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Management Information Systems for
Collaborative Approaches to Homelessness

This report has been developed to provide an overview of management information system
(MI1S) options for a community-wide effort to address homelessness. We have researched
systems being used in communities throughout the U.S. to learn what the systems are capable of
doing, how particular communities are using these systems, what structures within each
community have enabled implementation of the system, and approximate costs. We looked at
over 20 different systems and communities, and we interviewed over a dozen system designers,
community leaders, and case managers. After careful review, we chose five homelessness M1Ss
to detail in this report. We also took what we learned from all our research and developed a
concluding section on “What Y our Community Will Need to Consider” if looking into
implementing a homelessness MIS.

This introductory section provides a framework for understanding the descriptions that follow.
While we have tried to write this report without a lot of technical jargon, it is important for the
reader to begin with some general knowledge about MISs, homel essness case management
options, and community-wide benefits and challenges.

What is an MIS?

Any “management information system” (MIS) today can be understood as away of collecting
and sharing information between people and across organizations through a computerized
database. In order for multiple people to add data to and get data from the same MIS, the system
is designed so that multiple computers can access it simultaneously. Therefore, most MISs are
either accessible via the Internet or they are saved on a locally-owned computer network to
which several computers are connected. An effective MIS provides a variety of benefitsto its
users:

= updates of data are automatically available to all users no matter where they work,

= reports can be generated which compile data from different sources, and

= security features prevent individuals from accessing data that is confidential.

MISs can also be designed with other functions besides just the database of information. For
example, they often are accompanied by a communication forum for users to talk to one another
(e-mail, bulletin boards, etc.) or apublicly accessible Web page that describes the organi zations
that are administering the MIS.

What Can an MIS for Homelessness Do?

An MIS that specifically deals with homelessness can be designed in many different ways. The
options are defined by what kinds of data a community wants to collect and how it wants to use
these data. Whereas some systems are relatively simple, the more complex systems present a
variety of choices to the community for what it wants the system to accomplish.

Basic Information and Referral
The simplest homelessness MIS offers static “information and referral” data (1&R), such as the
names and phone numbers of area shelters, transitional housing programs, and substance abuse
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treatment facilities. These basic I& R systems are often connected to a telephone hotline to refer
calersto services. The data are updated infrequently.

&R with Tracking of Referrals

&R systems that include some form of tracking allow users to collect a minimum amount of
data about the referrals they make. For example, the system may track the number of referrals
made for specific services, collect some demographics about the callers, or track whether or not
the caller followed up on the referral.

Case Management Within a Single Agency

One of the key values of a more complex homelessness MIS isto allow case management data
about an individual client to be entered into a computerized database. Such data might include
the client’s age, family status, income, history of services, current services, progress made, and
so on. When these data are collected inside a single agency, they provide a structured process
for following a client’s progress step-by-step, and they make it easier for the director to generate
reports, track outcomes for al clients, and track the use of funds for various services. (No longer
does the program director have to sit down every quarter with a pile of folders and do manual
counts.) This MIS can aso facilitate a team approach to case management where multiple case
workers in the same agency assist the same client. For instance, if one case worker in awomen’'s
shelter works with a mother, and another works with her child, the case workers can ensure more
timely and regular sharing of progress through the MIS.

Collaborative Case M anagement

For community-wide approaches to addressing homelessness, the ideal MIS is designed to share
case management data across multiple agencies. This allows information about a client’ s history
and progress to be seen and updated by case workers in different organizations so that a
comprehensive plan of services can address the complex needs of most clients.

Of course, any one agency could use an MIS that is designed for collaborative case management
without then sharing the data with other agencies (an issue we came across in some
communities). But collaborative case management systems ensure that all participating
organizations can enter data into the same MIS and have options for sharing that data if the
participants choose to do so.

These systems help communities address concerns about confidentiality of client data by
requiring user-names and passwords, by limiting each user’s access to only certain parts of the
database, and by using data encryption methods to prevent Internet hackers from seeing the
information. These are standard technologica solutions to how to make data confidential, but
the community will still have to work out its own plan for what data it is willing to share with
whom.

All of the systems described in this report are designed to enable collaborative case
management. These systems also allow data tracking and reporting to serve other purposes in
the community besides case management for individual clients. However, how these systems
function and how they are currently used by communities varies widely:
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» Horizontal Sharing: Many communities use a homelessness MIS only to share case
management data across organizations that provide the same types of services, such
as among all the shelters. This horizontal sharing reveals how an individual client has
used shelters in the past and what other services the shelters have recommended for
the client. It aso allows accurate and quick tracking of the number of users of
shelters in the community, and it can enable daily updates of shelter beds available.
Horizontal sharing, however, limits case management data to what the shelter case
managers know about the client’ s progress, and may not provide a complete picture
of the other services a client is pursuing.

» Vertical Sharing: Using an MIS across multiple agencies that provide different
services enables more comprehensive case management. For example, a shelter
director, amental health counselor, and ajob trainer can all access the same record
for “Joe Client,” see what services Joe has been receiving, and enter information
about Joe's progress and next steps. (Vertical sharing is aso the best use of an MIS
in a*one-stop shopping” service center that houses multiple agencies in the same
location.)

Vertica sharing is especially useful in generating accurate, timely data about the
community’s full system of homelessness services and how residents are using these
services. This use of a computerized system allows automatic counts of clients
accessing homelessness services, reports of system-wide outputs and outcomes, and
precise tracking of funds across agencies. More than a case management tool, then,
an MIS becomes a key resource for community planning, fundraising, collaborative
grants management, and system-wide governance.

» Extensive Sharing: The most extensive use of a homelessness MISisto allow not
only horizontal and vertical sharing of data within a community, but to connect the
MIS with other communities and/or a state-level system. This extensive sharing is
focused more on data tracking, reporting, and use of funds than on case management
for individua clients.

How Can a Community Benefit from a Homelessness MIS?

From these different descriptions, one can quickly conclude that the best choice of an MIS for
homel essness services depends greatly on what the community wants the MIS to do for them,
who iswilling to participate in using it, and what data will be collected. The benefits for the
community increase with the complexity of the system and the degree of collaboration that
supports its use.

Through our research on a variety of collaborative case management MISs, we have identified
several community-wide benefits:

= Provides an accurate and easily updated community-wide picture of how many people are
using what kinds of services with what results.

= Provides an accurate and easily updated community-wide picture of how much money is
being spent on homelessness services and for what results (i.e., the return on the investment).
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This can enable more appropriate resource alocation in the community and more efficient
use of funds.

= Allows the community to be more responsive to demands of public and private funders for
more accurate reporting of outcomes and use of funds.

= Builds the capacity of agencies and the community to know what they need to do and what
resources it takes to do it, and to use data to make a convincing case to funders.

» Reveals and prevents duplication of services.

= Allows service providers to engage together more as a community by enhancing
communication across agencies (and, thus, diminishing turf battles and distrust).

Most importantly, the MIS improves services to homeless people in the community, so that their
needs are more likely to be met, their lives are more likely to improve, and the problem of
homelessness across the community is reduced. A fully-functioning MIS increases clients
access to services, ensures faster and more appropriate services for individual needs, and allows
case managers to hold a client more accountable for the effort ¥he needs to make. In other
words, cross-agency collaborative case management, combined with better tracking of outcomes
and funds, responds directly to many of the frustrations that community members feel about the
ineffective and inefficient elements of the current system of fragmented homel essness services.

While these benefits are significant, our research also reveals the hard work and commitment
that goes into implementing a fully-functioning, collaborative case management MIS. The
stories we tell in the following pages—and the lessons |learned that we summarize at the end—
make clear that thisis not an effort to be taken lightly. To ensure the success of the system, a
community must we willing to invest time, energy, resources, and a willingness to change.

Many communities across the U.S., however, have been able to traverse the hurdles associated
with an effective MIS to put into place a high-quality system that is benefiting their

homel essness clients, service providers, and community. The MISs profiled in the following
case studies can all be purchased and implemented by other communities. We hope that the
descriptions of these systems and their use in particular communities will inform the decision-
making process in your community. In addition, the final section, “What Y our Community Will
Need to Consider,” discusses general lessons that all these case studies reveal about what is
involved in implementing a homelessness MIS.
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Compass
Atlanta, Georgia

Approximately twenty-five homelessness shelter and support service providersin Atlanta,
Georgia, use an MIS called Compass to facilitate collaborative case management in their
community. Compass was designed by Pathways Community Network, Inc., an Atlanta-based
nonprofit that formed specifically to help local homelessness service providers develop an MIS
that would meet their needs. Compass has been up and running in Atlanta since April 1999.
Pathways is now working to install Compass in other communities.

SYSTEM CAPABILITIES
The system is designed to enable the following activities:

For Case Management

= tracks client intake and assessment information, including client expenditures
= tracks services and referrals and their status

= allows shared and private case notes

For Direct Service Program Administration

= tracksthe availability of resources such as funding, bus tokens, and shelter space

= allows staff to attach messages to a client’ s file so that the client can be reached at any
agency ghe visits

= provides up-to-date accounting of the agency’ s assistance resources (e.g., transportation,
rental, or utility assistance) by their source

For Agency Administration
= generates individual agency and community-wide reports on clients and services, and for
specific loca funders

SYSTEM SECURITY FEATURES

Agencies cannot share information about a client without the client’s written permission. System
users are required to attend trainings about the rights of clients, privileged communication and
privacy, duty to warn and protect, ethical and legal ramifications of confidentiality, and ethical
and legally required professiona conduct. These trainings are provided by nationally certified
trainers who are former social service clients. All staff have passwords that identify what
information they can or cannot view, down to individual fields on asingle screen. Fields are
color-coded to reflect what is permissible to share.

HOW THE COMMUNITY USES COMPASS

The Atlanta community has succeeded in implementing this collaborative case management
system. Case managers know how to use the system; many enter their own data as they work
with clients or enter it promptly after meeting with the client. Data are shared across the
participating agencies, which represent a comprehensive set of services for homeless clients.

The successful use of Compass in this community stems from the establishment of Pathways
Community Network, Inc. in 1996. Pathways began as a collaborative of proactive, client-
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oriented service providers who were dealing with technological issues at their agencies in the
early 1990s. Asthey began to discuss developing a user-friendly, collaborative case
management system, their agencies and colleagues were eager to pursue the idea and facilitate
use of the system.

Pathways became a 501(c)(3) and hired a former case manager to be its Executive Director. The
organization then spent severa years planning for the system. Client surveys were conducted at
each agency to learn how clients felt about a system that shared their information; the response
was resoundingly positive. Forums were held to discuss and demonstrate the system to clients
and staff, and to use their feedback for improvements.

After Pathways installed Compass, they used a train-the-trainer model to equip agencies to use it.
One staff member in each agency was designated a * Pathways Point Person” who is responsible
for training hig’her colleagues, administering the system for his’her agency, and providing
technical support to users. This person can turn to Pathways for additional technical support.

Pathways continues to improve the Compass system through formal reviews of the community’s
technology needs. They regularly convene Board of Directors and Steering Committee
meetings, involving many agency directors and Pathways Point People, to examine the system,
discuss how it can better meet users needs, and explore the future of technology.

As atechnology collaborative, Pathways Community Network, Inc. does not serve a
coordinating or planning role for the community. The Compass system they support focuses on
enabling collaborative case management, comprehensively meeting a client’s needs, and
enhancing an individual agency’s capacity to do itswork. Thus, the Compass participants are
not currently using Compass data to generate aggregate reports to inform the community’s plans
about homelessness services or funding. However, individual agencies can and do generate the
reports they need by using forms designed by Pathways (in response to agency requests), but
agencies cannot customize these reports.

COST

Pathways plans to introduce a new, lower pricing structure by the end of June. Presently, they
charge for use of the system according to the size of an agency (measured by the portion of its
annual budget related to case management after removing capital assets). Agencies pay 0.5% of
this “ case management budget,” a fee which can be no more than $3000 per agency. Thus, in
Atlanta, the most they could pay for 25 agency participantsis $75,000 per year. In return for
payment, agencies get use of the system, technical assistance, and ongoing improvements to the
design.

CONTACT INFORMATION
Pathways Community Network, Inc.
Bill Matson, Director

44 Broad St. NW

Suite 702

Atlanta, GA 30303

Phone: 404.584.6591 www.pathways-usa.org

Fax:  404.594.9006 info@pathways-usa.org

Management Information Systems for 7 The Collaboratory for Community Support

Collaborative Approachesto Homel essness June 26, 2000



Service Point
Shreveport, Louisana

INTRODUCTION

In January 2000, approximately twenty socia service agenciesin Shreveport, Louisiana, began
using an MIS called Service Point. Service Point was designed by Bowman Internet Services,
Inc., also located in Shreveport. This system will also soon be used in the HUD Region 1V of
Louisiana by the Acadiana Regiona Coalition on Homelessness and Housing and by the Baton
Rouge Crisis Center. Also, in New Orleans, Unity for the Homeless, a re-granting agency that
provides funds and technical assistance to individual non-profits and collaborative efforts to
serve the homeless, recently began to use the system.

SYSTEM CAPABILITIES
The system is designed to enable the following activities:

For Case Management

= tracks client intake and assessment information, including family relationships

= tracks services and referrals provided to clients, their status, and flags these items for follow-
up

= can attach Microsoft Word documents as attachments to client files for case notes

For Direct Service Program Administration

= checksclientsin and out of shelter

= tracksthe availability of shelter bedspace

= provides directory of agencies and programs in the area—can be searched by agency,
program, location, or keyword, or distributed as a hard copy

= provides a communication forum called News Wire which facilitates e-mail notification of
referrals, system-wide news reporting, an internal news wire for intra-agency
communication, and Web site links to news articles

For Agency Administration

= tracks the amounts and sources of funds used to provide clients with services

= generates standard and custom individual agency and community-wide reports—specific
examplesinclude HUD and FEMA reports

SYSTEM SECURITY FEATURES

Users must be authenticated by the system before they gain access to client information. In
addition, staff can input “restricted” records into the system, meaning that the complete record
may only be viewed by the user or agency who entered the information. The system
administrator can group users according to the levels of information they will be permitted to
access.

HOW THE COMMUNITY USES SERVICE POINT

The Shreveport community has successfully implemented this collaborative case management
system and serves as a good example of “extensive sharing” of data. Many different types of
agencies track multiple populations through this MIS, including those who are homeless, have
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mental health issues, have substance abuse problems, and/or have developmental disabilities. In
addition to nonprofit organizations, the state Office of Mental Health uses it, and the state Office
of Substance Abuse is likely to come on board soon. Current users hope to get to 50-75
organizational participants within the next year, including the Public Health department, so that
this one MIS can meet all of the community’s socia service data management needs.

Overall administration of Service Point in Shreveport occurs at an information and referral
agency called Centerpoint, whose godl is to “serve as a center for managed access to services, the
dissemination of information, the compilation of data, and the facilitation of networking for the
social service system in the Shreveport-Bossier area.” Centerpoint shares responsibility for
maintenance of the system with the company that developed it, Bowman Internet Services, Inc.
The two organizations plan to share a new staff person, who will be housed at Bowman, and will
be responsible for training, technical support, and report generation.

Individual agencies do not generate their own reports from Service Point. However, community-
wide reports are generated and used by the Homeless Coalition of Northwest Louisiana and the
Shreveport-Bossier Service Connection, a 90-member coalition of business, governmental and
civic leaders, social service providers, and faith communities.

COST
Shreveport pays Bowman afee of $500 per month to host the system. The salary for the new
administrator is unknown.

CONTACT INFORMATION
Centerpoint

Joann Czerwenski

1002 Texas Ave.

Shreveport, LA 71101
Phone: 318.227.2100
www.centerpt.org
joanncz@centerpt.org

Bowman Internet Systems, Inc.
400 Travis St.

Suite 1900

Shreveport, LA 71101

Phone: 888.580.3831
www.bowmansystems.com
info@bowmansystems.com
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Client Track Homeless
Richmond, VA

INTRODUCTION

Eleven homelessness service providers, including support service agencies, in Richmond,
Virginia, are in the process of implementing an MIS called Client Track Homeless to facilitate
collaborative case management and community-wide planning. Developed by Data Systems
International, this system can be used in conjunction with other versions of Client Track
designed for additional socia service populations to enable extensive sharing in the community.

SYSTEM CAPABILITIES
The system is designed to enable the following activities:

For Case Management

= tracks client intake and assessment information, including family relationships, and client
expenditures

= manually or automatically generates referrals with the system’s directory of providers and
services

= tracks services and referrals, and their status, including barriers encountered by the client

= allows both shared and private case notes

= allows notes for contacts with staff from other agencies

For Direct Service Program Administration

= tracksthe availability of emergency shelter and transitional housing bed space

= schedules clients for appointments, meetings, or trainings

= facilitates interagency communication via an electronic bulletin board and e-mail—messages
can be sent to outside staff or clients who visit another agency

* maintains case managers persona notes and to-do lists within the system

The system’ s capabilities can be extended by using additional modules which:
enable the use of electronic or digitized cameras, scan card systems, or computerized
notebooks for services provided in the field

= alow the system to track an agency’s financia transactions, including accounts payable,
payroll, and purchasing

= can be used in conjunction with agencies using other versions of Client Track, such as Client
Track Workforce, Human Services, and Welfare-to-Work. With this kind of extensive
sharing, a community can enhance client services and better coordinate its efforts across a
wide range of social and economic issues.

For Agency Administration

= tracks the sources of funds used to provide clients with services or financial assistance

= generates standard and custom individual agency and community-wide reports. There are
over 100 standard reports including those needed for HUD' s Emergency Shelter Grant,
Supportive Housing, and Shelter Plus Care programs. In addition to meeting the reporting
requirements of these specific funding sources, Client Track Homeless can provide reports
on individual clients, case management activities, and funding sources.
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SYSTEM SECURITY FEATURES

Client Track Homeless has a variety of security features which address client confidentiality. No
information can be shared with an agency until the client has agreed to release information to
that agency. The system maintains a log which shows which agencies have authorization to view
aclient’ s information, the effective date of this authorization, and whether a signed release of
information is on file. In addition to this feature, the administrator of the system specifies the
security clearance of each system user, who must have alog-in name and password. Staff can
lock their computers stations if they need to leave their desks so no one can access the
information in their absence. Furthermore, an agency can lock all of its client information so that
it does not have to share with any other agency.

HOW THE COMMUNITY USES CLIENT TRACK

While Client Track is fully capable of supporting collaborative case management, the Richmond
community has yet to use it for this purpose. Even though 11 agencies use Client Track to enter
data, the community is still in the planning stages for sharing these data across agencies.

However, Richmond has put into place a community-wide infrastructure to support use of the
MIS and to coordinate use of the data for community planning. They have placed responsibility
for administration of the system with an agency called “Homeward, Richmond’' s Regional
Response to Homelessness.” This agency administers no funds, but it coordinates resources and
services in the community, including the HUD Continuum of Care application.

Homeward is responsible for implementing and maintaining the system, including providing
technical support. (They have contracted out much of this technical work.) They are aso
responsible for generating al individual agency and community-wide reports. Although Client
Track Homeless is designed to enable participating agencies to generate their own reports, the
Richmond community gave this responsibility to Homeward in order to address concerns around
confidentiality. Homeward uses community-wide reports to plan for services in their community
by identifying trends of service use and by bringing data to community-wide discussions about
how to target resources to populations or areas in need.

COST

Client Track is sold on a fee-per-license basis. A licenseis required for each agency that wants
to useit. The second, upgraded version of Client Track that Richmond purchased cost $24,000
in license fees, but they also spent approximately $20,000 on agency computers and $9000 on
new servers. In addition, Homeward pays for five phone lines (about $1300 a year) and an
Internet access fee of $900/month. There are additional costs for the outsourced technical
support and agency training.

CONTACT INFORMATION

System Administrator Homeward Data Systems International

Jay Stroble Gail Bird Necklace 1133 North Main

4106 Crestwood Rd. 224 E. Broad St. Suite 200

Richmond, VA 23227 Richmond, VA 23219 Layton, Utah 84041

Phone: 804.261.0112 Phone: 804.225.7909 Phone: 801.544.2485

jstroble@richmond.infi.net www.homeward- Phone: 801.544.7053
richmond.com www.data-systems.com
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Regional Online Service Information Exchange (ROSIE)
St. Louis, Missouri

INTRODUCTION

ROSIE isan MIS system developed by Municipal Information Systems, Inc. (MISl), a 25-year-
old nonprofit located in St. Louis, to enable data tracking across homelessness shelters. ROSIE
is currently used by approximately 25 shelters in the City and County of St. Louis. In addition,
agenciesin St. Clair County, Missouri, and Baltimore, Maryland, also plan to use the system.

SYSTEM CAPABILITIES
The system is designed to enable the following activities.

For Case Management

= tracks intake and assessment information, including basic family member information

= tracks services and referrals and their status

= allows shared and private case notes

= tracks follow-up information at 30-, 60-, 90-, 120-, 150-day, 6-month, 9-month, and 1-year
intervals

For Direct Service Program Administration
= tracks the availability of housing units by the number of bedrooms and location

For Agency Administration

= generates individua and community-wide reports, including HUD’s Annual Progress Report
and Annua Performance Evaluation, shelter bed nights used, hotline caller characteristics,
requests for shelter, and reasons for no referral

SYSTEM SECURITY FEATURES

All users must log-in and provide a valid password in order to access the system. A client’s
record may be viewed only by those shelters to which a client was referred or the shelter in
which the client is presently residing. In addition, case management notes can be designated as
private and not shared with other agencies. Also, aclient’s health status is kept confidential by
only alowing the agency that entered the information to view it.

HOW THE COMMUNITY USES ROSIE

Until recently, ROSIE was used within St. Louis City and County only to track referras, intake
information, and shelter usage. Thus, instead of starting with case management and moving to
cross-agency collaboration and community-wide planning, the first use for a homelessness MIS
in St. Louis was as a tool for generating cross-agency reports to track shelter usage and monitor
contracts. Now, however, the City of St. Louisison its way to using ROSIE as a collaborative
case management system. At present, case managersin St. Louis are being trained to take
advantage of the system’s case management capabilities.

ROSIE is administered by Municipal Information Systems, Inc. (MISl) (a nonprofit that
maintains the MIS, provides technical support, and creates the report templates). However, the
Housing Resource Center (HRC) (which isthe I&R hotline that serves as the gateway to al
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homeless shelters) generates and uses many of the cross-agency reports, as does the City’s
Department of Human Services, MIS! itself, and the participating agencies. Reports are
primarily used for reimbursement requests and contract obligations. Once the system is fully
operational, the Department of Human Services and the collaborative body it coordinates—the
Homeless Services Providers Network—uwill use information from the system to monitor
existing programs and plan for new ones.

COST

While the ROSIE software is free, MISI charges $150/month per concurrent user, and $25/month
per the total number of users, to maintain the database, back it up, generate reports, and provide
all other system administration tasks. This prevents agencies from having to purchase their own
servers to host the system. Were a community to want to administer their own system, they
could expect to pay between $14,000-$16,000 for a server, operating system, and modems.

MISI aso provides aday of training to a group for $1000 and offers a technical support package
for $2000.

CONTACT INFORMATION
City of St. Louis

Department of Human Services
Sylvia Jackson

634 N. Grand Blvd.

7" Floor

St. Louis, MO 63103

Phone: 314.612.5900

Municipal Information Systems, Inc.
2665 Scott Ave., Suite C

St. Louis, MO 63103

Phone: 800.536.6474
WWW.misi.org

dlittle@misi.org
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Client Management System
Orlando, Florida

INTRODUCTION

Agencies in Orlando, Florida, have implemented a case management MIS called Client
Management System. Developed by Orlando-based Community Services Network, Inc.(CSN),
this system is designed to allow collaborative case management, but it is available as software
that can be purchased and installed on individual computers. Between 25 and 45 agenciesin
Orlando enter their own data into this software for their own use, but very little cross-agency
sharing is occurring. Social service agenciesin Broward County, Florida, and Faulkner County,
Arkansas, also use this system. Communities outside of the Orlando area can purchase the
software from Human Services Technologies, a for-profit software development company that
spun off from CSN.

SYSTEM CAPABILITIES
The system is designed to enable the following activities:

For Case Management

= tracks client intake and assessment information, including household information and client
expenditures

= tracks services and referrals provided to clients, their status, as well as information released
by aclient

= provides private and shared case notes that can be grouped by category

= provides extensive follow-up capabilities, including records of outcomes, barriers
encountered, a client’s satisfaction with services, and unsuccessful and successful follow-up
cdls

= offersadditional form sets (i.e., screens) such as those for the Supportive Housing Program,
children’s services, or veteran services

= offersthe option of an additional module which provides more comprehensive case planning

For Direct Service Program Administration

* reminds case managers of important activities recorded within case notes

= enables e-mail between agencies

= tracks requested and actual resources provided to clients, whether in dollar amounts or other
units

= offers connection to the Community Resource Guide, an extensive information and referral
directory (this guide can aso be printed and distributed)

For Agency Administration

= tracks the amounts and sources of funds used to provide clients with services, including
purchase orders

= offers a soon-to-be-released fund accounting module

= generates standard and custom individual agency and community-wide reports, including
HUD’s Annual Progress Report and others for the Supportive Housing Program
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SYSTEM SECURITY FEATURES

The system monitors whether client consent to release information is on file. All users need a
valid password to access the system. Access to information can be limited by agency or by user.
Any incorrect information entered at log-in will cause the system to shut down. The system
administrator can specify up to six levels of security and user access.

HOW THE COMMUNITY IS USING CLIENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

Only afew agencies in Orlando share their case management information. Many agencies have
expressed no intention to share. The Community Services Network, Inc.(CSN)—a nonprofit that
provides information-and-referral services (1&R) and administers some federal funds—sells the
software and is not actively encouraging agencies to share. When approached, however, they
provide education regarding the benefits of an MIS and what is needed to implement one
successfully.

Agencies predominantly use the system to meet their own 1&R, case management, and reporting
needs. They administer their own systems, while CSN provides training and technical support.
CSN hopes that in the future more agencies will share data so that community-wide reports can
be generated to plan for services in the community.

COST

In Orlando, CSN charges the agencies an annual software licensing fee of $1000 for the first
year, and $500 per year to renew. However, any other community would have to buy the license
directly from Human Services Technologies; that fee is unknown at this time.

CONTACT INFORMATION:
Community Services Network, Inc.
Augustine (Tino) Paz, President
3191 Maguire Blvd.

Suite 150

Orlando, FL 32803

Phone: 407.897.6458
www.csnetwork.org
tinop@CSNetwork.org

Human Services Technologies
1516 E. Colonia Dr.

Suite 300 East

Orlando, FL 32803

Phone: 407.898.5501

Phone: 877.721.5465

Fax: 407.898.5505
www.humanservicestech.com
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WHAT YOUR COMMUNITY WILL NEED TO CONSIDER

If your community is thinking of purchasing, implementing, and operating an MIS for
collaborative homelessness services, you will need to discuss and make decisions around a
variety of issues. From our research and interviews with people in other communities, we have
identified the following key considerations:

Identifying Why You Want an MIS

The system descriptions presented here make clear that a homelessness MIS can meet many
agency and community needs. While basic system functions are often similar, the designs and
uses of the systems vary considerably. Therefore, a community’ s first priority isto get clear on
what it wants from the system. Y ou can do this by looking at the needs of clients, agencies,
funders, and community decision makers, and then discussing what the MIS should do to meet
these needs, what information it will therefore have to collect, and how this information will be
used. You will want to determine whether you want the MIS to:

increase the performance of individual agencies,

enhance the client’s ability to get what g/he needs,
improve the coordination of services,

help the community meet contractual obligations, and/or
enable community-wide service planning and governance.

While all the systems profiled here can facilitate all of these outcomes, the specific system
choice and how it will be implemented will depend greatly on whether you plan to use it
primarily for case management within agencies, for collaborative case management, or for more
extensive data sharing, reporting, and long-range planning.

Y our choice will need to be a system that everyone agrees they will use, because broad
participation in the use of the MIS is essential for its success. |mplementation success will
depend in part on clarifying everyone’ s expectations for the system. Some of the communities
we studied found themselves revisiting issues they had already covered, or stopping and turning
to new systems, because they did not clearly identify what they wanted up front. Also important
in deciding what you want is to balance the desired benefits of the system with the costs the
community iswilling to bear (thisis discussed further below).

Engaging in a Community Process

In order to ensure clear identification of what you want and successful implementation, clients,
providers, and funders will need to be consulted. The communities we interviewed offered many
suggestions on how to facilitate this process. First and foremost, bringing all interested parties to
the table is necessary to get agreement on what information will be collected by the MIS, how
client confidentiality will be protected, and the degree of sharing. In addition, opening up the
process provides opportunities to:

= clarify how client rights will be respected
= explain how current funding will or will not be affected by agency decisions to participate in
the MIS
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» increase communication, foster cooperation, and avoid turf issues

= educate agencies about the benefits they can receive, the level of commitment that is
required, and what agencies will need to put in place in order to have a successful MIS

= |earn from providers what they want from the system while giving them room to change their
minds as they learn more about the system

= allow people to vent about the change they will experience as a result of implementing an
MIS

Community discussions will certainly be challenged by concerns regarding client confidentiality
and data sharing. The need to protect client rights and fears that data will be used to negatively
impact providers will influence peopl€ s responses to the idea. Thus, negotiating “ownership” of
the MIS datawill entail acknowledging the sense of power that comes with control over
information. The amount of sharing that agencies do as well as the location of system
administration tasks (that is, the ability to view information and to generate reports) will affect
the amount of control that different parties feel they have and their willingness to participate.
While most MIS systems are well-designed to enable various levels of confidentiality, your
community will still need to decide what will be shared, with whom, for what purposes.

Creating a Community Structure To Support Your MIS

Before deciding upon the particular system you will use and the technology you will need to put
in place, your community will need to decide how the system will be supported and how
responsibility for operating the system will be shared. Thisis especially important if you want to
use your system to enable community-wide planning through collection of cross-agency data and
financia tracking. Most communities find it helpful to designate some organization as a “system
administrator” who can oversee maintenance of the system, generate reports, and provide
technical assistance. Various support structures are possible:

System Administration by Individual Agencies

The responsibility for maintaining and supporting the system can be placed with an individua in
each participating agency. This enables each agency to take advantage of the MIS for agency
performance, because they can troubleshoot the system quickly and access the equipment needed
to make changes. In addition, the agency can rely less on a company or other agency to write the
reports they need. Thus, an agency can administer its own programs, track its own dollars, and
meet its individual contractual obligations with little dependence on the timeline and resources of
others.

However, these advantages must be weighed against the disadvantages. First, the cost of
maintaining in-house technical know-how for each agency is likely to be more than contracting
out the technical services for multiple agencies. Second, a system administrator located within
an agency may then be able to access information from other agencies that should be
confidential. Third, leaving al system administration and report generation to individual
agencies minimizes the community’s capacity to manage collective funding sources or engage in
community-wide service planning.
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System Administration by a Collaborative Body

Some communities have chosen to locate system administration tasks and report generation
responsibilities in a collaborative body, such as a nonprofit 1&R agency or a coordinating
council. Such a collaborative body can use its responsibility for the MIS to generate and share
cross-agency reports that then facilitate coordination and planning of homelessness services (and
possibly other social services) across the community. This collaborative body can have
additional responsibility as well, such as writing collaborative grant requests, administering
funds, and convening collaborative meetings. Giving system administrative functionsto a
collaborative body does not preclude, however, still alowing agencies to generate their own
reports, so that agencies can use the MIS for their purposes, and the community can still access
cross-agency data.

System Administration by Local Government

Local government can also be designated as the system administrator with community-wide
planning responsibilities. If handled properly, this can work as well as a collaborative body.
However, it can limit community-wide benefits if the government’s focus is primarily on
tracking government dollars, and not on improving services to clients and enhancing agency
performance.

System Administration by a Company

Finally, the community can choose to locate system administration and report generation
responsibilities with the company that designed the system. Under these circumstances, meeting
community goals may be limited. For the most part, the company is not interested in the content
of information it is managing. Furthermore, its role as middle-man can slow report turn-around
time and limit applications of the information derived from the MIS. However, the company is
best able to handle technical problems with the system, usually at a lower cost than on-site
technical assistance.

Cost Considerations

Many expenses are involved in purchasing, implementing, and operating an MIS. A rough
estimate of the total cost for one year, for 30 usersin 10 agencies, could be anywhere from
$43,000 - $85,000. The range is wide because the cost of all elementsinvolved in using an MIS
vary greatly from company to company, system to system, and community to community. This
estimate includes the cost of software licenses, agency computers (which would not necessarily
be an annual cost), use of phone lines and Internet access, minimal training, hosting/maintenance
of the system, and technical support/troubleshooting. The assumption in this estimate is that a
company hosts the system and the community does not buy its own servers and operating
systems. This estimate does not include the cost of installation, additional equipment, any
employees salary or benefits, or theinitial lost staff time/productivity in learning the new
approach. Y our community should compare prices carefully and be sure to ask about all relevant
eXpenses.

While this investment may seem daunting, a community should think long-term about this
decision and realize the ultimate cost savings that a fully-functioning M1S promises, including
more efficient use of staff time, better data for garnering more resources into the community, and
long-term reduction in the problem of homelessness. For example, the agencies that use

Management Information Systems for 18 The Collaboratory for Community Support
Collaborative Approachesto Homel essness June 26, 2000



Compeass in Atlanta have demonstrated that they can now serve more clients with the same
number of staff.

Technological Considerations

Asyou plan for your MIS, you will need to consider a range of technological questions. You
will have to decide what kind of network best meets your needs. Options include private Local
or Wide Area Networks or private connections to the Internet. If you decide on the Internet, you
will need to know whether users want to have dia-up or dedicated access. Other technological
considerations include how scalable you want your system to be (whether the system can grow
without lessening performance), how robust your system needs to be (how well the system can
perform given high user traffic or information flows), and how many servers your system will
need. Your goa will to be to select the most appropriate technology given how you will useit,
the prospects for technological advances, and your expectations about increasing the size and
scope of the system. Y ou can accomplish this by:

= obtaining good advice from technologica experts who can explain things clearly

= assessing agencies current technology capabilities and usage

= viewing demos of systems

= knowing what tasks the technological set-up of the MIS implies, who will accomplish them
and how, and whether the associated costs (e.g., dollars, staff time) will rise or fall at
different points during and after implementation

Implementing Your System

Successfully implementing an MIS entails integrating its use into the work of case managers,
agency administrators, and the service network as awhole. Reaching this goal requires
recognizing the amount and scope of change that these parties will experience and planning to
accommodate this change.

The need to facilitate the transition to an M1S among case managers emerged as a common
theme from our research, since their daily work is the primary source of the data to be entered.
Ensuring a smooth transition involves knowing how case managers do their jobs and how they
approach the idea of an MIS. For instance, case managers are very adept at tracking a large
volume of information in their heads, often because crisis situations do not leave time for
documentation. Thus, documentation can often fedl like doing what one has to instead of what
works best to get the job done. Social service staff may often feel that information collection
requirements are imposed upon them and take them away from what they consider to be the
work that really matters. In addition, they may distrust funders' or community leaders' ability to
even know what information is the most important to collect.

Understanding the perspective of case managers can inform how to proceed in implementing
your system. Case managers must be involved as early as possible in the decision making about
why the community wants an MIS and how it will useit. But once a system is purchased, it is
most important that the M1S work when it is first deployed, or that problems be addressed very
soon after. Thereisonly a small window in which to capture users confidence in the system.
Seeking out their feedback will help to identify problems as soon as possible.
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The likelihood that the system will in fact work when deployed can be enhanced by planning for
and managing the change process. Y ou must expect the unexpected and take a deliberate
approach to establishing new policies and procedures, such as those related to confidentiality of
data, access to data, and how changes will be disseminated. In addition, training should be
carefully planned and expertly provided. Case managers will likely need a social service person
to help them relate the MIS to their work, in addition to technical training. Y our community
must also have realistic expectations about the pace of implementation and the point at which
you will have reached your goa of system integration, which may be afull year or more after
you purchase your system.

Despite the challenges, however, choosing and implementing management information systems
are an everyday occurrence in today’s Information Age. Communities looking at a homelessness
MIS today are advantaged by the fact that many previous pitfalls and confusions have been
worked out by designers and implementers, and the expertise is now available to allow for a
relatively smooth transition. Aslong as you know where you want to go, you can find many
helpful paths to get you there.
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