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Disclaimer:

"The findings and conclusions in this report are 

those of the author(s) and do not necessarily 

represent the official position of the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention/the Agency for 

Toxic Substances and Disease Registry.“



From a public health perspective, homelessness data 
remain a challenge. 



Source: AHAR

At Any Given Time, Over Half a Million People Experience 
Homelessness on a Single Night

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2022-AHAR-Part-1.pdf


Why Do We Need Data Specifically for People 
Experiencing Homelessness?

Was the risk 

higher for 

contracting 

COVID-19?

Was the risk 

higher for severe 

outcomes for 

COVID-19?



Gaps in the Data

Formal public health case 
reporting of emerging 
infectious diseases among 
people experiencing 
homelessness is often not 
available. 



How Did We Address the Gaps in the Data?

• We used Google Alerts to notify us about news 
articles and reports using the keywords 
homeless, homelessness, shelter, COVID, COVID-
19, coronavirus, case, positive, and outbreak. 

• Additionally, we gathered information from the 
National Syndromic Surveillance Program (NSSP) 
about COVID-19 emergency department visits for 
people experiencing homelessness



Informal data collection 
is helpful for situational 
awareness, especially 
during public health 
emergencies. 

Google 
Alerts

Health 
Department 

Websites

Emergency 
Department 

Data





Geographic Scope of Google Alerts
April 2020-April 2023



Creating a Situation Report

Provide decision-makers 
and readers a quick 

understanding of the 
current situation.

• What information is available?

• What information is being 
updated?

• What information is important 
to the current health 
environment?

• What information is important 
to partners?

Why?



Evolution of the Situation Report
May 2020-May 2023



Timeline of Our COVID-19 Situation Report

April 2, 2020

• Started 
Collecting 
Information 
from Google 
Alerts

May 14, 2020

• 1st Situation 
Report

December 11, 
2020

• Vaccines 
authorized 
for the 
public

February 2021

• Vaccination 
Eligibility and 
Tracking is 
Added 

November 2021

• Health 
Department 
Survey

May 2022

• Encampment 
and non-
COVID-19 
Tracking 
Begins



1st Version of 
Situation Report: 
May 2020



1st Version of 
Situation Report: 
May 2020



1st Version of 
Situation Report: 
May 2020



Version 2:
February 2021



Version 2: 
February 2021



Version 2: 
February 2021



Version 2: 
February 2021



Version 3: 
September 
2021



Version 3: 
September 
2021



Version 3: 
September 
2021



Version 4: 
December 2021



Version 4: 
December 2021



Situation Report Findings: Google Alerts

COVID-19 Cases

17,630

Undetermined 
Cases Among Either 

Staff or Residents

2,778

Deaths

511

March 26, 2020-April 26, 2023



January 1, 2020, to April 25, 2023

• Trends in COVID-19 emergency 
department visits among people 
experiencing homelessness 
aligned with the epidemic curve 
of COVID-19 cases in the general 
population. 

• Media attention waned over time



Ongoing Challenges in Data for the Situation Report

Hard to tease out if 
outbreak ongoing or 

resolved

Amount/frequency of 
alerts

Media reports more 
concentrated in urban 

areas

NSSP with Google 
Alerts, not exactly the 
same (triangulation)

Google reported 
upcoming testing 
events, but hard to 

find published results 
of those testing events



Efforts to Validate Our Informal Data



Community Testing Reporting Platform
May 2020-September 2021

Source: NHCHC

https://nhchc.org/cdc-covid-dashboard/home/


COVID-19 Burden Among People Experiencing 
Homelessness

26,349 cases of 
COVID-19 among 
PEH at the state 
level and 20,487 at 
the local level from 

(Meehan et al., 2022)

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2795298?utm_source=For_The_Media&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=ftm_links&utm_term=081822


• People Experiencing Homelessness

• 567.9 cases per 10,000 person-years

• General Population

• 715.0 cases per 10,000 person-years

State Jurisdictions

• People Experiencing Homelessness

• 799.2 cases per 10,000 person-years

• General Population

• 812.5 cases per 10,000 person-years

Local Jurisdictions



Google Alerts Findings vs Data Call Findings

COVID-19 Cases: 

Google Alerts

(March 26, 2020-
September 30, 2021)

16,410

COVID-19 Cases:

Data Call

(January 1, 2020-
September 30, 2021)

26,349



Expanding beyond COVID-19



Current Version: 
May 2022



Current Version: 
May 2022



Current Version: 
May 2022



Challenges with non-COVID data

Not many media reports on non-COVID-19 infectious diseases

• 53 cases of Shigella in San Diego, California

• 2 cases of Mpox in Washington D.C

Encampment Sweep alerts not 
appearing when known sweeps are 

happening

Alerts are less common 
around major holidays



Integration of health 
and housing data is 

needed to understand 
infectious disease 

burden. 

Informal data sources 
can play a role in 

situational awareness 
in public health 
emergencies.

Informal data can be 
useful in guiding 

outreach. 

What we learned



Discussion & Questions



Question 1

Where were you getting information 
about COVID-19 burden among 

people experiencing homelessness?



Question 2

What engagement or communication 
do you or did you have with the 
media, news, and others about 

COVID-19 among people experiencing 
homelessness?



For more information, contact CDC
1-800-CDC-INFO (232-4636)
TTY:  1-888-232-6348    www.cdc.gov

The findings and conclusions in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
official position of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Contact information:
Special Populations Team
SpecialPopulations@cdc.gov
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