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The Homeless Missourian’s Information System 
(HMIS) is a project of the Missouri Association 
for Social Welfare (MASW). These newsletters 
are intended to provide additional information 
about HMIS use and are produced on a 
quarterly basis. This third issue will provide an 
overview on ways to improve data quality.  

 

Common Causes of Poor Data Quality 

The previous HMIS Quarterly newsletter 
outlined the three common causes of poor data 
quality:  

 Technical causes generally refer to issues 
with the functionality of a system in 
collecting complete data (i.e. lack of 
prompts when specific data elements are 
missing) or there may be reporting errors 
with the database itself.  

 Human error can be intentional or 
unintentional. Unintentional errors occur 
when there is a misspelling, a 
transposition of numbers, or transcription 
issues when entering data. Intentional 
errors occur when staff skip questions in 
their data collection process or choose 
not to enter data.   

 Organizational causes are generally due 
to organizational culture surrounding the 
importance of data quality and staff 
turnover, which leads to a loss of 
institutional knowledge regarding the 
data collection and monitoring processes 
in place.  

All of these components are important to 
consider when trying to prevent and correct 
poor data quality. 

Improving Data Quality 

Understanding the causes of poor data quality 
can help an agency look at their own practices 
and culture to address potential data issues. 
The following are ways agencies can improve 
data quality: 

 Develop a data quality plan 

 Assess current processes and procedures 

 Avoid redundancy and missing data 
elements 

 Minimize the utilization of multiple 
management information systems 

 Make data quality a priority 

 
This third issue of the HMIS Quarterly 
Newsletter will address the first two ways 
agencies can improve data quality. 
 

Develop a Data Quality Plan 

The best way to avoid poor data quality is to 
develop a data quality plan and review data on 
a regular basis. A data quality plan outlines 
which data elements will be monitored, the 
process for pulling and reviewing data to ensure 
the information is accurate, how often the data 
will be monitored, and the individual who will 
be responsible for monitoring, reviewing, and 
correcting the information.  
 
Data quality plans should include those data 
elements which are crucial to understanding 
programmatic and client outcomes, such as 
income or exit destinations for housing 
programs. In HMIS, the Annual Performance 
Report (APR) is useful in looking at income and 
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exit destinations to ensure what is being reported is 
accurate. For prevention agencies, the Detail 
Assistance Report is useful in ensuring the correct 
amount of money spent on prevention activities 
matches agency financial reports. HMIS Project staff 
encourage agencies to review and monitor data at 
least quarterly for transitional and permanent housing 
programs and at least monthly for emergency shelters 
and agencies offering prevention services. It may also 
be helpful to assign one individual to monitor and 
review data to ensure consistency.  Ideally, the 
individual doing the data entry should also be the 
individual monitoring and correcting the information in 
the system to ensure that what is listed in the 
database matches what’s in the hard copy client file. 
This will typically prevent future data errors from 
occurring. Lastly, any data quality issue identified 
needs to be corrected in the system to ensure 
accuracy. Questions on how to fix data errors in HMIS 
can be directed to the MISI HelpDesk or HMIS Project 
staff. 
 
While reviewing data on a regular basis helps to 
address some of the human causes of poor data 
quality it may also help in identifying technical causes, 
specifically reporting issues. It could be that data 
entered in the system is accurate, but programming 
errors prevent certain elements from being reported 
appropriately. Having a data quality plan can ensure 
that these technical errors are caught. Any potential 
technical issue identified with the system should be 
reported to the database manager. For the HMIS 
database, this would be the MISI HelpDesk at 1-800-
536-6474.  
 
Further, having a data quality plan written out will also 
address some of the organizational causes of poor data 
quality, particularly in ensuring that a consistent 
process is followed when there is staff turnover or 
when new staff is hired.  

 

Assess Current Processes and Procedures 

Assessing current data collection processes and 
procedures may be helpful in preventing and 
improving data quality issues. For example, it may be 
better for staff members to fill out client intake forms 
through an interview process rather than having 
clients fill out the form. Typically, having clients fill out 

the intake form instead of a staff member can lead to 
incomplete and inaccurate information in the system 
simply because the client may be uncertain about 
specific questions. They may skip over questions they 
don’t know how to answer or incorrectly mark 
something, like housing status, due to lack of 
understanding about the question being asked. 
Conversely, it is important to ensure that all staff 
members who fill out intake forms through an 
interview process understand the definition of a 
particular data element to ensure consistency, such as 
disabling condition or veteran status. In HMIS, a 
common misunderstanding is the “I don’t know” 
response option which is reflective of the client not 
knowing the answer to the question, not the individual 
completing the intake form.  
 
Agencies may also want to consider moving away from 
paper intake forms to real-time data entry. Real-time 
data entry is when staff enters data into a system at 
the same time they collect the information from the 
client. Moving towards this model may address some 
of the unintentional human errors that occur when 
there is a misspelling, a transposition of numbers, or 
transcription issues when entering data from paper 
intake forms. However, it is important to keep 
documentation requirements in mind if agencies 
choose to move towards real-time data entry. In HMIS, 
information entered into the system can be retrieved 
through the Print Assessment Report, which can later 
be printed and included in the client’s hard copy file.  
 
Research also suggests that the likelihood of data entry 
error increases when data is collected and entered by 
different staff. Agencies can prevent poor data quality 
by minimizing the number of staff doing data entry and 
ensuring that those who collect the data are the same 
individuals entering the information into the system. 
This will ensure consistency in data collection and 
entry and will also address some of the human causes 
of poor data quality. 

 

The next HMIS Quarterly newsletter will address the 
three remaining ways to improve data quality: avoid 
redundancy and missing data elements, minimize the 
utilization of multiple management information 
systems, and make data quality a priority. 


