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Introduction

The Common Sense Institute (CSl), a “research organization dedicated to the protection and
promotion of Colorado’s economy,” released a report on the economic footprint of homelessness in
2021.1 That first report had a number of issues that limited its contribution to our local
understanding of homelessness in the region. Among others, the report lacked a clear purpose,
compiled an assortment of federal, state, local and nonprofit revenue over various time periods
without a clear narrative to make it meaningful, and added up multiple years of expenditures and
revenues together and then divided that number by the number of people experiencing
homelessness on only one night to come up with a rough average per person cost.

The City and County of Denver, alongside other local governments and nonprofit partners doing this
work, provided extensive feedback to the Common Sense Institute on their approach after its original
release.

In October 2022, the Common Sense Institute released an updated version of this report. It corrects
some of the most glaring issues from last time:

e |t now includes a per person estimate of funding based on the most relevant data, an annual
count using Homeless Management Information System data.

e It removes the narrative of revenue streams that mischaracterized federal funds, like the
Housing Trust Fund, as focused exclusively on homelessness, cited statewide numbers
without an attempt to isolate funding in Metro Denver, and weaved in and out of annual and
10-years' worth of data.

e [t corrects the inaccurate characterization of Denver Health charges for care to people
experiencing homelessness as “uncompensated” when the source they cited made no such
claim.

e |t says, though does not show, that researchers analyzed nonprofit expenditures in greater
detail, attempting to remedy the last report’s inclusion of a broad swath of safety net costs
for people who are housed (e.g., Temporary Assistance to Needy Family programs,
community resource programs, and all of WellPower’s adult recovery services). 2

Additionally, the latest report’s purpose, though lacking concision, is clearer: to provide transparency
on how funds are being spent and to help decisionmakers prioritize how we use our resources.

However, it fails to live up to that purpose. It does not contribute meaningfully to our region’s
understanding of homelessness. Previous concerns remain unaddressed. New issues have emerged.

To ensure the community has access to more complete information, the remainder of this white
paper describes how the latest report fails to provide transparency and actionable information for
policymakers allocating scarce resources and what the City and County of Denver does every day to
achieve these goals.

1 Common Sense Institute. (n.d.). “About Us.” https://commonsenseinstituteco.org/about/.

2 As described later in this paper, the report does not provide detailed documentation for how researchers did
this that another party could verify. Nonprofits named in the report continue to take issue with how their
information was presented.
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Lack of Transparency

One of CSI’s stated purposes for this report is to provide transparency. While Denver’s actions
regularly show our commitment to this goal, the CSI latest report provides less clarity than their
previous one. Though CSI describes their approach in broad strokes, they do not provide sufficient
information for anyone to try to replicate their work and see if they reach the same or different
conclusions.

How the City and County of Denver Provides Transparency
Transparency is a stated goal of the Department of Housing Stability (HOST), and we are consistently
working to increase it.

HOST produces a report every year that shows our annual expenditures across different investment
areas, and how many households we serve and homes we create with those funds in that same year.
Our 2021 Annual Report clearly shows that we supported 17,502 households experiencing
homelessness through shelter and services last year. It also clearly shows that we spent
$126,546,579 in 2021 on investments related to homelessness.3

While the array of services each household may use is different, resulting in a range of actual per
household costs, if one wanted to arrive at a simple per household average expenditure for 2021 for
the Department of Housing Stability using a method similar to CSl’s, it would be $7,230.40. This
approach connects dollars expended by organizations directly providing services in a given year to
the actual households served by those partners during the same year.

Additionally, we have publicly stated goals to continue to provide further transparency through new
public-facing dashboards reporting on our strategic plan progress and financial resources
(forthcoming in 2023).4

How the Common Sense Institute Report Fails to Provide Transparency

The latest report from the Common Sense Institute provides less transparency than last year. As a
result, it has become more difficult to understand how they arrived at their numbers. Further, from
what they have included, the report omits and mischaracterizes information that is critical for an
accurate understanding of their approach.

Exclusion of Time Period Information in Per Person Calculations and Inaccurate Definitions

Both the latest and the 2021 report include per person estimates of homelessness spending. Their
approach has been criticized by the City and others, because it does not reflect the variation in
individuals’ experiences and actual service use (something that has already been done by Urban
Institute).5

3 Denver Department of Housing Stability. (2022). Department of Housing Stability Annual Report, 2021.”
https://www.denvergov.org/files/assets/public/housing-stability/documents/host-annual-

report 2021 c7.pdf.

4 Denver Department of Housing Stability. (n.d.). “Five-Year Strategic Planning Efforts.”
https://denvergov.org/Government/Agencies-Departments-Offices/Agencies-Departments-Offices-
Directory/Department-of-Housing-Stability/About-Housing-Stability/Plans-and-Reports/Five-Year-Strategic-
Planning-Efforts.

5 Gillespie, S.; Hanson, D.; Leopold, J.; Oneto, A. (2021, July 15). Costs and Offsets of Providing Supportive
Housing to Break the Homelessness-Jail Cycle. Washington, DC: Urban Institute.
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Even if we accept their approach, it still has issues. This year’s report creates a per person average
cost of homelessness by dividing Common Sense Institute’s assembly of dollars for 2023 by three
different estimates of homelessness. Notably, the report does not state the time period those
estimates of homelessness come from. 8 Including that information would have transparently shown
a mismatch. Further, the body of the report mischaracterizes what these numbers mean.

HOST has fact checked these estimates and has provided that information here.
e Estimate 1: PIT + PSH:

o This adds the 2022 Point-in-Time count of people experiencing literal homelessness
to the number of permanent supportive housing beds available on the night of the
2021 Point-in-Time Count as published in the Housing Inventory Count.”

o This is the number of people experiencing literal homelessness on a single night in
the winter plus the number of permanent supportive housing beds available on a
night in the winter in a previous year. It is not, as CSI claims, a “low, single-day
average count.”

o Further, while the report publishes estimates of this for Boulder, Aurora, and Denver,
it does not describe how it arrives at those numbers. Housing Inventory Count data is
only publicly available for the metro area as a whole.

e Estimate 2: PIT x 2.5 + PSH

o This multiplies the 2022 Point-in-Time count of people experiencing literal
homelessness on a single night in January by 2.5 and adds the number of permanent
supportive housing beds available on the night of the 2021 Point-in-Time Count
based on the 2021 Housing Inventory Count.8

o The 2.5 multiplier is an effort to annualize the Point-in-Time, i.e., to estimate the
number of people experiencing homelessness over the course of one year based on
the single night count. CSI acknowledges this reality in its Appendix B. However, in
the body of the report, it misleadingly calls this number a “high, single-day, average
count.”

e Estimate 3: MDHI reported total count
o This number comes from MDHI’'s State of Homelessness Report, which notably is not
cited by the research team. This report covers the time period from July 1, 2020, to
June 30, 2021.

https://www.urban.org/research/publication/costs-and-offsets-providing-supportive-housing-break-
homelessness-jail-cycle.

6 The report does include the link to the Housing Inventory Count data (rather than a proper citation with more
complete information). The URL does include the year of the report, but this assumes the average reader will
read the endnotes, rather than stating what they did outright.

7 Metro Denver Homeless Initiative. (2022). Point in Time Count 2022 Metro Denver Regional Data.
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fea50c73853910bc4679¢13/t/6335d70c3e326207739¢c68b5/1
664472848117/Metro+Denver+Regional+PIT+2022+Report.pdf. U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development. (n.d.). “HUD 2021 Continuum of Care Homeless Assistance Programs Housing Inventory County
Report.” https://files.hudexchange.info/reports/published/CoC HIC CoC CO-503-2021 CO 2021.pdf.

8 Metro Denver Homeless Initiative. (2022). Point in Time Count 2022 Metro Denver Regional Data.
https://staticl.squarespace.com/static/5fea50c73853910bc4679¢13/t/6335d70c3e326207739¢c68b5/1
664472848117/Metro+Denvert+Regional+PIT+2022+Report.pdf. U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development. (n.d.). “HUD 2021 Continuum of Care Homeless Assistance Programs Housing Inventory County
Report.” https://files.hudexchange.info/reports/published/CoC HIC CoC C0O-503-2021 CO 2021.pdf.
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o The CSl report correctly describes this as a cumulative, full year count. However, they
do not describe how the estimated the shares of this count they ascribed to Denver,
Aurora, and Boulder.

Dividing a summing of resources for a future year, 2023, by the number of people experiencing
literal homelessness during time periods multiple years in the past is inaccurate. Not telling the
reader that is what you are doing is not transparent.

Further, creating per person expenditures by dividing a full year of spending by the number of people
using those services on only one night (0.3% of a year) is inaccurate. This results in unrealistically
large overestimates that, in the HOST’s opinion, confuse more than they clarify. Estimates using their
first method (estimate 1) should have been excluded entirely. Their defense of the estimates also
leaves out critical information.®

If we use CSlI’s report to conduct a more apples to apples calculation, the only relevant estimate of
per person costs would be their estimate of 2021 expenditures divided by MDHI’s State of
Homelessness Report annual count. If we use their flawed regional 2021 annual estimated
expenditures of $465M and divide it by the closest available annual count, 32,233, the average per
person cost for the Metro Denver Region would be less than $15,000 per year.

Unclear Methods for Calculating Additional Government Funding
While the report claims to have confirmed numbers with HOST, HOST continues to have significant
guestions and concerns with how they included City funding.

The latest report does attempt to de-duplicate between the dollars the City provides to nonprofits
and that it spends in other ways by clarifying the amounts of the Homelessness Resolution Fund and
general funds that go toward non-grant costs for city administration. However, obscuring historic
expenditures with future budgeted amounts does not provide transparency on the financial
landscape of investment in Denver but rather causes confusion and applies assumptions that may
not be accurate in future years.

Overall, their approach mistakenly treats budgeted dollars (i.e., dollars available to be planned for)
as expenditures (i.e., dollars that were actually paid out by the city) in the given year. For some
programs, dollars budgeted in a given year may not be spent until a future year.1° For example, the
report includes City disbursements of $57.65M in American Rescue Plan Act Funds (ARPA) in its

9 To defend their estimates, CSl cites a series of studies that focus on individuals experiencing chronic
homelessness, which research has shown use more services than other people experiencing homelessness.
Because their study is not specific to people experiencing chronic homelessness, but rather all people
experiencing homelessness in Metro Denver, including those who may use services for a short time, this is not
an adequate justification of their results. See: Culhane, Dennis. (2018, April). “Chronic Homelessness.” Center
for Evidence-based Solutions to Homelessness. http://www.evidenceonhomelessness.com/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/evidence-page-chronic-homelessness-April-2018.pdf.

10 Some contracts, like shelter operations or outreach services may be awarded dollars in contract that are
budgeted in a given year and expend those dollars before year end. Other uses such as a development of a
supportive housing unit may be assigned dollars from a budget but not actually expend those dollars in the
same year as the timeline to develop a housing project can take multiple years to finalize funding and start
construction.
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characterization of 2023 new expenditures. ARPA funds can be spent through December 31,
2026.11 While the report acknowledges this reality vaguely, it does not change its approach.

Attributing all of those costs, many of which are planned to go to capital projects that will serve
households for years beyond that 2026 deadline, to 2023 alone is not transparent. It also further
compounds problems with their attempt to develop per person average costs using a denominator of
people served from a historic year.

Significant questions remain unanswered on how they calculated their annualized baseline and
spending above baseline. They asked HOST to respond to data they planned to include just days
before this report was released, but they did not explain how they got to their numbers. When asked
that they provide specific citations from the budget book and a detailed methodology, CSI did not
provide sufficient detail for HOST to verify their estimates. This left insufficient time and information
to fully understand the rationale behind numbers or methodology to support their approach.

In short, the research team failed to provide an appropriate level of transparency about their
approach for HOST to respond to it.

Removal of Specificity on Source Information and Approach for Nonprofits

Despite the flaws of the earlier report, the 2021 version provided some level of transparency in its
approach to nonprofit 990s. Appendix F of that report clearly stated the year and source of its data,
and it included notes on which programs were included. For example, they only included Aurora
Mental Health Center’s federally funded rapid rehousing program.

The latest report removes this clarity. While it describes its process of working with nonprofits as
“lengthy” and that it allowed “many” nonprofits (notably not all) to provide direct feedback on the
expenditures they included, the report itself no longer tells the reader which 990 they used for each
organization. It states in some places that they mostly used 990 forms from 2021, but sometimes
used forms from 2018 to 2019 (see page 37). In other places, they say they used 2020/2021 990s
(see Appendix D).

It also excludes the more detailed information about what programs they included and which ones
they did not that would allow readers to clearly understand what they present. For example, the
2021 Report clearly stated that they included the costs of Mile High United Way’s 2-1-1 system in
the programs they considered part of the homelessness ecosystem. Common Sense Institute
received feedback from the City and others that 2-1-1 serves many people in housing and is not
specific to homelessness. In the 2022 report, they simply state the amount they are including from
Mile High United Way. Readers are left to wonder whether the 2-1-1 issue has been corrected or not.

This lack of transparency requires individual nonprofits to review and respond to the report’s
accuracy. Some have started to do so. At the time of writing, two nonprofits named in the report take
issue with how their information was used (see responses from Colorado Coalition for the Homeless
and Metro Denver Homeless Initiative). 12

11 U.S. Department of Treasury. (2022, July 27). “Coronavirus State and Local Fiscal Recovery Funds Final
Rule: Frequently Asked Questions.” https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/136/SLFRF-Final-Rule-FAQ.pdf.
12 Colorado Coalition for the Homeless. (2022, October 21). “The Colorado Coalition for the Homeless
Challenges a Recent Report by the Common Sense Institute Regarding the Economic Impact of Homelessness
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Key Takeaways
For CSI’'s work to foster transparency on the topic of homelessness, the researchers also need to be

transparent in their approach to doing this work. Transparency is not omitting data source
information. Transparency is not removing information on which programs were included.
Transparency is not failing to provide a clear step-by-step for how the researchers generated their
numbers. Without this basic foundation, readers cannot make an informed decision about whether
this contributes productively to our understanding of homelessness.

Lack of Accurate, Policy-Relevant Data to Inform Resource Allocation Decisions
For this report to contribute meaningfully to discussions about how the Metro Denver region can best
allocate its resources, it needs to include accurate, policy-relevant information. While the City and
County of Denver takes regular steps to plan our resources based on data and community
engagement, particularly from residents with lived experience, this report does not contribute to that
dialogue.

How the City and County of Denver Makes Informed Resource Allocation Decisions

HOST agrees that we should be thoughtful about how we spend resources and ensure we are
achieving the most benefit we can for the people that we serve. This is why our strategic plan
includes explicit goals to increase our ability to use data to inform decision-making and a focus on
increasing our engagement with residents with lived experience. It is also why we get input on budget
priorities from our public advisory body, which includes members with both professional and lived
expertise in affordable housing, housing instability, and homelessness. It is why HOST produces an
annual Action Plan for public comment and feedback that includes both our planned priorities for the
coming year alongside our budget for the coming year. Our 2023 Action Plan is available for public
comment now through Oct. 26, 2022.

How the Common Sense Institute Report Fails to Inform Resource Allocation Decisions

To meet its purpose, the report would need first and foremost be accurate. Second, it would need to
acknowledge whether the expenditures the researchers include could be reallocated or describe the
policy choices that would be needed to use those dollars more effectively.

However, the report fails to do this. As described in part above, much of the report is inaccurate and
misleading. Further, it excludes policy relevant context that is needed to make informed decisions.
This is particularly evident in the report’s failure to differentiate spending on housing and its
treatment of Denver Health data.

Absent this context, the inclusion of these costs serve merely to inflate totals without contributing to
a productive regional conversation.

Inclusion of Funding for Housing
A substantial portion of the funds identified in the Common Sense Institute’s report support housing
programs. While some tenants may have previously experienced homelessness, people in housing

in Denver.” https://www.coloradocoalition.org/sites/default/files/2022-
10/CCH%20Press%20Release%20re%20CSI%20Report_10-21-2022_F.pdf. Metro Denver Homeless Initiative.
(2022, October 21). “MDHI Response to Common Sense Institute Newest Report.”
https://www.coloradocoalition.org/sites/default/files/2022-
10/CCH%20Press%20Release%20re%20CSI%20Report 10-21-2022_F.pdf.
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are not currently experiencing homelessness. If CSl feels it is important to continue to include those
costs in their accounting to inform policymakers, they should have broken them out separately to
provide policy-relevant information.

Reallocating funding away from an existing housing program, like supportive housing or rapid
rehousing, toward another use, has the potential to threaten the stability of those households. Such
an action would worsen homelessness in our community rather than reduce it. For this reason and
others, HOST’s annual action plans show how we plan to use our funds toward different purposes,
like shelter and services vs. housing assistance programs and housing development and
preservation efforts. 13

CSlI's report does not take this step; rather, it lumps all costs together in large totals. While these
large numbers may garner attention based on their sheer scale, they do not meaningfully inform
resource allocation conversations. Given this, this report could more accurately be retitled to be

more inclusive than just homelessness.

Treatment of Denver Health Charges

The inclusion of Denver Health’s data in this report fails to contribute to a policy-relevant discussion.
While CSI notes that they do not include a range of other health care providers, this does not
alleviate the issue. And it is a particularly impactful one, since their method of including Denver
Health alone accounts for 40% of the total expenditures they found for the City and County of Denver
in 2021.

The report attributes the full cost of Denver Health’s charges for care to people experiencing
homelessness to their concept of homelessness spending. For this to fit within their purpose of
improving how we spend our local resources, those dollars must be available to reallocate to other
uses. While this report corrects the prior report’s false assertion that all health care charges for
persons experiencing homelessness are uncompensated, their analysis of this concept continues to
be flawed.

(1) First, having housing does not preclude someone from needing health care. If Metro Denver
eradicated homelessness tomorrow, the people who were experiencing homelessness today
would still need health care at some point over the rest of their lives while they are housed.
People our community prevented from experiencing homelessness would need health care
at some point, too. Might people use less (more expensive) emergency department care?
Yes. Such a claim is based in strong evidence from the Social Impact Bond’s health care
outcomes study. But that is a far more nuanced analysis than the one CSI chose to present
and would result in attributing only a portion of those costs to homelessness. 14

(2) Second, the report does not clearly define the policy prescription to change how Denver
Health charges are spent to improve homelessness response. Charges are the full cost of
health care services. A portion of those costs are covered by insurance, so Denver Health

13 Denver Department of Housing Stability (n.d.). “Plans and Reports.”
https://denvergov.org/Government/Agencies-Departments-Offices/Agencies-Departments-Offices-
Directory/Department-of-Housing-Stability/About-Housing-Stability/Plans-and-Reports.

14 Hanson, D.; Gillespie, S. (2021, July 15). Improving Health Care through Housing First. Washington, DC:
Urban Institute. https://www.urban.org/research/publication/improving-health-care-through-housing-first.
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gets reimbursed. Many persons experiencing homelessness have insurance - the SIB found
that 76% of participants were connected to Medicaid in the year prior to being in the study
(i.e., while they were experiencing homelessness). 15 CSI has not provided the amounts that
are compensated through insurance or uncompensated.

What is CSI’s policy solution to use these resources more effectively? The actual costs to the
City or Denver Health for uncompensated care could be lowered by continuing work to
increase insurance rates, but that would not change total charges they report. Should Denver
Health cease providing care so they can donate what they would have spent to housing? No,
because people also need health care. Should we increase spending on housing solutions
now so we can see long-term reductions in costs to other systems, like the health care
system? Yes, but CSI does not make that point nor reflect that nuance.

Absent answers to these questions, the report includes health care costs in a way that is overly
broad and that does not provide policy-relevant insights for decisionmakers.

Inaccurate Portrayal of HOST's Five-Year Strategic Plan
While many of the report’s inaccuracies have already been covered above, the report also
inaccurately characterizes HOST’s Five-Year Strategic Plan.

The CSI report oversimplifies HOST’s work to address unsheltered homelessness, stating that
“Individuals will be encouraged to relocate into subsidized housing, free housing, or safe outdoor
space programs.” This is reductive and inaccurate. First, residents in housing programs, like
supportive housing, pay 30% of their income toward their rent, the same as any other person in our
community using a resource like a Housing Choice Voucher to help them make it in an exceedingly
out of reach housing market. Second, HOST is using many other tools and strategies to address this
urgent community concern. In addition to Safe Outdoor Spaces, we work with our partners to provide
programs like tiny homes and non-congregate shelter. We also anticipate launching an encampment
decommissioning model similar to Houston’s, one of the peer cities called out in CSI’s report. 16

The CSlI report also states that “The city intends to increase homeownership through subsidies and
zoning.” HOST’s Five-Year Strategic Plan does have a goal to expand homeownership opportunities;
however, none of the strategies stated in that goal relate to zoning. Our primary strategies include
expanding the supply of income-restricted affordable homes by funding new development and
acquisition in coordination with our partners, supporting down payment assistance programs, and
connecting residents with resources that can help them.

For this report to inform decisionmakers on how we can do better with our resources, it must
accurately describe what we are currently doing and what is already planned. Instead, the report
simply lists questions for others to answer. A list of questions without context does not further
discourse around possible opportunities.

15 Hanson, D.; Gillespie, S. (2021, July 15). Improving Health Care through Housing First. Washington, DC:
Urban Institute. https://www.urban.org/research/publication/improving-health-care-through-housing-first.
16 See HOST's Five Year Strategic Plan and Draft 2023 Action Plan for more complete and accurate
information.
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Key Takeaways
Determining how we best use the region’s available funding to resolve homelessness is a crucial

question. This report, however, fails to help our community answer it. It does not tell us how much we
are spending on housing and what it would mean to reallocate those funds. It does not describe
viable pathways to better spend the more than $160M in Denver Health charges they include. It
does not even accurately summarize what Denver is already planning. As a result, the report puts out
numbers, but without laying a foundation for meaningful discussion.

Conclusion

HOST agrees with the stated purposes of this report. We believe in transparency and making
informed decisions about how to maximize resources. That is why we put data out proactively every
year on our expenditures and how many households we served during the year through our annual
reports. That is why we are developing new public facing dashboards on our strategic plan progress
and financial reporting. That is why we develop annual action plans that describe our proposed
priorities and how we plan to spend our resources for public feedback every year.

However, CSI’s report fails to contribute meaningfully toward these purposes. The information CSI
has assembled excludes critical information needed for transparency and to inform a productive
discussion about how our region can allocate dollars to make the biggest impact.

Ultimately, we know that, together with our partners, we are serving people in crisis who have many
unique needs. CSI may be able to calculate what it costs to provide services in a year in our region,
however flawed. But for those people we serve, the impact of a safe place to stay, the care and
support during difficulty and uncertainty, and the feeling of getting housekeys once again is
invaluable. A dollar amount is only one dimension of an experience that has human costs.

We will only succeed in creating thriving, affordable communities if we work together as a region and
as a state to achieve it. Providing affordable housing with wraparound services helps people to exit
homelessness. By proactively investing in both, we can help stabilize people where they are, prevent
new episodes of homelessness, and reduce the cost of the emergency interventions it requires to
manage the cycle of crisis response.

For our part, the Department of Housing Stability will continue to work with our partners to provide

transparency to our spending, invest resources thoughtfully, and center our work on our key values
of being person-centered, trauma-informed, and data driven. We will not stop until everyone in our

community has a stable place to call home.
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