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The Homeless Missourian’s Informa on System 
(HMIS) is a project of the Missouri Associa on 
for Social Welfare (MASW). The primary mission 
of MASW’s HMIS Project is to use HMIS to 
improve data collec on, advance the provision 
of homeless services, and promote data-
informed decision making towards policies that 
prevent and end homelessness in Missouri. 
These newsle ers are intended to provide 
addi onal informa on about HMIS use and will 
be produced on a quarterly basis. The first four 
newsle ers will focus on data quality. This 
second issue will provide an overview on the 
common causes of poor data quality.  

 

Components of Data Quality 

The previous HMIS Quarterly newsle er 
outlined the four main components of data 
quality: completeness, accuracy, meliness and 
consistency.1 Poor data quality fall under each 
of these categories.  

• Completeness generally means ensuring 
that all of the appropriate and relevant data 
that agencies or funders need is being 
collected. 

• Accuracy ensures that what is being 
recorded in a database is an accurate and 
true portrayal of what is happening in the 
real world.  

• Timeliness refers to how recent the 
informa on is in the system. 

• Consistency encompasses two components. 
First, there should be an absence of 
apparent contradic ons. Second, it is also 
important that agencies and staff members 

u lize the same defini on for capturing 
data. 

All of these components are important to 
consider when trying to prevent and correct 
poor data quality, whether it is in HMIS or other 
internal databases and spreadsheets u lized by 
agencies.  

 

Common Causes of Poor Data Quality 

Poor data quality can occur for a mul tude of 
reasons. Typically those causes can fall into one 
of three categories:2  

• Technical causes 

• Human error 

• Organiza onal causes 

Technical Causes  
The technical causes of poor data quality 
generally refer to technological issues. This 
occurs when a database system does not have 
func onali es in place to assist with complete 
data collec on. For example, the HMIS prompts 
an HMIS User when a data element is missing. 
Not having that feature in the database 
increases the likelihood that informa on is 
incomplete, poten ally crea ng data quality 
issues within the system. Addi onally, there 
may be repor ng errors with the database 
itself. While data entered into the system may 
be accurate, programming errors could prevent 
the informa on from being reported out 
accurately. Unfortunately, these kinds of data 
quality issues are technical in nature and can be 
a doubled-edged sword for agencies. To know 
there is a technical issue one has to catch it in 
order to correct it.  
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Human Error  
Human error can be inten onal or uninten onal. Most 
human error will be uninten onal. This can occur 
when there is a misspelling or a transposi on of 
numbers for the date of birth or social security 
number, for example. Likewise, the incorrect response 
op on may be selected from a drop-down menu or 
data field. Depending on who completes the 
paperwork and intake form, there could also be 
transcrip on errors caused by an inability to read 
handwri ng. Research suggests that the likelihood of 
data entry error increases when data is collected and 
entered by different staff. While these errors can occur 
from me to me, monitoring data helps ensure the 
errors are caught and subsequently corrected.  

In most cases errors are uninten onal, but they could 
be inten onal from the perspec ve that effort may not 
be put toward verifying all the informa on is accurate 
at intake and/or data entry. One example pertains to 
the data collec on process. Each HMIS agency has a 
process for capturing client informa on. Some 
agencies have the client fill out the intake form and 
that may lead to incorrect answers simply because the 
client is uncertain. They may skip over ques ons they 
don’t know how to answer or incorrectly mark 
something, like housing status, due to lack of 
understanding about the ques on being asked. 
Conversely, if a staff member fills out the paperwork 
through an interview process, he or she may forget the 
defini on of a par cular data element or may not feel 
comfortable asking a par cularly ques on, such as 
health condi ons.  

Another inten onal error that is difficult to overcome 
is a lack of mo va on. Part of the frustra on for some 
agencies entering into HMIS is that they have to enter 
into mul ple systems. One system may seem more 
user-friendly than another, or those doing the data 
entry may be frustrated about entering the same data 
mul ple mes. It could be that one system is only used 
to generate reports for funders, and aside from that, 
the data does not seem to be looked at or used. It may 
cause some staff members or even the whole agency 
to feel there is not as much incen ve for ensuring data 
quality—either through mely data entry or 
completeness.  

Organiza onal Causes 
The processes implemented at an agency may lead to 
organiza onal causes of poor data quality, and 
unfortunately this is o en the hardest cause to iden fy 

and correct. O en if data is not a priority for an agency 
then it is not going to be a priority for the department 
and staff members who are responsible for entering 
the data. One component that may lead to the 
organiza onal culture surrounding data is staff 
turnover. That means that knowledge regarding the 
data entry process, defini ons about the data 
elements and understanding of the data monitoring 
process can be lost. The HMIS Project plans to 
minimize that impact on agencies through recorded 
trainings on the website outlining policies, procedures, 
and in me, the data entry process.  

Understanding the causes of poor data quality can 
help an agency look at their own prac ces and culture 
to address poten al data issues. The next HMIS 
Quarterly newsle er will focus on how agencies can 
improve their data quality.  
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C   P  D  Q  

T  

Issue with the database, such as repor ng errors 
or the system not promp ng missing data 
elements.  

H  E  

Uninten onal: Typos, transposi on of numbers 
or le ers, selec ng the wrong item from a drop-
down menu.  

Inten onal: Agency not collec ng all data 
elements or feeling unmo vated to enter and 
review all informa on 

O   

Staff turnover and not making data quality a 
priority at the agency. 


