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	\ Abstract_ This paper examines how real-time data can accelerate progress 

towards ending homelessness across the Nordic countries. Drawing on OECD 

recommendations, it contrasts the limits of infrequent point-in-time counts with 

dynamic systems, such as by-name lists and integrated homelessness information 

platforms. A municipal case from Kolding, Denmark, shows how a by-name list and 

dashboard support early identification, coordinated responses, and monitoring of 

inflows, outflows, and returns. A European comparator, Ireland’s PASS, illustrates 

standardized monthly and quarterly reporting that informs policy while supporting 

case management. Using research literature and the authors’ practical experience 

in homelessness work, the paper examines data practices in Denmark, Finland, 

Iceland, Norway, and Sweden. It then maps implementation barriers—privacy laws, 

fragmented governance, uneven IT capacity—and opportunities, including lever-

aging existing administrative registers and shared standards. The paper argues for 

cross-Nordic data strategies that pair real-time measurement with policy and 

service reforms, aiming for homelessness to be rare, brief, and non-recurring.
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Introduction: Understanding the Problem

Despite strong welfare systems, Nordic countries continue to struggle with home-

lessness. A key challenge lies in insufficient data collection methods that fail to 

capture the dynamic nature of homelessness. The OECD’s Toolkit to Combat 

Homelessness (OECD, 2004) and Monitoring Framework to Measure Homelessness 

(OECD, 2025) highlight data gaps as a major barrier to effective policy making. 

The OECD recommends the adoption of dynamic data systems, such as case 

management platforms and real-time monitoring, to improve service coordination 

and early intervention. The challenge is no longer whether data matters—but how 

quickly governments can transition to dynamic, actionable data systems that 

drive meaningful change.

The article describes the current state of data collection on homelessness in the 

Nordic countries and the emerging use of real-time data, using the OECD recom-

mendations and the ETHOS typology 1 as key reference frameworks. 

Methodologically, this article is based on relevant research literature and the 

practical experiences of the authors, all of whom are engaged in homelessness 

work through research, NGOs, and public agencies in their respective countries. 

Their firsthand knowledge of measurement practices and ongoing developments 

provides the foundation for a comparative analysis, highlighting implementation 

barriers and emerging opportunities to enhance decision-making, resource alloca-

tion, and coordination among stakeholders through the use of real-time data. 

In the Nordic countries, service-based counts have played a crucial role in esti-

mating the number of people experiencing homelessness, and have been instru-

mental in shaping both local and national homelessness strategies. The counts 

conducted in Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and Finland have provided long-term, 

comparable trends that have formed the basis for strategic initiatives and action 

plans (Benjaminsen et al., 2020). In contrast, Iceland has relied on occasional 

local counts, such as those recently conducted in Reykjavik (Deild málaflokks 

heimilislausra, 2021).

1	 ETHOS – European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion. https://www.feantsa.org/ 

download/ethos2484215748748239888.pdf 

https://www.feantsa.org/download/ethos2484215748748239888.pdf
https://www.feantsa.org/download/ethos2484215748748239888.pdf
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The relative simplicity and efficiency of nationwide mapping studies of homeless-

ness have favoured the use of this method to inform national policymaking, espe-

cially for long-term planning that relies on broad trends. These methods offer 

valuable overviews, especially to produce national-level data statistics, but also 

provide data at the municipality and city level. It largely covers all the ETHOS light 

categories (OECD, 2025). Comparisons between countries and locally are also 

possible. A strength of the service-based method is that a wide range of informants, 

from institutions and prisons to outreach workers, participate, but it requires a large 

number of services nationally. This is a demanding process, and the counts cannot 

be conducted annually. They are carried out over a single week every 4th year in 

Norway, every 6th year in Sweden, Denmark counts every other year, and Finland 

every year, but with a simplified method. A weakness of service-based methods is 

that the number of homeless people may be underestimated and that people who 

are not in regular contact with services may be under-represented (Braga et al, 

2024). The service-based mappings, which are carried out on a point-in-time basis, 

can fail to capture the dynamic aspects of homelessness, such as shifts in demo-

graphic trends and the duration of homelessness. Therefore, it is crucial to 

recognize the need for more frequent and granular data collection in line with the 

OECD recommendations. 

By-name lists and/or homelessness information management systems address 

some limitations of PIT counts while supporting homelessness response at the 

local level. By tracking homelessness across multiple agencies and services over 

time, they allow for the identification of trends, evaluate the effectiveness of imple-

mented policies/working methods, allocate resources effectively, and respond 

proactively. The focus is usually not only on immediate housing needs but also on 

relevant underlying individual circumstances, such as mental health problems, 

substance abuse, family dynamics, or financial instability​, offering opportunities for 

predictive analysis, targeted prevention, early intervention, and tailored support. 

Real-time data has the potential to reshape not only homelessness policy but also 

the way homelessness itself is conceptualised. Traditional counts define homeless-

ness as a status measured at a single moment, reinforcing a static understanding 

of the phenomenon. This risks overlooking people who cycle in and out of home-

lessness, as well as those in informal or hidden living situations, and thereby 

narrowing both the perceived scale of the issue and the range of legitimate policy 

responses. In contrast, continuous monitoring through by-name lists or integrated 

homelessness information systems frames homelessness as a dynamic process. 

This approach enables policymakers to assess inflow, duration, and returns to 

homelessness, shifting the focus from reporting prevalence to evaluating system 
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performance. When designed to include individuals beyond formal service 

pathways, such systems provide a more ethical and realistic foundation for preven-

tion, early intervention, and resource allocation.

This paper builds on the OECD recommendations and examines the state of 

real-time monitoring systems in the Nordic countries, and considers the challenges 

and opportunities to upgrade the homelessness measurement methods currently 

in use. The starting point is a case study from Kolding Municipality (Denmark), 

which offers a concrete example of how real-time tracking is implemented in a 

Nordic setting. Then, the paper offers a comparative analysis with Ireland’s data-

driven approach, which represents a benchmark in this area for the ability to 

produce monthly and quarterly national statistics on homelessness and service 

use. The paper continues by offering perspectives from Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 

Norway, and Sweden – showcasing regional experiences with homelessness data 

and policy. We conclude with a shared vision for the future. By strengthening data-

driven approaches, Nordic countries can move from reactive responses to proactive 

interventions, paving the way for a future where homelessness is rare, brief, and 

non-recurring.

Learning from Case Studies

Kolding Municipality: Leading the way in real-time data  
for homelessness intervention at the local level
Kolding Municipality, Denmark, has been at the forefront of utilizing real-time data 

to address homelessness through its collaboration with Hjemløsninger,  2 a non-

profit organization inspired by an approach called Built for Zero 3, developed by the 

non-profit Community Solutions. 

2	 See: https://hjemloesninger.dk/ 

3	 See: https://community.solutions/built-for-zero/the-movement/ 

https://hjemloesninger.dk/
https://community.solutions/built-for-zero/the-movement/
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Figure 1 – Illustration of key data points in the By-Name List,  

borrowed from Community Solutions

Kolding launched a By-Name List (BNL) and dashboard system in June 2024 in 

collaboration with Hjemløsninger, with funding from Oak Foundation Denmark. The 

BNL is a dynamic, real-time database that provides case managers with person-

specific insights into individuals’ needs, housing status, and systemic barriers, 

enabling immediate interventions. It is structured around seven key data points (see 

Figure 1) that ensure accurate tracking and targeted support. The BNL covers the 

same homelessness situations used in the Danish national homelessness count, with 

the planned inclusion of domestic violence shelters. In addition, a dashboard system 

aggregates data from the BNL, offering decision-makers a strategic overview to 

identify trends, address bottlenecks, and optimize resource allocation. 

In Denmark, responses to homelessness are primarily the responsibility of munici-

palities, which operate or fund most relevant services. Consequently, most data in 

the Kolding system stems from municipal actors, where information is recorded as 

part of daily service work across internal departments. The municipality also 

collaborates with external partners such as regional psychiatry services, the Danish 

Prison and Probation Service, housing associations, and civil society organizations. 

These actors do not input data directly but, based on the necessary consent, notify 

the municipality when they encounter people in or at risk of homelessness. 

Municipal caseworkers then register these cases in the BNL.
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Since both internal and external actors report, when they identify people who have 

lost or are at risk of losing their homes, the system captures a wide range of situa-

tions. This includes people staying temporarily with friends or relatives or facing 

eviction, meaning that hidden homelessness is largely visible in the local data.

Extracts from the notes of a meeting between Kolding Municipality and 

Hjemløsninger on February 5, 2025:

“Real-time data allows us to intervene before individuals reach shelters or the street. 

By pinpointing risks early, we can shift from crisis management to proactive preven-

tion, ensuring timely support that keeps people in stable housing and out of home-

lessness altogether” (Marianne Petersen, Center Manager for Social Pedagogical 

Guidance and Drop-in Centers in Kolding Municipality)

“With real-time data, we gain a precise, dynamic picture of homelessness, 

allowing us to act faster and more strategically. We can identify at-risk individuals 

before they lose their homes, deliver targeted support to those currently 

homeless, and prevent recurrence by tracking past cases – ensuring not just 

faster exits from homelessness, but long-term stability. This isn’t just about 

saving lives; it’s about optimizing public resources and designing a system that 

prevents homelessness from happening in the first place.” (Ulrich Guldahl 

Poulsen, Center Manager for Substance Abuse Treatment and Socially 

Vulnerable Groups in Kolding Municipality)

Although still in its early stages, Kolding’s framework has accelerated progress in 

the local homelessness response system. Progress refers primarily to system 

capacity rather than an immediate fall in total homelessness. Process indicators 

show faster exits among rehoused individuals, and a first positive systemic shift 

occurred in March 2025, when monthly outflows had met or exceeded inflows. By 

continuously tracking homelessness inflows and outflows, the system in Kolding 

supports immediate assistance and also helps uncover systemic barriers, such as 

landlord discrimination and mismatches between housing supply and individual 

needs. This data-driven approach provides a foundation for achieving a measurable 

end state where homelessness is rare, brief, and non-recurring. As a pilot munici-

pality, Kolding has invested time in translating the approach to a Danish municipal 

context. With the core elements defined, subsequent municipalities are expected 

to implement and accelerate progress faster. 
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Consistent with findings from a recent Danish PhD on systemic change in municipal 

welfare systems, population-level effects typically follow capability-building 

(Lindegaard 2025). Over the next two years, an independent evaluation will be 

conducted to assess the systemic changes and economic benefits resulting from 

the implementation in Kolding.

In a European context, the Built for Zero methodology, which underpins 

Hjemløsninger’s approach, has also been successfully implemented in British 

communities, such as Brent, Calderdale, and Rhondda Cynon Taff, with the British 

non-profit organization, Crisis, as a supporting backbone organization. These 

communities, like Kolding, use real-time data systems to track individuals experi-

encing homelessness, uncover systemic barriers, and foster cross-sector collabo-

ration. They demonstrate how shared methodologies can adapt to different 

contexts and community sizes, while maintaining a common focus on systemic 

improvement and timely interventions.

The Pathway Accommodation and Support System (PASS) –  
A National Approach to Homelessness Data in Ireland 4
The Pathway Accommodation and Support System (PASS) is an online emergency 

bed management and client support system used across all 31 local authorities in 

Ireland. It is managed by Dublin City Council via the Dublin Region Homeless 

Executive (DRHE) and is designed to ensure standardized national data collection 

and reporting on homelessness. Under Section 10 of the Housing Act 1988, all 

homeless service providers receiving state funding are required to input data into 

PASS. The system is structured around nine regional authorities, each responsible 

for governance and reporting within its respective areas.

PASS compiles and reports homelessness data on a monthly and quarterly basis, 

offering a consistent and comparable dataset across all municipalities. The metrics 

range from the use of housing services (e.g., stays in emergency or temporary 

accommodation), reasons for homelessness (e.g., evictions), homelessness exits, 

cases where homelessness was prevented,  5 and include some demographic 

information of the clients (age, gender, nationality, household composition). In 

addition, PASS allows for the tracking of Housing First tenancies on a monthly/

quarterly basis.

4	 This section is based on information from Pathie Maphosa (Head of Research, Dublin Region 

Homeless Executive) sent to Louise Marie Pedersen, Hjemløsninger, November 11, 2024. Draft 

fact-checked by Pathie Maphosa on February 26th 2025. Further details on the origins of the 

PASS data and some of the modifications made to the system over the past decade can be found 

in an appendix to Baptista et al. (2022).

5	 For example, this is the case of households presenting to local authorities who are subsequently 

rehoused without entering emergency accommodation. 
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This data is extracted at fixed intervals, ensuring comparability between municipali-

ties and allowing for trend analysis over time. The PASS data has also been used 

for more in-depth analyses, including a cluster analysis of homelessness in Dublin 

(Waldron et al., 2019), studies on service use patterns and the needs of homeless 

families in Dublin (Waldron et al., 2024), and investigations of the causes of home-

lessness as well as to prevention and exit among young people and families expe-

riencing homelessness (Maphosa and Mayock, 2025; Maphosa, 2025). While PASS 

does not provide real-time public reporting at a national level, it does facilitate 

real-time case-specific tracking of households. Local Authority Housing Support 

Officers use PASS to track households and provide housing support. Additionally, 

state-funded NGO homeless services are mandated through Service Level 

Agreements to provide client support, which is documented in PASS to facilitate 

tailored pathways out of homelessness.

Comparison Between PASS and Hjemløsninger
Both the system in use at Kolding and PASS contribute to homelessness manage-

ment and data collection, but their approaches differ in scope and emphasis. PASS 

is designed as a standardized national data collection system that supports 

long-term policy analysis. PASS ensures consistent and aggregated data collection 

for government decision-making while also assisting local authorities in case 

management. In contrast, Hjemløsninger integrates real-time individual tracking 

only at the municipal level and prioritizes direct intervention and localized service 

adjustments, allowing the municipality to respond dynamically to immediate home-

lessness challenges. 

PASS plays a crucial role in daily homelessness operations, supporting processes 

such as bed bookings and comprehensive client case management. Local Authority 

Housing Support Officers rely on PASS to make informed decisions about resource 

allocation, particularly regarding bed availability and housing support services. The 

system also helps identify individuals who lack formal housing applications, 

enabling targeted assistance to those at risk. PASS primarily tracks individuals in 

emergency accommodation and those engaging with local authorities. It is unable 

to systematically track all forms of hidden homelessness at a national level, though 

prevention officers at the local level document at-risk cases and attempt to 

implement advocacy and interventions.

Hjemløsninger, on the other hand, provides a dashboard system that aggregates 

municipal data, enabling authorities to monitor homelessness patterns over time 

and analyze systemic barriers. By registering all individuals in various homeless-

ness situations according to the ETHOS Light definition, Hjemløsninger captures a 

broader dataset that includes those in insecure or inadequate housing.
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Figure 3 -PASS and Hjemløsninger compared

The Benefits of Real-Time Data 

Real-time data systems can drive systemic change because they provide a signifi-

cantly improved foundation to:

•	 Respond swiftly: Enable early intervention to prevent long-term homelessness.

•	 Optimize resources: Ensure housing and support services are allocated where 

they are most needed.

•	 Enhance accountability: Track progress through measurable goals and perfor-

mance indicators.

•	 Increase visibility and transparency: Offer a clearer understanding of homeless-

ness trends and the impact of interventions, enabling real-time evaluation and 

evidence-based decision-making.

Feature

Scope

Data 
Collection

Reporting

Focus

Decision-
Making

Outcome 
Measurement

PASS (Ireland)

National system covering all local 
authorities

Real-time updates to bed bookings 
and client case management 

functions

Standardized monthly and 
quarterly reports; NGO-funded 

services also submit KP/s 
monitored quarterly by the DRHE 
National Quality Standards team

Aggregate data for policy 
evaluation and funding; also 

facilitates care and case manage-
ment by NGOs

Supports long-term policy 
development and facilitates 

localized resource allocation, 
including bed capacity management

Measures national homelessness 
trends; used daily for operational 

processes, including bed bookings, 
care, and case management

Hjemlosninger (Denmark)

Localized system targeting  
specific municipalities

Individual tracking of all individuals 
experiencing homelessness for case 

management and interventions

Daily real-time updates on 
individuals, supplemented by at 
least monthly aggregated local 

trend analysis

Real-time individual tracking for 
dynamic case management and 

system-level adjustments, ensuring 
timely interventions and cross-

sector coordination

Enables immediate interventions 
and localized resource allocation

Tracks real-time individual progress 
and local trends
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•	 Foster cross-sector collaboration: Strengthen partnerships between municipali-

ties, service providers, and national policymakers by creating a shared, data-

driven approach to homelessness solutions.

In Kolding, real-time data has played a crucial role in uncovering systemic barriers. 

These localized insights have not only improved immediate responses but also 

revealed trends and challenges that informed broader national strategies. For 

example, by continuously tracking inflows and outflows, Kolding has generated 

actionable data that highlights gaps in housing systems or service delivery, providing 

critical evidence for national policy adjustments. By leveraging local data to identify 

systemic issues and inform evidence-based interventions, Kolding strengthens the 

connection between municipal action and national policymaking. This integrated 

approach ensures that local successes contribute to a broader understanding of 

homelessness, enabling more responsive and effective national strategies.

Implementing Real-Time Data Across the Nordics:  
Challenges and Opportunities

The implementation of real-time data systems in homelessness interventions 

presents both challenges and opportunities across the Nordic region. While Nordic 

countries share a strong welfare foundation, differences in political priorities, data 

collection methodologies, and administrative structures create diverse landscapes 

for adopting dynamic data systems. This section examines how real-time data fits 

into the current homelessness responses in Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and 

Sweden, drawing on a collaborative and comparative qualitative methodology. 

The authors of this paper all work with homelessness through research, NGOs, and 

agencies in their home countries, and they contribute with their expertise through 

cross-national exchanges on how real-time data systems are being developed and 

applied at the national level. National contributors shared insights on policy frame-

works, administrative arrangements, service delivery models, and technical aspects 

of data systems. These inputs were reviewed and discussed collectively to identify 

shared themes and country-specific differences. The analysis follows a qualitative 

comparative framework, aiming to highlight key implementation barriers and 

explore how real-time data can enhance decision-making, resource allocation, and 

coordination among stakeholders. While the collaborative process reflects a 

diversity of perspectives, the findings are contextual and exploratory, offering a 

synthesized understanding of common challenges and emerging opportunities 

rather than exhaustive national case studies.
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Denmark
Real-time data in homelessness response. Denmark’s homelessness response 

relies on biennial national surveys by VIVE - The Danish Center for Social Science 

Research. While valuable for monitoring broad trends, these methods provide only 

static snapshots, failing to capture homelessness dynamics throughout the year. 

The latest VIVE report (VIVE, 2024) estimates that 12 000-15 000 people experience 

homelessness annually—far exceeding official point-in-time survey results. This 

underscores the need for real-time data to track inflows and outflows for a more 

precise and responsive approach. Denmark’s National guidelines for Homelessness 

Response (Socialstyrelsen, 2020) emphasize systematic documentation of social 

interventions, yet there is no unified national approach to data collection. Currently, 

Kolding Municipality is the only one implementing real-time data in its homeless-

ness response. The absence of similar initiatives highlights the need for national 

guidance on standardized data collection and cross-sector collaboration.

Challenges in implementing real-time data. While real-time homelessness data has 

the potential to transform local service delivery, only Kolding Municipality has begun 

implementing it. This makes it difficult to predict the exact challenges other munici-

palities might face, but several structural and financial barriers are anticipated. There 

are no national guidelines or standardized frameworks for implementing real-time 

data tracking at the municipal level. As a result, local governments must navigate the 

process independently, leading to uncertainty about best practices and technical 

requirements. While existing municipal IT systems can be adapted to support 

real-time data, municipalities lack guidance on how to do so effectively. 

Financial and technical constraints also pose challenges. Smaller municipalities 

may lack the resources to upgrade IT infrastructure and train staff to handle 

real-time data securely and correctly. Additionally, concerns about data protection 

and compliance with GDPR can make cross-agency data-sharing complex. Finally, 

real-time data is not explicitly prioritized in national homelessness policies, meaning 

municipalities have little external incentive to invest in implementing these systems. 

Without political and financial support, local governments may struggle to justify 

the costs of implementation.

Potential benefits of real-time data. Despite these challenges, real-time data offers 

significant advantages for local homelessness responses. By continuously tracking 

inflows and outflows from homelessness services, municipalities can respond more 

effectively to emerging trends such as seasonal fluctuations in rough sleeping or 

sudden increases in housing demand. Kolding Municipality’s efforts highlight the 

potential for improving resource allocation. With real-time tracking, municipalities can 

align housing and support services with actual demand, ensuring shelter occupancy 

is optimized and people transition to permanent housing more quickly. Real-time data 
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would also enhance local service coordination. By integrating information across 

shelters, social services, healthcare providers, and employment agencies, munici-

palities can provide more personalized and timely interventions. Beyond immediate 

crisis management, real-time tracking strengthens prevention efforts. Identifying 

individuals at risk of homelessness early allows municipalities to intervene before they 

lose housing, potentially preventing homelessness altogether.

While Kolding is currently leading the way, scaling to larger municipalities in the 

Nordic context is primarily organisational, since municipalities run the homeless-

ness response and already hold most relevant administrative data. A practical path 

is to centralise existing feeds in a municipal hub under shared standards and 

extend coverage one priority population at a time (e.g., chronic homelessness, 

people sleeping rough, single adults) until citywide; larger cities take longer because 

more partners and workflows must align, not because the technology changes. 

International precedents show feasibility at metropolitan scale—for example, 

Chattanooga, United States (Quality Data for all single adults);  6 Thurston County, 

United States (Quality Data for all single adults);  7 Simcoe County, Canada (county-

wide by-name data via HIFIS);  8 and Adelaide inner city, Australia (public monthly 

dashboard and by-name list). 9 With clear implementation guidance, dedicated 

funding for integration, and a shared municipal framework, other Nordic municipali-

ties can adopt the model to speed responses, improve resource allocation, and 

strengthen prevention.

Finland 
Real-time data in homelessness response. The Housing Finance and Development 

Centre of Finland (Ara) has published an annual national report on homelessness 

statistics since 1987. Ara gathers data from municipalities through a comprehensive 

survey that considers service users as of November 15 th. The survey relies on 

various sources, including social welfare and housing service registers, municipal 

rental housing applicant lists, the Social Insurance Institution’s records, and the 

Population Information Register. The methodology and sources for data collection 

differ from one municipality to another, and the reliability of the information is 

difficult to evaluate. Furthermore, the survey only collects information on the 

number of homeless people, and lacks insights into the profile of the homeless, or 

6	 See: https://community.solutions/case-studies/chattanooga-achieves-quality-data-milestone-

for-all-single-adults 

7	 See: https://community.solutions/case-studies/thurston-county-washington-certified-for-

quality-data-for-all-single-adults-experiencing-homelessness 

8	 See: https://caeh.ca/bright-spot-simcoe-county-by-name-data-hifis/ 

9	 See: https://saaeh.org.au/azp-monthly-dashboard/ 

https://community.solutions/case-studies/chattanooga-achieves-quality-data-milestone-for-all-single-adults
https://community.solutions/case-studies/chattanooga-achieves-quality-data-milestone-for-all-single-adults
https://community.solutions/case-studies/thurston-county-washington-certified-for-quality-data-for-all-single-adults-experiencing-homelessness
https://community.solutions/case-studies/thurston-county-washington-certified-for-quality-data-for-all-single-adults-experiencing-homelessness
https://caeh.ca/bright-spot-simcoe-county-by-name-data-hifis/
https://saaeh.org.au/azp-monthly-dashboard/
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the reasons that have caused homelessness and barriers to acquiring housing. 

Despite its limitations, Ara’s approach is regarded as best practice for integrating 

multiple data sources (OECD, 2024).

The information published by Ara does not have the status of Official Statistics of 

Finland (OSF). Data collection for the national PIT count is not legislatively regulated 

and relies on municipalities voluntarily responding to the survey. In 2023, Statistics 

Finland assessed the feasibility of using register data to quantify homelessness but 

faced significant obstacles, such as the unreliability of national registers to follow 

the dynamics of homelessness and delays in accessing local register data due to 

GDPR. Consequently, annual PIT counts involving municipalities will continue. The 

current national program to end long-term homelessness highlights the need for 

improved data collection, encouraging organizations to focus on data needs. 10 

Challenges in implementing real-time data. Since national register data cannot be 

used for the homelessness counts, and thus a national level bureau cannot be 

responsible for performing the actual counting process, the question of who should 

be responsible for or have ownership of real-time data is open. The 21 well-being 

service counties, established by the 2021 social reform, now manage social and 

healthcare services, including those for homelessness. They possess local register 

data that offer insights into service usage and (in some cases) housing status. 

These registers constitute the best platform to obtain real-time data on homeless-

ness at the local level. However, the well-being services counties cover the services 

of bundles of several municipalities, while homelessness concentrates for the most 

part only in the biggest municipalities. 

Producing real-time data at the national level appears more problematic. 

Homelessness work is organized differently across the nation, so introducing a 

uniform way of collecting data would be difficult, especially as homelessness 

counts have so far not been statutory. In addition, well-being services counties use 

different customer and patient information systems, adding obstacles to data 

collection harmonization. Several issues need to be addressed, and there might 

not be any organizations that would volunteer to take on the task, as it is not clear 

who would benefit from this goal, and on what legislative basis to proceed.

Potential benefits of real-time data. Finland’s approach to homelessness is founded 

on the Housing First principle, which received a positive evaluation from an inter-

national panel of experts (Pleace et al., 2015) and is now widely acknowledged as 

a model of best practice (OECD, 2025). The primary issue in the response to home-

lessness is currently the lack of supported housing and resources to provide 

adequate support. This often results in individuals being placed on waiting lists 

10	 For more information see: https://ym.fi/hankesivu?tunnus=YM075:00/2023 

https://ym.fi/hankesivu?tunnus=YM075:00/2023
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instead of receiving housing immediately. The housing allocation system does not 

rely on a centralized platform and requires social workers to contact supported 

housing providers individually. 

Real-time data could bring two main benefits in this context. First, the lack of afford-

able and supported housing could be made more salient and quantifiable, aiding 

future housing stock planning and enhancing accountability among policymakers. 

However, there are doubts as to whether PIT counts are good enough and cost-

effective for these purposes. Developing the PIT counts to gather information also on 

demographic characteristics and barriers to housing could be a good enough 

solution to reach the Finnish goal of ending homelessness. Second, establishing a 

real-time platform could optimize collaborations among social services and housing 

and service providers, facilitating better resource coordination. This initiative would 

benefit from strong public sector encouragement in funding applications. 

The latest homelessness count (Ara, 2025) showed not only a general rise in home-

lessness, but also the doubling of the number of homeless people living outside, in 

stairways, or emergency shelters. Addressing such acute situations could benefit 

from developing real-time data and ensuring that the system is able to address 

people who are currently outside the service system and/or paperless. The benefit 

of real-time data would be particularly important for cities with the highest number 

of homeless people. 11

Iceland
Real-time data in homelessness response. Iceland’s homelessness data collection 

has primarily relied on national counts based on data from municipalities and 

domiciles. The most recent national census, conducted in 2021 by The National 

Statistics Office (Hagstofa Íslands), estimated that 1 271 individuals were experi-

encing homelessness. However, this census relies on municipal-level data, and 

because the definition of homelessness differs between the state and municipali-

ties, the reliability of the data is compromised. Additionally, interpretations of the 

Laws of Municipal Social Services (Law 40/1991) vary, leading to inconsistencies 

in how homelessness is defined and how services are provided across different 

municipalities. In contrast to the national approach, Reykjavik city has been 

collecting more detailed data using the ETHOS classification system, including 

shelter use per person (gender, age, citizenship, domicile), housing status, and 

outreach service usage.

Challenges in implementing real-time data. A major challenge in implementing 

real-time data systems in Iceland is the lack of coordinated data collection across 

different levels of government and NGOs. The state, municipalities, and NGOs do 

11	 In 2024, nine cities made up for 80% of homelessness in Finland (ARA, 2025).
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not collect data on the same basis, leading to inconsistent and unreliable informa-

tion. Without a standardized approach, it is difficult to obtain a clear and compre-

hensive picture of homelessness in Iceland. To address this issue, Iceland needs a 

national framework that provides clear guidelines on data collection and an action 

plan to combat homelessness. There must be a designated organization respon-

sible for hosting and overseeing the data collection process, ensuring a holistic 

overview of homelessness trends. Additionally, there must be a clear division of 

responsibilities between the state and municipalities, so that data collection efforts 

are aligned, and municipalities know what data needs to be collected and reported.

Potential benefits of real-time data. Implementing a real-time data system in Iceland 

would significantly improve the country’s ability to address homelessness effec-

tively. A common understanding of homelessness, based on standardized data 

collection, would allow for a holistic and evidence-based approach to policy 

making. With accurate and up-to-date information, policymakers could better 

assess the needs of homeless individuals, allowing them to develop more targeted 

housing and support solutions. Additionally, greater visibility of the issue through 

real-time data could create pressure on decision-makers to act more urgently. The 

ability to track trends in real-time would provide stronger justification for resource 

allocation, ensuring that funding and services are distributed efficiently to meet the 

actual demand. This could also accelerate the development of housing solutions 

and lead to faster implementation of homelessness interventions.

Norway
Real-time data in homelessness response. Norway is among the countries in 

Europe that have had the best data and knowledge about homelessness. This is 

largely due to the national surveys that have been conducted regularly since 1996 

(Dyb and Zeiner, 2021). The 2024 survey in Norway has unfortunately been 

cancelled. This is due to problems related to privacy and confidentiality in social 

services. Norway currently lacks updated information on homelessness. However, 

approval has been obtained for a new survey in late 2025, but this is simplified and 

lacks a good deal of information that was previously surveyed. Husbanken – the 

Norwegian State Housing Bank – prepares annual estimates, but these are subject 

to uncertainty. This is challenging in a period where all signals point to a large 

increase in the number of homeless people. This can be observed through an 

increase in the use of acute and temporary housing by 60 percent. 12 Better access 

to real-time data would have been of great help. Social services will normally have 

up-to-date information on who is in emergency and temporary housing. They will 

12	 For more details see Statistics Norway at: https://www.ssb.no/en/statbank/table/12015/ 

12015: Temporary residents and night homes, by region, contents and year. Statbank Norway

https://www.ssb.no/en/statbank/table/12015/tableViewLayout1/
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also register the housing situation, including homelessness, for people applying for 

social benefits. There is no administrative data or other approaches to collect data 

on homelessness. 

Challenges in implementing real-time data. The government remains committed to 

its zero-homelessness vision, but at the same time, the national social housing 

program expired without plans for a new one. This creates strategic uncertainty in 

relation to further work with data collection and real-time data. At the same time, 

Husbanken is experiencing increasing interest in data and information about home-

lessness. The difficult situation many are experiencing in the housing market also 

contributes to the need for new, updated data. Legislation regarding privacy and 

confidentiality in services is also a challenge in the work to obtain better data. At 

the same time, work is underway to provide new legal bases that will improve the 

basis for collecting data. Municipalities in Norway have relatively high levels of 

autonomy and are generally reluctant to collect data locally. Central authorities are 

also cautious about requiring municipalities to report data. Therefore, a clear regu-

latory framework is important in working with real-time data. Like the other Nordic 

countries, Norway has relatively few homeless people per capita. Combined with 

many municipalities with small populations, the cost-benefit of having its own 

systems is limited. Homelessness is mainly a problem in the larger cities. 

Potential benefits of real-time data. Kobo is Husbanken’s digital system to support 

municipalities’ work with social housing using housing registers, processing of 

housing applications, and citizen services. Kobo has been developed together with 

several municipalities since 2021, and all municipalities are offered the opportunity 

to use the solution. By the end of 2024, a total of 122 municipalities had signed 

agreements to use Kobo. Although Kobo is mainly used for processing applications 

and providing an overview of the housing stock, there are opportunities for further 

development. A project is currently underway that looks at the possibilities of 

assisting people in transitions from treatment and serving time in prison to prevent 

homelessness. As it appears that Kobo will be widely used, this will be a good 

starting point for working towards real-time data on homeless people. 

This requires system development, but when this is linked to an established system, 

it will be easier for municipalities to implement new functions. Kobo also safeguards 

privacy and access to sensitive information, which is an important aspect. In 

addition, Husbanken also has a role as a data processor for the system and is 

therefore responsible for providing data for statistics and research. Such an 

expanded function will both provide real-time data for the services that follow up 

on the homeless and better data for central authorities.



149Research Notes

Sweden 
Real-time data in homelessness response. Sweden has undertaken a national 

survey every six years since 1993 to monitor homelessness. These surveys are 

conducted by the National Board of Health and Welfare, with the most recent 

survey carried out in 2023 (Socialstyrelsen, 2024). This survey serves as a point-in-

time measurement and has determined that there are approximately 27 000 

homeless individuals in the country. Sweden’s definition of homelessness encom-

passes four categories: acute homelessness, institutional care (including category 

housing and penal institutions), long-term housing solutions, and short-term 

housing solutions. Most of the homeless people live in long-term housing solutions.

Real-time data is increasingly being recognized as a valuable tool in addressing 

homelessness in Sweden. The Swedish government has outlined a strategy to combat 

homelessness (2022–2026), which, among other things, emphasizes the importance 

of data collection and analysis. This strategy aims to improve the understanding of 

homelessness and enhance the effectiveness of interventions. Many municipalities 

in Sweden are measuring the number of homeless individuals more frequently, such 

as on an annual basis. However, no municipalities have yet implemented real-time 

data systems to track and respond to homelessness more effectively.

Challenges in implementing real-time data. Implementing real-time data in 

Sweden’s homelessness response presents several challenges. Ensuring the 

privacy and security of individuals’ data is essential. Real-time data systems must 

comply with these regulations. There is often a lack of coordination between 

different municipalities and the state, leading to inconsistencies in data collection 

and usage. Implementing real-time data systems requires significant investment in 

technology and training, which can be financially and logistically challenging for 

smaller municipalities. While there is political support for using data to address 

homelessness, it may not be sufficient to drive the widespread adoption of real-time 

data systems. Aligning national and local policies to support the use of real-time 

data can be challenging due to differences in priorities and approaches. Ensuring 

effective communication and information sharing between different data systems 

requires standardized protocols and systems.

Potential benefits of real-time data. Real-time data has significant potential to 

enhance homelessness interventions in Sweden. The development of digital 

platforms and data analytics tools has made it easier to collect and analyze 

real-time data. Real-time data provides up-to-date information, allowing policy-

makers and service providers to make informed decisions quickly. This can lead to 

more effective and timely interventions, allowing for faster provision of services 

such as emergency shelter, healthcare, and social support. By analyzing trends and 

patterns, real-time data can help predict future homelessness risks, enabling 
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proactive measures to prevent homelessness before it occurs. Real-time data helps 

identify where resources are most needed, ensuring that support is directed to the 

areas and individuals who need it most. With detailed, real-time information, inter-

ventions can be tailored to the specific needs of individuals, improving the chances 

of successful outcomes. With real-time insights, resources can be reallocated 

dynamically in response to changing needs, improving the overall efficiency of 

homelessness services. Real-time data can facilitate better communication and 

coordination between different agencies, municipalities, and non-profits. By inte-

grating data from various sources, real-time systems can provide a comprehensive 

view of the homelessness situation, helping different actors work together more 

effectively. Overall, the use of real-time data can transform how homelessness is 

addressed in Sweden, making interventions more timely, efficient, and effective.

Comparative insights across the Nordics

Real-time data is not yet a standard feature in homelessness management across 

the Nordics, but its potential to improve interventions is widely acknowledged. 

While approaches to homelessness data collection vary across the region, we can 

identify common challenges and opportunities. 
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Table 1. Challenges and Opportunities in Implementing Real-Time Data for 
Homelessness Response Across the Nordic Countries

Challenges:
•	 Legal and privacy constraints: GDPR regulations limit data-sharing across agencies.

•	 Fragmented data collection: Decentralized governance results in inconsistencies, hindering 
national tracking.

•	 Lack of policy integration: Few national strategies mandate real-time data use, leaving 
municipalities without clear guidelines.

•	 Financial and technical barriers: Many municipalities lack the IT infrastructure to support 
real-time tracking.

•	 Coordination gaps: Effective data collection requires collaboration across social services, 
healthcare, and housing agencies.

•	 Underreporting vulnerable groups: Many homeless individuals, such as undocumented migrants 
or couch surfers, remain invisible in existing data.

Opportunities:
•	 Existing administrative systems (municipal social service data, housing registers) can support 

real-time tracking.

•	 Growing international attention from the EU and OECD emphasizes the need for harmonized, 
dynamic data systems.

•	 Scalable models like Kolding’s By-Name List and Norway’s Kobo system show how real-time 
data can drive policy improvements.

•	 Cross-Nordic collaboration in data standards and digital infrastructure can ensure that 
homelessness interventions rely on accurate, timely data.

•	 Real-time data can reduce long-term costs by improving intervention effectiveness, enhancing 
resource allocation and reducing chronic homelessness.

•	 Implementing real-time data encourages municipalities, NGOs, and national agencies to work 
together, improving service coordination and overcoming coordination gaps

To move forward, Nordic countries should develop comprehensive national and 

local data strategies that align with homelessness policies. Addressing legal 

barriers to secure and responsible data-sharing will be essential, alongside stand-

ardizing data collection for comparability across regions. Equity must remain 

central in data use to ensure vulnerable populations are not overlooked, and 

municipal roles should be clearly defined to ensure real-time data directly inform 

homelessness responses. Additionally, service providers must be held accountable 

for data quality and outcomes, with stronger incentives to maintain accurate and 

actionable information.

Investments in technology and training will better equip municipalities for real-time 

tracking, ensuring that frontline services can respond effectively and more effi-

ciently while overcoming current coordination gaps. Strengthening cross-Nordic 

collaboration will allow countries to share the best practices and technical 

expertise, fostering more coordinated efforts. Existing models, such as Denmark’s 

Kolding approach and Norway’s Kobo system, provide scalable blueprints that 

could be tailored to different national contexts and needs. By implementing these 
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steps, the Nordics can work toward a future where homelessness is rare, brief, 

and non-recurring, with standardized, high-quality data driving both national and 

regional solutions.

A Shared Vision for the Future

To end homelessness, we must have a clear goal and a way to measure progress. 

The OECD highlights the need for dynamic measurement rather than static snapshots, 

ensuring that policies and resources are continuously adjusted based on real-world 

trends. A shared vision for the future must include both the ambition to end home-

lessness and the tools to track our progress toward that goal. Nordic countries can 

work together towards the adoption of real-time data in homelessness response, 

enabling shared learning, the adoption of best practices, and more effective interven-

tions through common methodologies and data systems; Kolding’s experience 

highlights how this approach accelerates progress, providing an opportunity for the 

region to scale it through shared investment and commitment.

Real-time data is a starting point. It highlights what works, what doesn’t, and where 

innovation is needed, but it relies on systems, funding, and policy changes to turn 

insights into lasting solutions. A clear goal, backed by reliable, real-time data, is 

what ensures that we stay on the right path—continuously adapting and improving 

until homelessness is no longer a reality. However, real-time data is not a solution 

in itself. It provides the visibility needed to understand the full scope of homeless-

ness, uncover hidden dynamics, and track whether interventions are moving us 

toward the ultimate goal: a society where homelessness is not just reduced but 

prevented entirely. Data must be combined with bold action: developing affordable 

housing, addressing systemic inequities, and building comprehensive support 

systems. Real-time data serves as the map to navigate these solutions, but without 

action, the systemic changes required to end homelessness remain out of reach.
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