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Polk County, Iowa shared 2006-2010 jail booking data with 

the Iowa Institute for Community Alliances (IICA), which 

operates the Homeless Management Information System 

(HMIS) in Polk County. IICA took the lead in combining and 

analyzing jail and homeless data.  

A timeline describing episodes of homelessness was 

constructed using booking and release data from jail with entry and exit data from shelter. 

Clients with episodes including jail were analyzed distinctly from clients without jail. There is a 

positive trend. In each successive year people are less likely to go to shelter from jail, 

particularly in the first few days following release. Also, people are less likely to be arrested 

directly from shelter. However, if a person is arrested from a transitional shelter, they are 

unlikely to be readmitted to transitional shelter after release. 

A careful analysis of demographics showed the population that is jailed and sheltered is 

substantially and significantly different from either the population in shelter which was not 

jailed or the population of Polk County as a whole. People who are sheltered and jailed are 

significantly more likely to suffer from a disability and that disability is significantly more likely 

to be substance abuse or mental illness. Of those two, substance abuse stands out above all 

others. 

A statistical analysis of arrest patterns revealed that the Polk County police are fair and even 

handed in the administration of justice between homeless, at-risk, and general populations. It 

is, however, true that among homeless clients there is a somewhat significant correlation 

between disability and arrest. Looking at trends between jail and shelter among homeless, 

causality is most likely moving in both directions. People with criminal  histories who develop 

or begin to exhibit symptoms of disabilities, particularly substance and mental health 

disabilities, are becoming unstably housed and sheltered. People who are unstably housed or 

sheltered and develop or begin to exhibit symptoms of disabilities, particularly substance and 

mental health related disabilities, are encountering the criminal justice system. 

We recommend the development of opportunities for police and homeless populations 

suffering disabilities to encounter one another in a low pressure environment. This could be an 

aspect of a program designed to help police be more knowledgeable about the relationship 

between homelessness and disabilities. It could also be an aspect of a program designed to 

help disabled homeless develop coping and life skills, particularly learning to see police as 

nonthreatening allies in their journey to stability. 

Executive 

Summary 



 

I-Count, Iowa’s Homeless Management 

Information System (HMIS) is a live, web-

enabled database with over 400 case managers 

entering data about the clients they serve. The I-

Count system covers three Continua of Care in 

Iowa: Sioux City/Woodbury County including 

Dakota County, Nebraska; Des Moines/Polk 

County; and the Balance of State. This makes I-

Count a state-wide implementation, which is 

quite unusual. Most HMIS systems cover just 

one COC.  

The measure of the percent of beds reporting in 

the system expresses the completeness of the 

data we have for use in comparing emergency 

and transitional shelter stays to jail stays. In the 

Balance of State 79.46% of beds report to I-

Count. In Des Moines/Polk County 91.18% of 

beds report to I-Count. In Sioux City/Woodbury 

County 96.23% of beds report to I-Count. These 

bed coverage rates are quite high for HMIS 

systems. I-Count is provided for all HUD funded 

agencies under congressional directive and is 

extended to other community member agencies 

in the interest of having comprehensive 

community-wide statistics. Many other agencies 

such as mission shelters, health care programs, 

supportive service agencies, and food programs 

voluntarily participate in the HMIS system. 
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I-Count: Iowa’s HMIS System 



 

The Polk County jail generously supplied five years of booking data for 2006 through 2010. 

The criminal justice data represents 36,251 people booked 70,807 times for 128,582 charges 

between January 1st, 2006 and December 31st, 2010. HMIS data reports 122,863 people 

during the same time with 226,398 entries into 

service. 10,070 were involved in criminal justice and 

HMIS. 

The relationship between crime and poverty is well 

established. It is no surprise that 27.7% of booked 

persons were also seen by housing agencies, over a 

period of five years. Jail has less turnover year on year 

than HMIS, and so while over a period of five years there 

is a 27.7% overlap, within any given year only about 

10% of criminal justice inmates are seen in HMIS. 

Using only transitional and emergency programs, as 

we did for the construction of episodes, it is closer to 

4%. To get a more useful understanding, we focused in 

on those clients that were seen in emergency and 

transitional shelters. Of the 122,863 people in HMIS, 

63,980 were in either transitional or emergency shelter 

comprising 83,218 episodes. Of people in transitional 

or emergency shelter, 1,102 had contact at some 

point with the criminal justice system comprising 

12,992 episodes. 

We matched jail data with HMIS clients in emergency 

and transitional programs to create timelines of journeys 

through homelessness and the criminal justice system. 

We looked at this data within each year and back and 

forth an additional two years (2004-2010) in HMIS to 

establish recidivism. 

Program Type within HMIS 
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Felony/misdemeanor among sheltered 
booked clients . 

Criminal jus ce and HMIS overlap 
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I-Count and Jail Data 



 

Episodes 
This study compares two large 

populations  each year. HMIS has a 

much larger population than the jail. In 

HMIS the most significant distinction is 

between sheltered populations that were 

in emergency or transitional programs 

and at-risk populations that did not need 

shelter. We focus on the populations we know the most about. Sheltered clients that 

encountered jail are compared to sheltered clients that did not encounter jail. To facilitate that 

comparison we constructed episodes. Clients' experiences with permanent supportive 

housing, homeless prevention, rapid re-housing, outreach or supportive services were 

included in HMIS but not used in episodes.  

The concept of an episode has been very useful in understanding data on homelessness and 

criminal justice. An episode begins at first contact with a jail or shelter. Subsequent entries into 

jail, transitional or emergency shelter are continuations of the episode. The episode ends when 

the client leaves shelter for a permanent destination. Any subsequent contact initiates a 

recidivistic episode. In this study, jail destinations are not recorded and it would be ineffective 

to assume all jail exits are episode ending, so all jail exits are assumed to be to an 

impermanent destination, unless the jail exit is the last encounter on record.  

Episodes fit in three categories. New episodes are those episodes where the client had not 

been in shelter for at least two years. 

Existing episodes are episodes 

where, in the time period, the 

episode is a continuation from the 

previous time period. In recidivistic 

episodes, sometimes called 

recurrent episodes, the client exited 

to a permanent destination in the 

prior two years. 
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There was a significant trend in the prevalence of 

discharge from jail to homelessness across the 

five years of data we examined. In each 

successive year, fewer and fewer people 

discharged from jail to homelessness. Though 

there has not been a coordinated effort to do so, 

there have been programmatic initiatives on the part of Primary Health Care (http://

www.phcinc.net/) to see better transitions from jail to services to prevent homelessness, thus 

bypassing a trip to the shelter. 

It may frequently be the case that those exiting from jail are unemployed and no longer 

welcome in their previous homes. This situation presents one of the most challenging case 

management scenarios. About 10% of discharges from jail result in homelessness in the first 

day or two. While the population discharging from jail is generally trending upward, the 

population presenting at shelter in the first 24 hours is trending 

sharply downward. This is a success to build upon. 

The overall reduction in discharges to homelessness is good 

news. Even better, the reduction comes almost exclusively 

from same day or next day exits to shelter. People who exit 

jail and eventually end up unstable are still out there, but the 

number discharging directly to shelter has been cut nearly in 

half over the last five years. 

There is a trend in arrests directly from shelter. While 

increasing from 2006-2009, the number decreased in the last 

year of our study. Movement was most profound in the zero to 

one day category, meaning that police have likely made 

recent efforts to coordinate diversion from jail to shelter.  

Shelter to Jail 

Jail to Shelter 
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What are the differences in length of episode between those 

encountering jail as a part of their episodes and those that 

do not? Clients encountering criminal justice during their 

episode of homelessness are more likely to have episode 

lengths in the mid-range between 3 and 9 months. 

There are very few episodes that are excessively long in 

either category. There are also very few episodes under 20 days. After 2007 there was a sharp 

decline in episodes under 20 days. Past studies have measured  the days between entry and 

exit but not calculated episodes. Using episodes instead of entries has shown us that episodes 

got much longer around 2008, and continue to be of a longer duration. This is true without 

regard for criminal justice status.  

It is not surprising that 

emergency episodes are a bit 

longer among jailed clients. Jail 

time is included in the episode 

length, but there is no way to 

advance the case management 

goals of the client while they are 

incarcerated. Transitional 

shelter length of episode is a bit 

shorter among jailed clients. 

That makes sense as well. 

Clients arrested from 

transitional shelter are often not 

readmitted to transitional 

programs after release. Clients arrested from transitional shelter are significantly correlated 

(Ф=.33) with subsequent reentry into an emergency program. 

 

Demographics 

Conjecture says jailed populations are minority and male. The same is true of unaccompanied 

homeless. In Iowa, both are young populations. And while the jailed homeless population is 
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more affluent than the non-jailed homeless 

population, neither are particularly well off. But 

there are some important differences. 

Des Moines is 91.6% white. Iowa is 93% white. 

Iowa is 5.2% Hispanic and Des Moines is 2.8% 

Hispanic. Des Moines is 48.7% male and Iowa is 

49.6% male. We are a predominately white male 

population. By contrast the jailed population is 

79% white, 14% Hispanic and 76% male. The 

sheltered homeless population is 67% white, 10% Hispanic and 53% male. The population that 

is both sheltered and jailed is 73% white, 6% Hispanic and 62% male. The population that was 

jailed and sheltered is closer to the jailed population than the homeless population. This 

suggests, as all of those differences are significant, it is fair to consider the jailed homeless 

population as a distinct entity, separate from the homeless population as a whole. 

As we make comparisons, there are several groups that are interesting, as illustrated in this 

Venn diagram. The HMIS population is blue, and includes homeless as well as at-risk 

populations. The booked population as a whole is yellow. We do not have demographic detail 

about them beyond race, gender, and ethnicity. 

The sheltered population is a subset of HMIS, shown in magenta and dark blue. Both the 

broad HMIS category and the sheltered category overlap with the criminal justice population, 

but HMIS clients that are not 

sheltered are not a part of 

further analysis. 

The sheltered group divides 

between those that have had 

a stay at shelter without a jail 

booking (magenta) and those 

that were at a shelter with a 

jail booking (dark blue). 

These are the people 

constituting the episodes 

used in this study. 
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The jailed homeless 
population is distinct,  
separate from the 
homeless population 
as a whole. 
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The remainder of this analysis is 

focused on the sheltered population. 

A comparison is made between 

those who were in jail and those who 

were not. Stark differences emerge. 

The criminal justice population is 

62% more likely to be male, 14% 

more likely to be non-Hispanic and 

60% more likely to be from a 

minority racial population compared 

to those from the shelter but not involved in criminal justice. 

The jailed population is 4% less likely to be veterans. The trend has moved significantly from a 

3% lower likelihood in 2006 to a 7% lower likelihood in 2010. 

Education is another point of stark contrast. Jailed and sheltered clients are 25-30% more 

likely to have finished high school than those with no jail history with a positive trend-line. 

According to the 2010 census, 86.1% of Iowans have completed high school or gone on to get 

college degrees. Homeless populations have received far less education, with only 52% 

having completed high school. We do not have comparable numbers for the jailed population 

as a whole, but 72% of jailed homeless have completed high school. This is an indictment of 

criminality being causal of homelessness. Homeless people encountering criminal justice are 

also 15% more likely to be employed and make on average 90% more than homeless people 

who have not encountered criminal justice.  

Comparing the sheltered and 

unsheltered populations by 

causess of homelessness 

reveals an interesting 

difference. Substance abuse 

and mental illness are 

significantly higher cause of 

homelessness among jailed 

populations. Jail itself is also 

a more common cause of 

homelessness.  

Polk County, Iowa: Homelessness and Criminal Justice 

0%
5%

10%
15%
20%
25%
30%
35%
40%
45%

No Jail Jail No Jail Jail No Jail Jail No Jail Jail No Jail Jail

Economic Substance or
Mental

Family Other Jail

Cause of Homelessness

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

White Hispanic Male %AMI

Sheltered

Jailed

Des Moines



 

 
Page 9 

Ehren Dean Stover Wright Ph.D. 

Economics, in keeping with 

the employment and income, 

is less of a cause of 

homelessness among the 

jailed populations. This 

suggests that many 

homeless with criminal 

justice contact are able to 

afford stable housing but 

face instability related to 

substance use.  

Family is also less likely to be a cause of homelessness. In most cases, by this point, whatever 

familial connections they once had are gone. Among this population less than 4% have family 

connections, and that statistic is declining. This is compared to 55%-56% with family among 

those sheltered without criminal justice involvement. 

The data on disabilities reveals why substance abuse and mental illness are significantly 

increased causes of homelessness among jailed homeless. Substance abuse stands out 

alone. Jailed sheltered populations are 35%-39% more likely to suffer from a substance abuse 

disability than sheltered populations not involved with jail. They are 19% morel likely to have a 

mental illness disability. They are between 2% and 9% more likely to have a health-related, 

physical, or other disability. In every disability category there is more prevalence among the 

sheltered and jailed populations than among those not involved in the criminal justice system. 
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It is good at this point to be reminded of perspective. Most homeless do not encounter jail. Far 

more HMIS clients who are jailed are not in transitional or emergency shelter. This is at least in 

part due to restrictions placed on housing agencies funds, but it is also due in part to the reality 

that the causes of criminality and homelessness are not the same. Poverty is certainly a 

contributing factor to criminality and homelessness, but neither is causal of the other. They are 

related, and in that relationship lies opportunity. For those inmates and clients who do become 

sheltered there is an opportunity to address the common underlying causes of their instability. 

Most clients who are jailed are not attached to a family in HMIS. Most were seen in emergency 

programs in 2006, but by 2010 that had changed and most were being seen in transitional 

programs. And by far, most, over half, feel they are homeless because of substance abuse 

issues, compared to just 17% among those not encountering jail. There is an opportunity to 

increase the access inmates with disabilities have to programs that address those disabilities 

and in doing so address related homelessness. 

Do Police Treat Homeless Fairly? 

The last issue we looked at involves the administration of justice. Are police treating homeless 

citizens unfairly by disproportionately targeting them for any category of crime? This analysis 

was conducted separately from the demographic analysis and some clients were excluded on 

various grounds. Additionally, this is a count of clients, not of episodes, so some numbers may 

not be perfectly in line with those from earlier sections. In order to answer these questions, we 

divided the population between those who were arrested for various sorts of crimes during 

their episode of homelessness and those who were not. We categorized the crimes into seven 

categories: property crimes where material harm was done to property, sexual crimes of a 

nonaggressive nature, aggressive crimes including aggressive sexual crimes, policy crimes 

where some rule of social 

order was violated, public 

crimes where the crime 

would not have been a 

crime were it committed 

in private (for example 

being drunk is not 

inherently a criminal act, 

though being drunk in 

public may be), crimes 
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 Felony Misdemeanor 

 
Jail and 
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Jail and 

Homeless Jail Only 
Property 18% 10% 29% 15% 

Sexual 0% 0% 2% 1% 
Aggressive 4% 3% 30% 22% 

Policy 16% 16% 62% 50% 
Panhandling 0% 0% 0.03% 0.01% 
Drink/Drugs 7% 7% 31% 35% 

Public 0% 0% 21% 15% 
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involving alcohol or drugs, and panhandling (though Polk County does not appear to have very 

much panhandling, nor does it appear to arrest for panhandling much). Public, nonaggressive 

sexual crimes and panhandling are always misdemeanors. Otherwise we identified each of the 

crimes as further being either a felony or a misdemeanor. We differentiated between those 

who were jailed and homeless (10,645) versus those who were jailed, but never homeless 

(32,242). 

In order to determine if administration of justice is being disproportionately applied to homeless 

persons in one category or another, we looked for a correlation between homelessness and 

arrests in that category. Because these data are all binary, either a client was homeless or was 

not, either an arrest was for public crimes or it was not, we can look for a simple form of 

correlation called phi (Ф). Phi correlation returns a number from –1 to 1 reflecting the strength 

of the correlation. It is directly related to X2 but easier to interpret. Ф is the strength of 

correlation, so Ф above 0.3 is a significant relationship and Ф above 0.7 is a strongly significant 

relationship. A significant Ф means that when people are more likely to be homeless they are 

also more likely to be arrested for the crime in question. Negative Ф means that as a person is 

more likely to be homeless they are less likely to be arrested for that crime. The biggest 

difficulty with Ф is that for some categories there were not enough people to make findings. If 

the category of people exhibiting a certain quality contains fewer than 30 people, the 

significance of a correlation becomes unreliable. In cases where there are fewer than 100 

people, the significance of a correlation 

should be interpreted conservatively. 

As an example, consider public order 

crimes. Readers familiar with X2 

analysis will find this familiar. In a 2x2 

table, show the count of clients 

exhibiting the qualities in question. The 

example shown uses public order climes and homelessness. Along the vertical axis place 

those who were or were not arrested for a public order crime. Along the horizontal axis place 

those who were or were not homeless during their episode. To determine phi correlation, 

multiply the diagonals, then subtract the horizontal diagonal from the vertical diagonal: 2,208 x 

27,259 minus 4,983 x 8,437. Then place that number over the square root of the product of the 

totals: square root of 10,645 x 32,242 x 7,191 x 35,696. The result is Ф=.06 which means that 

there is no significance in the relationship between homelessness and public order crimes. 

  Homeless  

  Yes No total 

Public 
order 
crime 

Yes 2,208 4,983 7,191 

No 8,437 27,259 35,696 

 total 10,645 32,242  

Ehren Dean Stover Wright Ph.D. 
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We conducted the same analysis for each category of crime. The most significant is property 

crimes (Ф=0.16) followed by policy crimes (Ф=0.10). This suggests that broadly speaking, the 

Polk County police are fair in the administration of justice to the homelessness. 

Our findings about disabilities led us to consider disabled homeless separately. We considered 

whether there was a disability present on the vertical 

axis and whether there was an arrest on the horizontal 

axis. Not unsurprisingly we did find somewhat 

significant results. Ф=0.29 is just under the threshold 

for significance.  To better understand that nominally 

high result we looked at the relationship between each 

category of disability and each category of crime, 

including misdemeanor and felony variants. The 

correlation is highest in the category of disability 

broadly. The correlation diminishes within each 

subcategory. Several subcategories lacked the necessary population to make findings, but the 

greatest significance is among 1,631 arrested with alcohol abuse issues (Ф=0.21) and 626 with 

drugs and alcohol (Ф=0.10). Also noteworthy are 778 with HIV/AIDS  (Ф=0.18) and 338 with 

physical disabilities (Ф=0.11) . 

The implication is that, while Des Moines and Polk County have not been unfair in their 

administration of justice, there could be benefit from a greater awareness of the relationship 

between disabilities and homelessness and careful consideration of strategies for recognizing 

and contending with encounters with disabled homeless. It is possible that an outside agency 

with expertise in serving homeless with disability could help the police consider diversion 

strategies. 

It would likewise be advisable that programs serving disabled homeless people teach courses 

in public behavior and how to communicate with police in ways that will not lead to arrest and 

incarceration. Either scenario is improved if the client has familiarity with police in a situation 

where there is reduced tension, or if the police become familiar with disabled populations in 

low-pressure scenarios. 

There is a 
disproportionate 
relationship between 
homeless with 
disabilities and 
arrests 



 

 

 

 
 


