
ISSUE: HOUSING
Over two million people experience homelessness 
each year in the U.S. One common prevention 
strategy is to provide targeted, temporary financial 
assistance to people facing eviction to prevent them 
from becoming homeless and experiencing the 
enduring negative effects of homelessness. Over 
90% of U.S. households live in an area with this 
type of program. Across the country, such programs 
receive over 15 million calls per year.

WHY EVALUATE?
Chicago residents at risk of becoming homeless may 
call 311 to request targeted, temporary financial 
assistance for rent, security deposits, or utility bills. 
Callers are routed to the Homelessness Prevention 
Call Center (HPCC), which screens callers and 
connects eligible callers with local funding agencies. 
Stakeholders commissioned the study to learn more 
about the program's impact on shelter entry and 
number of days in a shelter at six and 12 months, 
as well as program cost-effectiveness.  

COLLABORATORS
LEO collaborated with several partners to build 
evidence about program impact, including HPCC, 
Catholic Charities Chicago, and All Chicago.

1.  COMPARING OUTCOMES
LEO studies isolate the impact of a particular 
program by comparing outcomes for two groups 
of individuals who are the same, on average, except 
for the program of interest (i.e., "treatment" 
and "control" groups). In this case, funding 
for targeted, temporary financial assistance for 
individuals on the brink of homelessness varies 
unpredictably over time. Some program-eligible 
individuals call on a day when financial assistance 
is available, while others call on a day when 
financial assistance is not available. Thus, LEO 
was able to measure program impact in a rigorous, 
quasi-experimental way by comparing outcomes 
across these two groups. 

2.  STUDY SIZE & TIMELINE
The study reviewed calls to HPCC from 2010 to 
2012. The sample was restricted to people who 
requested financial assistance for rent or security 
deposits. In total, the sample included 4,448 calls. 
Of these callers, 58% were referred to funds. In 
this case, day-to-day program operations created 
a natural experiment. Thus, LEO was able to 
conduct a retrospective study. Results were 
published in Science magazine in 2016.

3.  DATA
Working with study partners, LEO accessed 
administrative data about callers seeking targeted 
temporary financial assistance from HPCC. LEO 
then "linked" these data to administrative data on 
entries and exits from local shelters. LEO is now 
conducting follow-on studies of the program's 
impact on criminal justice and health outcomes. 
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About LEO:  The Wilson Sheehan Lab for Economic Opportunities (LEO) is a nonpartisan research center at the 
University of Notre Dame.  LEO works with nonprofit and government agencies to build objective evidence about 
programs designed to reduce poverty and improve lives in the U.S. To learn more, please contact us at leo@nd.edu.

"Having a well-
respected 
evaluator lends 
credibility and 
transparency."

Kathy Donahue
Vice President for Program Development and Evaluation 

Catholic Charities Chicago


