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Pass-Through Clients  

How many people come into emergency shelter in Polk County, receive 

minimal services, figure things out and move on never to be seen again? 

People who follow that trajectory are “pass-through” clients. The short 

answer is 47% of clients are seen once and never again at emergency shelter. 

Pass-through clients are people for whom it is better that we, as service 

providers, stay out of their way. These are also the people who put the 

lightest burden on the homeless services system. Though they are 

experiencing housing instability of sufficient severity that they enter into an emergency shelter, they 

have strategies that will lead to stability. 

During the years 2008-2012, between January 1, 2008 and December 31, 2012, Polk county emergency 

shelters saw a total of 7501 unique clients. 

 3547 (47%) of those clients were pass-through clients. They were seen once at shelter then never 

seen again at shelter. In essence, they received a shelter stay then figured things out, possibly with the 

help of a case manager, and got out of the shelter such that they were not again in a position that 

required shelter entry. Pass-through clients were slightly more likely to be accompanied by a family than 

repeat-entry clients. 49.5% of pass-through clients had families, compared to 35.9% of repeat-entry 

clients. There were 690 pass-through families and 721 repeat-entry families. Pass-Through families were 

larger, on average 2.5 people as compared to repeat-entry families, whose average was 2 people. 

During this five-year period, there were 3953 repeat-entry clients. The median (middle) number of 

entries for those clients was 4. The modal (the most common) number of entries was 2. In fact, 1275 

(32%) of the repeat-entry clients had just two entries. Outliers push the arithmetic mean up to 12.6 

entries. 

How long did they stay in shelter before they left? 

 1707 (48%) stayed less than 7 days. 

 381 (11%) stayed between 7 and 14 days. 

 997 (28%) stayed between 14 and 30 days. 

 462 (13%) stayed longer than 30 days 

 Of those staying past 30 days… 

o The arithmetic average length of stay 

was 61.4 days  

o To control for outliers, the median 

was 42 days and the mode (35 

people) was 31 days. 
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Pass-through clients had an overall average length of stay of 17.4 

days, as compared to 18.8 days for repeat-entry. If those clients 

were accompanied by families, it took a bit longer. Pass-through 

clients with a family averaged 25 days, while repeat-entry clients 

with a family had an average stay of 28 days. 

Are pass-through clients less likely to be disabled or chronic than 

Repeat-entry clients? 

The lack of a disability status is a strong indicator of future success. 

22% of pass-through clients were entered with a long-duration 

disability, while 34% of repeat-entry clients were disabled. People in shelter with a family were less 

likely to be disabled. 12% of pass-through clients with families were disabled, while 21% of repeat-entry 

clients with families were disabled. 

It clearly makes sense that people who do not show up again will not be chronic, but some are. 9% of 

pass-through clients were entered as chronically homeless. Among pass-through clients with families, 

none were chronic. Repeat entry clients were more likely to be chronic. 25% of repeat-entry clients were 

chronic, and 14% of repeat entry clients that were entered with a family were chronic. 

When those clients exited shelter where did they go?  

 Most, fully half (50%), went to places unknown.  But, they didn’t return to shelter. 

 30% exited to permanent destinations.  

o Of those going to permanent destinations… 

o 65% went to their own rental with no subsidy. 

o 21% went to live with family or friends. 

o 15% went to voucher supported housing or PSH (S+C, SHP, SRO). 

 5% went on to use transitional programming, including homeless youth. 

 15% (the rest) went to temporary destinations, primarily temporary doubled-up situations and 

hotels. 

Pass-through clients were more likely to know where they were going, and to share that information 

with a case worker, and that destination was more likely to be permanent. Among repeat-entry clients, 

62% did not know where they were going. Only 18% went to permanent destinations. 4% went to 

transitional housing and 16% went to temporary locations. 

Among persons entering with families, pass-through clients had 11% exit to unknown while repeat-entry 

clients had 18% exit to unknown destinations. 55% of pass-through families went to permanent 

destinations, and 44% of repeat-entry families went to permanent destinations. In both cases, 7% went 

on to transitional housing programs. 

 


