such exclusion for monitoring and policy, and 
ways it could be redressed. For illustrative purposes we focus particularly on groups of individuals in institutions – namely 
old age homes and correctional facilities – and people who are homeless, as these categories have universal relevance. 

2 Who is excluded?
National statistics offices often collect data through household surveys; however, their population coverage is 
incomplete.2 Individuals who do not live in households – institutionalized populations, as well as homeless, 
geographically mobile3, and displaced individuals are not always4 represented in national-level data.5 Some of these 
groups are covered in the censuses of developed countries, but not in the census reports of many – or most – developing 
countries.6 Overall, it is estimated that worldwide, some 300 to 350 million people may be missing from survey sampling 
frames, either by design (at least 45%), i.e., omitted altogether, or in practice, because they are likely to be undercounted.7 
Reliable numbers on homelessness are difficult to come by, but one estimate suggested at least 100 million in 2003; some 
20 million people may be in hospitals or care homes at a given time; while the prison population is judged to be about 10 
million.8 

3 Why are people excluded?
Practical and political difficulties impede the inclusion of non-household groups9 in surveys. Censuses, in principle, should 
cover all people although there are omissions in practice, but this is ‘not possible for household surveys’ and exclusions 
are particularly salient in developing countries where omitted groups are likely to be larger.10 The first technical constraint 
is survey sampling – most surveys in social science are based on cluster sampling,11 where households constitute the 
primary sampling units and those outside households are excluded de facto.12,13 

Transient groups such as homeless (and displaced) populations pose a particular challenge for statistically 
representative sampling.14 Moreover, “the episodic and transient nature” of homelessness makes it difficult to research, 
or to obtain accurate estimates of its prevalence.  Displaced people are not counted in annual censuses because they are 
not considered part of any nation’s population, and are therefore excluded from survey sampling frames.  In more specific 
cases, such as the elderly residing in institutions, additional complications include physical and/or mental issues that may 
prevent participation in a survey. 

1	 UN High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the post-2015 Development Agenda. A New Global Partnership: Eradicate Poverty and Transform 
Economies through Sustainable Development. Report to UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon, 2013. A world that counts: Mobilising the data revolution 
for sustainable development. Report prepared at the request of the United Nations Secretary General by the IEAG on a Data Revolution for Sustainable 
Development, November 2014.

2	 Angus Deaton, The Analysis of Household Surveys: A microeconometric approach to development policy (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1997). 

3	 According to Hunter and Smith, it is notoriously difficult to survey geographically mobile populations, especially in a cross-cultural context such as 
Australia. See B. H. Hunter and D.E. Smith, “Surveying Mobile Populations: Lessons from recent longitudinal surveys of indigenous Australians,” 
Australian Economic Review 35(2002): 262. 

4	 In the UK and in twenty countries contacted by the ONS, non-household groups are covered once every 10 years in population censuses. See Theodore 
Joloza, Non-Household Groups Position Paper, Office for National Statistics, accessed July 1, 2014, http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/measuring-
equality/equality/equality-data-review/non-household-groups--position-paper.pdf. 

5	 Deaton, The Analysis of Household Surveys.

6	 Roy Carr-Hill, Measuring Inequalities; The Population Denominator Problem, “Addressing Inequalities” Global Thematic Consultation - Call for 
Proposals for Background Papers, Oct 2012, accessed July 24, 2014, http://www.worldwewant2015.org/pt-br/node/290342.   He adds that coverage of 
urban slum dwellers and undeclared poor servants resident in the households where they work may be patchy. 

7	 Roy Carr-Hill, “Missing Millions and Development Progress,” World Development 46 (2013), p. 30-44. These global estimates exclude the homeless, 
those in fragile or disjointed households nor those in areas where there are security risks.

8	  Respective sources are UNHCS 2003, Carr-Hill, and Walmsley (2003), all cited in Carr-Hill, Missing Millions.
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Because non-household groups constitute a 
small proportion of the total population, at least in 
richer countries – in the UK, an estimated 2% of the 
population,15 and in the US only 3%16 – they are unlikely 
to register highly on political agendas. An illustrative 
case concerns the institutionalized elderly. Across several 
European countries where the elderly typically constitute 
an important share of the demographic structure,17 the 
institutionalized elderly account for between 1% and 7% 
of the population aged 65 and above (Figure 1). Although 
data are selective and outdated, in developing regions such 
as Latin America, these figures appear to be even smaller 
– possibly for cultural reasons (i.e., it may not be socially 
acceptable to place the elderly in institutions), as well 
as demographic factors, as some of these countries have 
predominantly young populations.18 

Estimates of the size of transient populations are much 
more opaque. While in the United States, an estimated 
0.5% of the total population were estimated to be 
homeless in 2008,19 figures are likely to be significantly 
higher in developing and underdeveloped countries where 

poverty is much more extensive,20 though this may be 
offset by a stronger reliance on family ties.21 Nevertheless, 
providing accurate estimates on the extent of homelessness 
in developing countries is complex. Because the most 
comprehensive studies on homelessness have been carried 
out in developed countries – mainly the US, Canada and 
the UK – the definitions and typologies that have been 
created are generally not adequate for understanding the 
phenomenon in developing countries.23 For example, while 
in some industrialized countries, lack of adequate housing 
may be included in the definition of homelessness, this is 
not the case in developing countries, where squatter housing 
and informal settlements are much more common. If 
anything, in the case of developing countries, it is necessary 
to ‘delink’ the concepts of homelessness and inadequate 
housing to obtain a better understanding of the former.24 

An important study by CARDO (2003)25 provides some 
estimates of the number of homeless people in developing 
countries using country-specific definitions.26 These figures 
vary from approximately 32,000 homeless individuals in 
Bangladesh27 for the year 1999, which constituted 0.02%28 
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9	 The term used to identify the excluded population varies by country. We follow the UK Office of National Statistics (ONS) which uses “non-household 
groups” to refer to individuals who are either homeless or live in communal settings, including establishments for health and care, access-restricted, 
educational and managed residential establishments, and other miscellaneous establishments and groups. See Joloza, Non-Household Groups.

10	 Carr Hill, Missing millions, p. 32-33. For omissions in censuses, see p. 33, Table 2. 

11	 Cluster sampling constitutes a technique where the whole population is divided into clusters, or groups, and a random sample of the clusters is selected. 
This method is used most often when a list of all the members of the population that the study targets cannot be obtained, but a complete list of groups of 
the population is available. It can also be used when random sampling produces a list of scattered subjects for which the administration of surveys would 
imply extremely high costs. See “Statistics Glossary,” University of Glasgow, accessed July 7, 2014, http://www.stats.gla.ac.uk/steps/glossary/sampling.
html. 

14	 OECD, Guidelines on Measuring Subjective Well-Being, accessed July 15, 2014http://goo.gl/svgpoY

15	 Martin Evans, Out for the Count: The incomes of the non-household population and the effect of their exclusion from national income profiles, Welfare 
State Programme Discussion Paper WSP/iii 1995, London: London School of Economics, cited in Tania Burchardt, Julian LeGrand and David Piachaud, 
“Social Exclusion in Britain 1991-1995,” Social Policy and Administration 33 (1999): 227-244. 

16	 According to the 2000 US Census. See National Research Council, Once, Only Once, and in the Right Place: Residence rules in the decennial census 
(Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2006).

17	 For the EU-27 countries, the proportion of people aged 65 years and over (as a share of the total population) was 17.8% in 2012. See Eurostat, European 
Social Statistics 2013 edition, accessed July 14, 2014, http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/publication?p_product_code=KS-
FP-13-001. 

18	 See United Nations Population Fund, The Case for Investing in Young People (New York: 2010).

19	 This figure is based on a one year estimate (October 2007-September 2008) of homelessness collected from shelter and transitional housing programs, in 
which it was found that 1.6 million individuals used shelters or transitional housing programs. See APA, Helping People without Homes. According to the 
World Bank, Health Nutrition and Population Statistics, the total population in the US in 2008 was 304,093,966.

20	 Graham Tipple and Suzanne Speak emphasize that there is a “lack of literature on homelessness in developing countries”, and current reviews of 
homelessness concentrate on developed countries. See Tipple and Speak, The Hidden Millions, 1.  

21	 22In a study of over 70 countries, Alesina and Giuliano find strongest reliance on family ties in Africa, Asia and Latin America, and the weakest ties in 
Germany, Netherlands and Northern Europe. See Alberto Alesina and Paola Giuliano, The Power of the Family, NBER Working Paper Series, accessed 
July 28, 2014, http://www.nber.orgpapers/w13051/pdf.

23	 CARDO Project, The Nature and Extent of Homelessness in Developing Countries, accessed July 18, 2014, http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/Output/180606/. 

24	 Graham Tipple and Suzanne Speak, The Hidden Millions: Homelessness in developing countries (New York: Routledge, 2009). 

25	 The study by CARDO in the School of Architecture, Planning and Landscape, at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne, set out to explore the nature and 
extent of homelessness in ten developing countries: Peru, Bolivia, South Africa, Zimbabwe, Ghana, Egypt, India, Bangladesh, Indonesia and China.

26	 The increase in the number of individuals living on the streets is forcing developing countries to define homelessness using different criteria, such as 
location, security of tenure, and quality of the housing. See Tipple and Speak, “Definitions of homelessness.”

27	 In Bangladesh, the homeless are defined as “floating population,” or people who are floating in public spaces without a roof over their head. The 
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) suggests an official definition of homelessness, which it uses for census purposes, as: “Floating population are the 
mobile and vagrant category of rootless people who have no permanent dwelling units whatever …and they are found on the census night … in the rail 
station, terminal, bus station, market, shrine, staircase of public/government buildings, open space, etc.”. This excludes the population living in slums and 
squatter settlements without access to adequate shelter..

http://www.stats.gla.ac.uk/steps/glossary/sampling.html
http://www.stats.gla.ac.uk/steps/glossary/sampling.html
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/publication?p_product_code=KS-FP-13-001
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/publication?p_product_code=KS-FP-13-001
http://www.nber.orgpapers/w13051/pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/Output/180606/


of the population, to 8.1 million in 1996 in the case of 
Egypt,29 representing 12.4%30 of that country’s population.  
The large differences in the numbers and shares of 
population considered to be homeless partly reflects 
differing definitions on what constitutes homelessness, 
and are also likely to be influenced by the ‘service statistics 
paradox’, meaning that countries acknowledging the 
problem and providing services for this population 
group are more likely to have higher and more accurate 

figures.31 Conversely, governments may have an incentive 
to conceal true figures, on the basis that recognizing the 
problem highlights a failure to provide adequately for their 
citizens.32

Finally, governments may seek deliberately to exclude 
certain marginalized groups from censuses (and thus 
surveys) for political ends – recent examples include in 
Myanmar, Afghanistan and India – a problem that can 

28	 Based on the number of homeless individuals, estimated at 32,078 in 1999 by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, divided by total population for 
Bangladesh for that same year, which was 129,966,823. Figure based on the “Health Nutrition and Population Statistics,” World Bank Data. 

29	 According to the Census of Egypt, individuals are considered homeless based on the quality of their housing. People living in marginal and unsuitable 
homes, including residents of shacks, kiosks, staircases, rooftops, public institutions and cemeteries are regarded as homeless.

30	 Based on the number of homeless individuals, estimated at 8.1 million in 1996 by the Census of Egypt, divided by total population for the country for 
that same year, which was 65,097,777. Figure based on the “Health Nutrition and Population Statistics,” World Bank Data. 

31	  CARDO Project, The Nature and Extent of Homelessness  

32	 Keith Jacobs, Jim Kemeny and Tony Manzy, “The Struggle to Define Homelessness: A constructivist approach,” in Homelessness: Public policies 
and private troubles, ed. Susan Hutton and David Clapham (London: Cassell, 1999), in Graham Tipple and Suzanne Speak, The Hidden Millions: 
Homelessness in Developing Countries  (New York : Routledge, 2009), 8. 
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Figure 1. Institutionalized elderly in select developed and developing countries as share of the elderly population (%)

Source: Author’s elaboration based on data from the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Health Data 2011 

and Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), Sistema Regional de Indicadores sobre Envejecimiento. 

Note: Data for developed countries represents the population aged 65 years and over as a percentage of total population aged 65 and above 

receiving long-term care in institutions for 2009. Data for Latin America represents the share of the population aged 60 and over as a percent-

age of total population aged 60 and above living in institutions for the elderly (asilos), drawing on the 2000 census round.



be amplified where census enumerators are government 
officials or police.33

4 Impacts of exclusion
Being excluded from household surveys is important 
intrinsically – all people have a fundamental right to be 
counted. The exclusion of groups is important too because 
they are arguably among the most vulnerable members 
of society,34 or in Carr-Hill’s words, the ‘poorest of the 
poor’.35 For example, in the US homeless people are more 
likely to be in poor physical health,36 while in Belgium, 
institutionalized pensioners were more likely to receive 
a means tested benefit and pensions were likely to be 
lower, compared with the non-institutionalized elderly.37 
The exclusion of certain groups therefore means that 
poverty rates and numbers, as well as other measures of 
deprivation, are relying on an incomplete sampling frame38 
leading to biased survey results.39 It follows that we have an 
incomplete picture of factors associated with various types 
of deprivation, complicating policy design and targeting.

There may also be large spill-over effects associated with 
a focus on excluded groups, even where they are relatively 
small. For instance, although relatively few people live 
in correctional facilities (Figure 2), knowing more about 
these individuals is especially relevant because they are 
associated with society-wide problems, such as high crime 
rates and/or societal discrimination. For example, in El 

Salvador, while the share of the population in correctional 
institutions accounted for 0.40% of the total population 
in 2011,40 the country had the second highest homicide 
rate in the world. In the US, racial and ethnic minorities 
make up 30% of the population but 60% of the prison 
population.41 Understanding more about individuals who 
are imprisoned could help to identify factors associated 
with crime commission and/or the likelihood of arrest, an 
especially relevant exercise where crime rates are higher, 
discrimination against certain groups is prevalent and an 
understanding of the prison population is limited. Our lack 
of knowledge of these populations makes adequate policy 
choices difficult.

5 Redressing exclusion: recommendations 
What approaches can be used to include non-household 
groups in nationally representative data collection? Some 
proxies can be used to estimate the number of people that 
are missed by censuses and household surveys, and through 
various technical fixes, it may be possible to reweight 
census counts in line with estimated omissions.42 But 
here we focus on ways of collecting survey data on these 
groups, both because of the intrinsic value of inclusion, and 
because of the importance of collecting data directly from 
excluded groups rather than making inferences about them.

Somewhat different strategies will be needed in the case 
of groups in institutions (who can be located more readily, 
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33	 Carr-Hill, Missing Millions, except Myanmar case which is described here: http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/09/04/dispatches-what-burmas-census-missed.

34	 Ruth Levitas et al., The Multi-Dimensional Analysis of Social Exclusion, Social Exclusion Task Force, accessed July 12, 2014, http://roar.uel.ac.uk/1781/1/
multidimensional.pdf. 

35	 Carr-Hill, Missing Millions.

36	 Compared with the general population, people living without homes have poorer physical health, including higher rates of tuberculosis, hypertension, 
asthma, diabetes, and HIV/AIDS), as well as higher rates of medical hospitalizations. See C. Zlotnick and S. Zerger, “Survey Findings on Characteristics 
and Health Status of Clients treated by the Federally Funded (US) Health Care for the Homeless Program,” Health and Social Care in the Community 
17 (2008): 18-26 and M.B. Kushel, E. Vittinghoff; and J.S. Haas, “Factors Associated with Healthcare Utilization of Homeless Persons,” Journal of the 
American Medical Association 285 (2001): 200-206, cited in APA, Helping People without Homes. 

37	 The results of a study of the elderly population in Belgium, which compares the characteristics of the institutionalized and the non-institutionalized 
populations, shows that institutionalized pensioners have significantly lower pensions than non-institutionalized pensioners, a difference of 148 euro on 
average. The study also finds that the percentage of pensioners receiving means-tested benefits is underestimated by 9.5% if only non-institutionalized 
pensioners are considered (5.3% vs. 5.9%). The underestimation of this risk is even more pronounced in the age group over 85 years old (17.6%). See 
Peeters, Debels and Verpoorten, “Excluding Institutionalized Elderly,” 757-758.

38	 Carr-Hill, Measuring Inequalities. 

39	 For example, Carr-Hill shows that inequalities in access to piped water, recorded as between 64% in the bottom quintile and 94% in the top, may in fact 
be between 0% and 67% if missing populations were included in urban Sub-Saharan Africa. See Carr-Hill, Missing Millions.

40	 Share of the population computed using the following information: Share of population in correctional facilities (%)   =    Persons in correctional facilities	
/Total population. The persons in correctional facilities obtained from UNODC 2011. See UNODC, Total Persons Held in Prisons, Penal Institutions or 
Correctional Institutions, accessed July 13, 2014, http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/statistics/data.html. The total population obtained 
from the World Bank for the year 2011. See World Bank Health Nutrition and Population Statistics (Health Stats), “Total Population”, accessed July 13, 
2014, http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/health-nutrition-and-population-statistics. 

41	 Center for American Progress, The Top 10 Most Startling Facts About People of Color and Criminal Justice in the United States: https://goo.gl/hCKxti

42	 See Carr-Hill, Missing Millions.

http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/09/04/dispatches-what-burmas-census-missed
http://roar.uel.ac.uk/1781/1/multidimensional.pdf
http://roar.uel.ac.uk/1781/1/multidimensional.pdf
http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/health-nutrition-and-population-statistics
http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/health-nutrition-and-population-statistics


and where administrative data will be more salient), and for 
transient/homeless populations. Overall, three options present 
themselves, which may be more or less relevant in particular 
country contexts and depending on the group in question:

OPTION 1 – include non-household groups in censuses 
and survey 
One option is for survey bodies to approach institutions 
– correctional facilities, institutions for the elderly as 
well as homeless shelters – and seek their cooperation in 
data gathering for census enumeration and household 
surveys. In fact, the National Research Council of the 
United States suggests that in order to achieve total 
coverage of the population, the Census Bureau should 
“aggressively pursue partnerships with relevant authorities 
and streamline processes by which institution staff may be 
sworn in as census agents for purposes of administering 
questionnaires”.43 This would involve treating household 
and non-household populations in the same way, 

distributing questionnaires to be filled out by respondents 
belonging to non-household groups.44 

An alternative method to include all the non-household 
groups would be to implement targeted surveys for 
excluded groups – though cost may be a factor and results 
may be difficult to integrate.45 Figures from these surveys 
could then be aggregated to data from household surveys,46 
or presented alongside such data.

A notable challenge is to address transient groups, 
notably homeless and displaced persons.  Two methods 
are in use to account for homeless people: the first consists 
of point-in-time counts, through which people without 
homes are counted on one specific night.47 Individuals 
without homes who congregate in locations such as 
shelters, transitional housing programs and specific places 
of gathering, such as railroad stations and parks, are also 
considered.48 One shortcoming of this approach is that 
it still overlooks some people (namely those living in the 
homes of others, as well as in cars or in hard to reach 

43	 National Research Council, Once, Only Once. 

44	 Ibid.

45	 Carr-Hill, Missing Millions.

46	 Joloza, Non-Household Groups.

47	 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, The 2008 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress, accessed July 15, 2014, 
http://www.hudhre.info/documents/4thHomelessAssessmentReport.pdf, cited in APA, Helping People without Homes. 

48	 APA, Helping People without Homes. 
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Figure 2. Ten countries with the highest rate of persons in correctional institutions

Source: Rate of persons held from UNODC, Rate of Persons Held in Prisons, Penal Institutions or Correctional Institutions. Prison population 

as a percentage of total population calculated from total population data from World Bank, Health, Nutrition and Population Statistics and 

count of persons detained from UNODC, Total Persons Held in Prisons, Penal Institutions or Correctional Institutions. All data are for the year 

2011. 

http://www.hudhre.info/documents/4thHomelessAssessmentReport.pdf


locations),49 biasing estimates downward. For example, a 
point-in-time survey carried out in Indianapolis in 2013 
identified 1,599 homeless persons; however, a study from 
Indiana University and the Coalition for Homelessness 
Intervention and Prevention found that between 4,800 and 
8,000 people were homeless that same year.50 In addition, 
point-in-time counts often occur in January in the US, 
when cold weather might impede identifying homeless 
populations. Finally, a major limitation is that the main 
question included in point-in-time surveys –“where did 
you sleep last night?”, means that anyone who had access 
to a roof over their head on the night of the count is not 
considered homeless (this would exclude as homeless the 
individuals who are sleeping at their relatives’ or friends’ 
houses temporarily).51 

The other option for counting the homeless is known 
as period prevalence, and involves collecting data from 
institutions or organizations in charge of providing 
homeless-related services (such as soup kitchens and shelters) 
throughout the course of a year – but the data collected 
across these organizations are inconsistent and such surveys 
usually do not include all relevant organizations,52 or indeed 
individuals not connected to an organization. 

Despite their shortcomings, these methods have been 
used widely to estimate the number of homeless in the 
context of developed countries, and there is some evidence 
of similar methods being applied in developing countries, 
as in Bangladesh, in 1991, where census enumerators 

sought to measure the so-called ‘floating population’.53 
However, because of the intensity of resources required, 
purposive counting of homeless populations is relatively 
rare in developing countries.54 

OPTION 2 – use administrative data to supplement 
surveys
Because it would still be difficult to guarantee coverage 
of all excluded populations, it is advisable to complement 
and survey data with administrative data – particularly for 
institutional populations such as the elderly and those in 
correctional facilities.55,56 Because such data are collected 
as part of administrative processes rather than deliberately, 
there are concerns over their coverage, timeliness, validity 
and reliability.57 Administrative agencies must measure 
variables that are relevant to their duties, which may 
differ from those that are most adequate for statistical 
description and analysis.58,59 In addition, administrative 
data can be of questionable quality, mainly owing to 
varying institutional capacities.60 This is arguably a 
more significant problem in developing countries, where 
administrative data remain underused for statistical 
purposes due to weaknesses such as inconsistencies with 
standard statistical concepts and classifications, poor 
systems and processes, and inaccuracy.61 The converse is 
that developing administrative systems can also contribute 
to institution strengthening and service delivery.62 
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49	 Ibid. 

50	 http://policyinstitute.iu.edu/uploads/PublicationFiles/HomelessCount_2013_WEB.pdf. Another study in Oahu, Hawaii found that the point-in-time 
survey underestimated the city’s homeless population by at least 60 percent in 2013. See Mikel Livingston, “‘Point-in-Time’ Homelessness Count 
Left Unanswered Questions,” JConline Lafayette Journal & Courier, May 8, 2014, accessed July 29, 2014, http://www.jconline.com/story/news/
local/2014/05/08/homeless-in-greater-lafayette/8853493/. 

51	 Livingston, “‘Point-in-Time’ Homelessness.”

52	 Ibid. 

53	 The homeless and transient population found on the census night of March 12, 1991 during the hours of 00:00-5:00 AM at the bus stands, railway 
stations, terminals, boats, shrines, among other places, were categorized under the term “floating population”, a term that is used to define the homeless 
in Bangladesh. This method is similar to the point-in-time counts. See CARDO Project, The Nature and Extent of Homelessness. 

54	 Tipple and Speak, The Hidden Millions, 105.  

55	 Peeters, Debels and Verpoorten, “Excluding Institutionalized Elderly,” 766-767. 

56	 Joloza, Non-Household Groups.

57	 Eivind Hoffmann, “We Must Use Administrative Data for Official Statistics –but how should we use them?,” Statistical Journal of the United Nations 12 
(1995): 42., accessed July 19, 2014, http://www.oecd.org/std/36237589.pdf. 

58	 Hoffmann, “We Must Use Administrative,” 43.

59	 Asian Development Bank, Administrative Data Sources for Compiling Millennium Development Goals and Related Indicators, accessed July 20, 2014, 
http://www.adb.org/publications/administrative-data-sources-compiling-millennium-development-goals-and-related-indicato. 

60	 Laura Rawlings, “Who’s Afraid of Administrative Data? Why administrative data can be faster, cheaper and sometimes better,” World Bank Blogs, June 
26, 2013, http://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/whos-afraid-administrative-data-why-administrative-data-can-be-faster-cheaper-and-sometimes-
better.

61	 Asian Development Bank, Administrative Data Sources. 

62	 Alkire, S. and Samman, E., Mobilizing the household data required to progress toward the SDGs. SDSN Briefing Paper, 2014, New York: SDSN.

http://www.jconline.com/story/news/local/2014/05/08/homeless-in-greater-lafayette/8853493/
http://www.jconline.com/story/news/local/2014/05/08/homeless-in-greater-lafayette/8853493/
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Moreover, promising experiments are underway to link 
survey and administrative data.63

OPTION 3: Use new technology to identify transient 
groups 
Multiple projects, across the US in particular, aim to 
use new technologies to identify homeless populations. 
These tend to be small scale, as yet, so we provide some 
illustrative examples. Some are cheaper and more efficient 
ways of conducting point-in-time counts, while another 
demonstrates the potential of new technology to enable 
groups to contribute to their own enumeration and give 
feedback on services received:

•• In Ohio, the Code for Good Challenge brought together 
aspiring programmers to develop an app that uses 
a global-positioning system to automatically record 
locations when social workers visit a homeless camp.64 
Additional information, such as the number of homeless 
people at the location and whether there are children, 
pregnant women or ill persons, can also be recorded and 
shared with other agencies.65 

•• We Count in Seattle is a platform that includes a phone 
and web application to document homelessness and 
outreach efforts. The phone application generates 
reports that are automatically tagged with GPS and 
show icons based on the documented “living situation” 
of the individual (i.e., car, bench, doorstep, etc.).66 

•• In Santa Clara County, California, a new phone-
based tool allows homeless individuals to contribute 
information to the data system through their own 
stories and validate the reports that are being produced. 
The site itself will capture and interpret data, including 
the feedback of the homeless on the services they have 
received and their view on the extent to which those 
services have been helpful. The programme will explore 
ways of bringing smartphones to homeless communities 

and aim to create a platform accessible through any 
office or library.67

6 Conclusions 
Some of the poorest and most vulnerable groups are 
currently excluded from household surveys, and often, 
from censuses – a trenchant problem because we 
lack critical information to tackle poverty reduction 
and inequality, and because excluded groups lack 
information that they could potentially use to bring about 
improvements in their lives. Our focus is on people that 
are homeless (a broad and ill-defined category, particularly 
in a cross-national context), and those who live in certain 
institutions – namely older people and those who are 
imprisoned – who can be found in all societies. The reasons 
for their exclusion are both practical, to do with difficulties 
in sampling and access, but also political – governments 
may have interests in excluding some people, and some 
people may want to avoid being counted. 

Non-household groups can be accessed, as we have 
suggested – but this must be done deliberately. A range 
of methods exist, including expanding or supplementing 
household surveys, improving administrative data 
and using new technologies. The choice that is most 
appropriate will depend on the specific circumstances in 
each case. Implications are also conceptual and analytical 
– a shift from an exclusively household-based focus to 
explore more fully other institutions and interactions 
that shape people’s experiences. But the first hurdle to 
be overcome is capturing the data that are needed. This 
needs to be factored into consideration of how to improve 
data and monitor new post-2015 development goals, 
particularly with a view to ‘leaving no one behind’ – and 
considering the resources that will be needed for this. 

63	 Ibid.

64	 Bill Bush, “App to help track homeless,” The Columbus Dispatch, March 4, 2013, accessed July 20, 2014, http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/
local/2013/03/04/app-to-help-track-homeless.html. 

65	 Ibid.  

66	 “We Count,” Hack to End Homelessness, accessed July 29, 2014, http://www.hacktoendhomelessness.com/presentations/we-count.pdf. 

67	 Julia Burkhead, “Advocacy App Empowers Homeless to End Homelessness,” Knight Foundation, March 18, 2013, accessed July 29, 2014, http://opengov.
newschallenge.org/open/open-government/submission/advocacy-app-empowers-homeless-to-end-homelessness/. 
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