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ABSTRACT 
As community-oriented programs move from intervention to infrastructure, questions of just and equitable access to 

that infrastructure both arise and become more consequential to those served. However, extant tools are general in 

scope, often undertested, and inconsistently linked with positive outcomes for served communities and service 

providers. We explore the dynamics and implications of a key tool within this infrastructure intended to enable 

portable collaboration across organizations serving those who are experiencing homelessness: the VI-SPDAT 

(Vulnerability Index - Service Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool). This tool, while providing a means of 

coordinated assessment, must itself be negotiated according to the values, data concerns, and goals of the agencies 

and service providers who make use of it. This paper reports findings from 29 interviews with individuals working 

in nonprofits, charities, and government agencies that provide services or resources to people experiencing 

homelessness within the City of Austin’s Continuum of Care. The life-and-death stakes of the VI-SPDAT, which is 

designed to prioritize access to services based in part on a prediction of potential for premature mortality, drive 

home the need for equitable and just infrastructure. 

KEYWORDS 
Knowledge infrastructures; homelessness; VI-SPDAT; infrastructural justice; critical infrastructure studies. 

INTRODUCTION 
In leveraging information to seek a more equitable and just world, one of the major challenges that we face as a 

society and as information professionals is the injustice of homelessness. Former Hawai’i Governor Linda Lingle 

(2004) once said about homelessness, “But, this is a moral issue here, that we ignore at our own peril. We have 

come dangerously close to accepting the homeless situation as a problem that we just can't solve” (para. 6).” In his 

memoir, Just Mercy, lawyer and author Bryan Stevenson (2014) wrote, “my work with the poor and the incarcerated 

has persuaded me that the opposite of poverty is not wealth; the opposite of poverty is justice” (p. 18). This paper 

reports findings from a study designed to leverage information and technology to empower people experiencing 

homelessness and better equip service providers with data, information, and knowledge to maximize the potential 

for good of their limited resources. 

Like many cities in the United States, the City of Austin, Texas’s current approach to addressing homelessness is 

oriented around a Continuum of Care (CoC), a regional organization that coordinates access to federal assistance 

funding, with a dedicated organization known as ECHO (Ending Community Homelessness Coalition) taking on a 

leadership role among the many providers of services, shelter, or other resources in the area (ECHO, 2021). 

Coordinating of information resources and knowledge is done through an HMIS (Homelessness Management 

Information System). This approach, recommended by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) combines a coordinated assessment approach with the development of an infrastructure for sharing 

information about participating clients and available resources. The components of CoC were created through the 

McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act and then consolidated in HUD through the Homeless Emergency 
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Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing (HEARTH) Act. A CoC provides funding to nonprofit, government, 

and other entities that serve people experiencing homelessness within a defined geographic area. CoCs, under this 

program, are required to use a coordinated assessment system that includes a standardized assessment tool, and to 

provide a central point of contact for coordination and sharing of data resources. 

The standardized assessment tool used most commonly among cities participating in this program is the VI-SPDAT. 

The VI-SPDAT (Vulnerability Index - Service Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool), is a standardized 

assessment tool that uses a guided survey interview to prioritize limited resources for those experiencing 

homelessness according to the likelihood of mortality in the near future. In a recent 2015 report conducted by 

HUD’s Office of Priority Development and Research, which reported on a workshop held among experts drawn 

from both government and academic roles, such coordinated assessments were described as “[lacking] a strong 

evidence base and... limited in their ability to select the best interventions for families and individuals or to predict 

which families would be the most successful in different interventions,” (PDR, 2015, 5). However, “because of the 

regulatory requirement that all CoCs use coordinated assessment, no comparison group exists,” (PDR, 2015, 4) to 

test these instruments, or to adequately assess their effects, in randomized controlled trials. As such, related in this 

report is a recommendation for “mixed-methods research to better understand the systems involved,” (PDR, 2015, 

4)—a call for research situated in practice that considers the efficacy and impact of these assessments. 

In this paper, we report preliminary findings from interviews conducted as part of an ongoing study of approaches to 

homelessness amelioration in Austin. Throughout these interviews, an image of the VI-SPDAT emerges that 

emphasizes its infrastructural role as a key point of collaborative access for disparate, heterogeneous, and often 

parallel, providers of services and information for those on the continuum of homelessness. When using this tool, 

such service providers, alongside engaged local and state government agencies, expressed an awareness of the flaws 

of the assessment tool and described how they navigated established information systems and personal relationships 

to negotiate these known flaws. Participants related how the VI-SPDAT often fell short of its goal of prioritizing 

those most vulnerable for reasons both endogenous and non-endogenous to the assessment survey itself. In this 

paper, we engage with the ‘coming to be’ of a knowledge infrastructure (the HMIS, as mediated through coordinated 

assessment in the form of the VI-SPDAT) in Austin. 

BACKGROUND 
Approaches to the amelioration of homelessness are often fragmented, with significant asymmetries of knowledge, 

resources, and data expertise. For example, librarians, who in many urban settings are a first point of contact with 

those on the continuum of homelessness in need of information and support in their professional roles, often 

disagree as to their level of responsibility, or are unsure of their capacity for relaying expert knowledge, such as 

health information (Williams, 2016). The usefulness of information resources directly available to those on the 

continuum of homelessness is related, in part, to the flexibility and portability of those resources (Woelfer et al., 

2009). 

Community-based organizations (CBOs) have significant barriers in terms of access to open data and coordinated 

information systems, including tensions related to disparate access to data, limited utility of collected data, limited 

data capacity among CBOs, and the tendency of extant infrastructure to exclude the concerns faced by those 

organizations (Yoon & Copeland, 2020). Similarly, minor differences in how the issue of homelessness is presented 

evoke different values and differing levels of public support for ameliorating policies (Koepfler, Templeton & 

Fleischmann, 2012). Information intermediaries, like many of the organizations engaged with Continuum of Care, 

thus play a key role in addressing the information needs of those in disadvantaged or dependent circumstances and 

work to bridge knowledge gaps between services and these users (Buchanan, Jardine, & Ruthven, 2018). 

Much like infrastructure itself, people experiencing homelessness might be thought of as similarly fading from 

visibility in the absence of systemic breakdowns (Koepfler, Mascaro, & Jaeger, 2014). Much as current federally led 

approaches to funding and addressing homelessness in communities relies on a continuum of care, our definition of 

homelessness embraces the notion that homelessness is itself a continuum, ranging across situations like housing 

instability and aging out of the foster care system, to reintegration from incarceration, episodic homelessness, living 

exclusively on the street, or couch-surfing. Ongoing, community-oriented efforts such as the Continuum of Care 

serve a valuable role in maintaining visibility and engagement with this diverse range of communities, but the 

technologies through which they understand, manage, and address homelessness bear significant consequence in 

how services are provisioned and the population of users is understood, advocated for, and prioritized. 

The Knowledge Infrastructural Perspective 
“One of the most important developments in science and technology studies (STS) has been to refocus attention 

away from the spectacle of the pageant of history toward the formation and operation of infrastructure” (Slota & 

Bowker, 2017, 530). Infrastructure studies, especially through the lens of knowledge infrastructures (Edwards et al., 

2013), provides a means for understanding and assessing how novel systems become integrated with, work 
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alongside, or are in tension with existing systems already in use. These may be systems of standards, agreements, 

and national policy as well as sensors, storage, and analysis (Edwards, 2010). Infrastructure is not best defined 

according to the technical characteristics of a given system or set of systems, but instead through numerous 

relational characteristics as defined by Star and Ruhleder (2001). Following these characteristics, we can assert that 

a system is infrastructural when it is embedded and transparent in practice, learned as a part of membership, linked 

with conventions of practice, and embodying some set of standards. Infrastructure is also built upon an installed base 

that has some inertia of its own, exceeds a single site or physical location, resolves tensions between the global and 

the local, and becomes much more visible upon its breakdown. This heterogeneous list of features recognizes “that 

infrastructure [is] integrally a social, organizational, and physical phenomenon” (Slota & Bowker, 2017, 537). 

In many ways, infrastructure encapsulates a discourse about the future (Larkin, 2013), where novel infrastructure is 

presented as both a vision of an idealized future and the pathway towards that future. In similar fashion, the 

development of novel infrastructure negotiates the tensions inherent in the “long now” (Ribes & Finholt, 2009) of its 

production, where work towards immediate needs is in tension with work towards future goals from the inception of 

its development. Infrastructure is not built as such (Bowker, 2018), but rather comes into being through the 

confluence of practice, policies, standardization, and system integration. Mediation (Latour, 1994) thus becomes a 

vital consideration in understanding how infrastructures assemble, organize, and become available to use (Baker & 

Millerand, 2008). In this work, we reminded that “as accretions that are formed slowly over time, infrastructures are 

made by and constitutive of diverse political rationalities, past and present” (Anand, 2015). 

Conceptually, knowledge infrastructures may either disintermediate, providing a closer connection to data among an 

identified group of ‘end users’, or structure intermediation, where local participants are empowered as mediators of 

data and information flows between connected data and users (Baker & Millerand, 2008). Knowledge infrastructures 

are fragile (Borgman et al., 2016), and their durability is closely linked with the invisible work of maintenance, 

repair, and adjustment (Jackson, 2014). It is in repair and maintenance that “order and meaning in complex 

sociotechnical systems are maintained and transformed, human value is preserved and extended, and the 

complicated work of fitting to the varied circumstances of organizations, systems, and lives is accomplished” 

(Jackson, 2014, p. 222). No infrastructure is established in developed form—they are in a constant state of 

responsive adjustment to changing circumstance, systemic requirements, and necessary resolutions to key moments 

of breakdown. According to Anand, “thinking of infrastructure as accretion draws our attention to how these are not 

smooth surfaces that perform as planned; instead they are flaky, falling-apart forms that constantly call out for 

projects of management, maintenance, and repair” (2015, para. 1). The VI-SPDAT, in this study, is explored as the 

initial point of contact for the knowledge infrastructure that supports the provision of services to those on the 

continuum of homelessness. 

History and Critique of the VI-SPDAT 
The VI-SPDAT is the combination of two prior tools. The first, the Vulnerability Index (VI), was developed by 

Community Solutions to assess the risk of death of the survey-taker on the basis of medical history and prior 

conditions, and was based in part on prior research conducted by Boston’s Healthcare for the Homeless program 

(Hwang, et al., 1997). The second, the Service Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool (SPDAT), was developed by 

OrgCode Consulting, Inc., and considered socioeconomic and psychosocial risk factors of homelessness. The 

combined tool, the VI-SPDAT, is among the more popular tools used in required prioritization of resources and has 

been deployed in over 1000 communities in the US, Canada, and Australia (OrgCode, 2015), and is notable in its 

accounting for social, psychological, and health risk factors in assessing vulnerability and prioritizing service 

provision. Questions in the VI-SPDAT consider factors such as environmental threats, social network threats, health 

conditions, alcohol and drug use, and mental health (King, 2018). 

There are, however, reasons to question the validity and reliability of this instrument (Brown et al., 2018). The VI-

SPDAT is a deficit-based assessment (Frisch et al., 2017), and lacks questions about the strengths that a surveyed 

individual might bring to their management of a home and family, instead focusing on areas where behavior and 

history indicate higher vulnerability. Its focus on discrete events, rather than patterns of behavior, potentially causes 

the VI-SPDAT to under-assess key risk factors for survivors of domestic and sexual violence (McCauley, 2020). VI-

SPDAT scoring was also not found to effectively predict placement in housing, especially when compared to 

housing eligibility or consistent interactions with service providers (King, 2018). The VI-SPDAT’s success has in 

prior studies been closely linked to the rapport between the assessor and client, especially considering the discomfort 

clients would often feel in honestly answering questions about risky behaviors such as drug use or sharing deeply 

personal information about mental health (Frisch et al., 2017). 

The structure of the VI-SPDAT may also produce some level of racial inequity, as critical research into the 

intersectionality of the tool has indicated that it scores White clients as being of notably higher vulnerability than 

Black clients (Cronley, 2020), which is further troubled by the overrepresentation of those of Black identity among 
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the population of those experiencing homelessness (Henry et al., 2018). Gender differences in social support and 

mental health further complicate the fair provision of permanent supportive housing (Winetrobe et al., 2017), 

especially in underlying assumptions of vulnerability. Coordinated assessment, itself, may not be the most equitable 

means of prioritizing resources, with options such as lotteries or progressive engagement recommended by a team of 

experts as being more equitable and efficient (PDR, 2015). Rent assistance, similarly, may play a key role in the 

Housing First approach, with demonstrated effectiveness in improving quality of life and similar measures 

(Pankratz, Nelson, & Morrison, 2017), displacing the Housing First mentality that often underlies coordinated 

assessment approaches. 

Infrastructure, as “flaky accretions of sociomaterial processes” that come to be through the relationships between 

humans, discourses, technology, and other things (Anand, 2017, 13), are “neither ontologicaly prior to politics nor 

are they the effects of social organization” (13). Infrastructure results both in spaces of visibility and invisibility, and 

centers and margins (Star and Ruhleder, 2001). Thus, an understanding of how an infrastructure produces both 

justice and injustice in its technical characteristics, operation, and social or organizational dynamics, is vital to those 

developing novel infrastructure, or engaged in its development, maintenance, and repair. This paper is driven by the 

exploration of how an infrastructure might become more or less just as it is used, iterated, and developed, and by 

understanding how components of that infrastructure, especially ‘entry points’ like the VI-SPDAT, bear 

consequence to how that infrastructure arranges knowledge about the world. As such, this analysis was directed 

towards a pair of complementary research questions: what are the social, organizational, and ethical consequences of 

an infrastructural ‘tool’ such as the VI-SPDAT, and how does such a tool work to produce a more or less just world? 

METHODS 
This study, which is a portion of a larger, in-progress, mixed-method study, focuses on the experiences of 

stakeholders within government and non-profit organizations working with those on the homelessness continuum in 

Austin, Texas. For this study, we interviewed 29 individuals, all of whom were engaged at various levels with the 

provision of services or information for individuals on the continuum of homelessness. Interviewees were selected 

initially following recommendations from key informants from the City of Austin who were collaborators on this 

project, then further developed through snowball sampling, to leverage the unique social knowledge of participants 

in identifying relevant future participants (Noy, 2013). Nineteen of the interviewed participants held leadership roles 

within their organization (Manager, Director, or Coordinator titles), where the remainder held more direct service 

provision or similar roles, such as working on homelessness ‘street teams’ to identify areas of service need or 

providing contract and grant support. Of these participants, 4 were drawn from ECHO itself, 13 from CoC-affiliated 

community organizations, 11 from collaborating local or state governmental roles, and 1 participant who was 

primarily in an academic role. 

In order to draw deeply from the lived experience of those directly engaged with the knowledge infrastructure of the 

CoC, we structured these interviews according to critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954; Morrisey, 2015). 

Interviews took approximately one hour and were recorded over teleconferencing software. Transcribed interviews 

were then analyzed inductively through thematic analysis (Clarke, Braun, & Hayfield, 2015), and key themes in the 

data were inductively identified as findings for reporting. Thematic analysis was selected due to its versatility in 

describing rich qualitative datasets both deductively and inductively. Major themes presented in this writing relate to 

service provider’s engagement with their clients through data traces, the techniques and negotiations that come from 

managing a flawed system, and the infrastructural justice of service provision and information systems. The findings 

reported here are part of a larger study for which data collection is still ongoing. To inform and supplement the 

service provider interviews, we are currently engaged in data collection in the form of open-ended surveys delivered 

to users of those services who are experiencing homelessness somewhere along the continuum and engaged in data 

collection and cleaning for a complementary quantitative approach. 

FINDINGS 
HMIS and the CoC as Infrastructure 
The coordinated HMIS system used in the City of Austin’s CoC can be best characterized as a knowledge 

infrastructure intended to enable and support collaboration among the city/state government offices and service 

providers around the amelioration and management of homelessness in the region. In this approach, collaboration 

and coordination of parallel services was addressed through information infrastructure such as data sharing, 

coordinated assessment and entry processes, and participation in HMIS databases. HMIS, here, provides a central 

point of contact and data repository for groups within the CoC, among its other administrative and leadership roles. 

Participants often related that this data sharing infrastructure was among the only, or at least the most consistent, 

means of direct collaboration and coordination with these other agencies. As the below participant, who works in the 

Community Court system (a branch of the courts that deals only with those on the continuum of homelessness) 

relates, this led to gaps in coordination where those who did not have a license or access to the system felt excluding 

from ongoing work. 
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“You know, our communication is limited to these open meetings, really. And we haven't really honestly had a 

one-on-one discussion with them... that's the case because the Public Health Department has the contract with 

ECHO. We don't. So, a lot of times, I hear things secondhand, and they obviously hear things secondhand, as 

well.” 

As indicated above, participants also related that this knowledge infrastructure was built upon a prior infrastructure 

of personal relationships, implicit knowledge, and in-person interactions. While the HMIS knowledge infrastructure 

was not intended to displace these dynamics, participants reported these modes of engagement as serving a 

secondary role in achieving their goals. A key item of note here is in the need for traces of individuals as they 

progress through the heterogeneity of disconnected, and often parallel, providers of services. Being able to find 

people and their histories—as data representations and as physical humans—and their traces in the infrastructure, 

was seen as vital to effective service provision. The loss of these traces was related to bear significant negative 

consequences for the individuals on the homelessness continuum in discovering and making effective use of vital 

services, such as access to prescription medication. The case below was related by the director of a faith-led 

coalition that mediates access to services and housing and describes these infrastructural effects in detail. 

“But you know, it's such a large organization that there's different teams and the teams don't communicate with 

each other. And so, for instance, one of our clients needed to get her medication and had been off of her meds 

for like six to nine months. And, and she had just in their system had been tagged as part of a group that is up 

north, you know, like a 30-minute bus ride from here, and she'd never even been there.” 

Of note here is that data quality becomes of issue—inaccurate location information arises as problematic for the 

individual described here, and her needs are clearly understood. This participant describes this as an issue of 

coordination and communication across different service providers, but the central dynamic here, and related 

consistently by other participants, is the loss of traces of an individual, both physical and data. This participant goes 

on to describe the consequence of this ‘broken trace’: 

“because she was tagged as part of that group, the doctor that was here couldn't see her. And so we housed her 

and she ended up literally tearing the drywall off the walls. And they've ended all of it was because just some 

tag in the system said that she was part of some teams you'd never even met with. But because she was part of 

that team, she couldn't see the doctor that was here because that doctor was part of a different team.” 

The individual described, due to the flawed data within HMIS, essentially lost access to medical care that would 

have enabled her to maintain the housing that the group was able to provide. Without contributions across the 

continuum that address mental health alongside physical health, ongoing access to housing was related as becoming 

significant fragile. Returning to the narrative, we find that these infrastructural interactions can even preemptively 

disqualify potential admissions to the system through lack of access to or capacity within the prior infrastructures 

subtending (Slota and Bowker, 2011) the HMIS system. 

“that's just kind of exemplar of a lot of other issues that have to do with, you know, their system... [being] just 

incredibly difficult for the for the folks experiencing homelessness to navigate... multiple appointments that... I 

have to somehow get a homeless person to sit on the phone for an hour and a half to do these intakes. And if 

they cut out early, the entire thing is wasted, and you can't count any of it. And then they don't get their meds. 

Engagement with the CoC was built upon the assumption of prior communications infrastructure (telephones and 

cell phones) to which those on the continuum of homeless often have limited access, or no access at all. Similarly, 

frictions arose in providing services when assumptions about consistency and reliability of scheduling did not reflect 

the lived experiences of users. This same participant goes on to further relate, 

“And even if they make it through that, then they've got it, then they've got to meet with a caseworker who, 

some of whom, again, can only be met with via phone, and are all carrying like hundreds of people on their 

caseloads and can barely meet with a person once per month.” 

And even when all of these issues are effectively negotiated, additional bureaucratic steps to engage other supportive 

infrastructures further arise: 

“They've got to figure out how to get the meds from the pharmacy, they've got to figure out how to get a MAP 

[Medical Access Program].... [which] doesn't always cover Integral Care prescriptions. And then once you get 

your prescription, [you’ve got] to try to hold on to your prescription and not get it stolen and take your meds 

correctly... and if you'd lose your meds, they weren't going to replace them. So, it's like the odds that are stacked 

against a person trying to get mental health care in our system are... huge.” 

While the above story does not necessarily conform to the patterns of engagement related by service providers 

across the entirety of our participant group, it is nevertheless evocative of the sometimes-significant barriers to 
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following the intended process of individuals throughout a system. The individual’s trace in the system was seen as 

necessary to achieve a desired outcome for that individual and required that infrastructural gaps were accommodated 

through individual work on the part of service providers, often personally or altruistically motivated. For the 

majority of participants’ organizations, the VI-SPDAT, or coordinated assessment process, was the originating point 

of these traces, and bore consequence throughout the system for individuals so assessed. Needs and expectations 

evolve and change based in significant part on data traces within the heterogeneity of inconsistently-interlinked 

infrastructures within the CoC, and novel struggles can be introduced along each step of this process. This is a 

“fragile” infrastructure, where if traces are lost, progress is also lost, and, often, significant avoidable harm might 

occur—maintenance of the individual across the infrastructure is vital. 

Negotiating Coordinated Assessment 
The VI-SPDAT was a tool that was known to be flawed across all levels of engagement by our participants. Many 

related how they survey was found to insufficient for adequately assessing vulnerability of individuals within the 

system. 

“And, you know, with that coordinated entry system, they do an intake, and they do, you know, an acuity 

assessment, and a score, whatever. And that's how they're prioritized. But, you know, I appreciate the system, 

because I think it does create some transparency, and also accountability… but I also think there's still this 

population that just isn't able to do that assessment sometimes, or because they're so ill, and they don't realize 

they have issues or they're very paranoid. So, they don't want to tell anybody their business. They may score 

lower acuity when they're actually some of the most high-acuity folks.” 

Of interest in the above statement made by a participant holding a social work role within the Safe Haven veteran’s 

organization is the ‘mixed assessment’ of the VI-SPDAT. This participant was personally aware of how the VI-

SPDAT, in its reliance on self-reporting of medical and social conditions that are often embarrassing or threatening, 

could fail to adequately assess vulnerability because of the level of trust between the assessed individual and those 

conducting the assessment. This issue with self-advocacy was reported elsewhere: 

“A lot of the people that we serve are so ill that they were not scoring as a priority through the continuum of 

care process, they were scoring very low as a matter of fact, probably because they're not the best advocates for 

themselves, given their mental health and substance use issues. So, they were never going to get housing 

through the continuum of care, while we were still seeing the severe need for them to be housed, because they 

were literally dying on the street... The reason they're not getting prioritized is because those coordinated 

assessments are based on self-report.” 

This quote, from a member of the Community Courts, which serve those on the continuum of homelessness and 

represent the first point of contact for many who seek services and information, relates how participants can in fact 

be in such a vulnerable condition as to render coordinated assessment ineffective. Service needs, as related by our 

participants, neither start nor end with immediate housing. However, housing enables a point of trace contact, a 

means by which an individual might be recovered to the system for further case management, and thus has value in 

negotiating the accretion of infrastructures that comprise the Continuum of Care. 

Individual traces throughout the system, then, were vital in both their necessity for progression through steps of care 

and service provision, as well as key factors in understanding the system and its outcomes. As such, the known 

flaws in the VI-SPDAT became less important to our participants than the means by which the tool might generate 

more consistent systemic traces. “This could be more efficient if we all had access to the same resources...” related 

an individual working in a service seeking housing for unhoused senior citizens. “Not having access to vital 

records… makes the whole process crumble.” Issues raised in prior assessments of the VI-SPDAT also structured 

how leadership in the CoC approach negotiating it as a necessary, but flawed, tool. As related in the background 

section, in practice the VI-SPDAT tends to score with some level of apparent inequity, consistently scoring White 

clients as higher vulnerability as Black clients, for example. A participant in a leadership role in the coordinated 

assessment process related that: 

“past our pilot, [we have] implemented additional equity points on top of the existing scoring system for the VI-

SPDAT. And basically, the plan moving forward along with our HUD support is to just kind of make sure that 

we're monitoring our outcomes and the kind of assessment pieces on a very regular scale, to make sure that we 

are prioritizing folks early on for housing resources, and that we can kind of right this inequity that we see in the 

disproportionate overrepresentation of Black African-Americans in our homeless population.” 

Again, of note here is the necessity of ongoing maintenance and repair of the VI-SPDAT as point of contact to the 

larger coordinated infrastructure of the CoC. A very important feature of the above quote is that the VI-SPDAT, 

though known to have inequitable outcomes, was also seen as a key point of inflection towards a more just 

infrastructure of care, one that has the potential to help correct disproportionate overrepresentation, rather than 
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initiate it, should it be sufficiently adapted to local conditions. Trained assessors were seen as key mediators in the 

process of gaining access to the infrastructure on the part of clients, and capable of improving the quality of data 

collected through this process of assessment through their own experience and expertise. This level of contextual 

knowledge was vital in assuring access to the infrastructure, as related in the below quote from a participant in a 

leadership role in Community Courts: 

“This individual, [who] did have... developmental disabilities and had been in and out of prison and jail for his 

behavior, when asked, ‘Do you have access to food?’ He said yes. And his access to food was eating out of the 

dumpster. And we knew that because we would see it...” 

Finally, the nature of the VI-SPDAT as prioritizing through vulnerability, affords counter-intuitive engagement with 

infrastructurally-mediated resources, where reductions in apparent factors of vulnerability rendered clients more 

vulnerable due to scoring more poorly on the assessment. As related by the below participant, who held a leadership 

role in a veteran-specific organization: 

“This person is very ill, and he's gonna get out in a week when his IV antibiotics are done. If they're in a 

hospital, they're determined safe... So, it's like, you have to wait till they're back in a really horrible position... 

all that to say is like, there's just not a thorough assessment tool, and there's not a push. And I think there's also 

lack of, like, providers sometimes don't know what to do, when that happens, because it takes a lot of 

advocacy.” 

Across these findings, an image emerges of the VI-SPDAT as a necessary point of mediation between infrastructural 

resources and those who need them, and thus a facet accreted to that infrastructure. It is, however, significantly 

complexified by its fit with prior infrastructure and its need for ongoing maintenance and advocacy following the 

completed assessment. This is further complicated by how the VI-SPDAT’s technical features were found to be 

potentially productive of inequity. However, in generating initial data traces within the CoC’s knowledge 

infrastructure, the role of a coordinated assessment tool was seen as vital for coordination and collaboration among 

service providers beyond the federal mandate from which it originated. 

DISCUSSION 
The infrastructural perspective is a vital lens for uncovering the relational complexity of novel systems, especially 

those intended to support knowledge sharing and resource provisions. We considered in this paper the negotiations, 

dynamics, and relationships that enable the ongoing provisional maintenance of a knowledge infrastructure deployed 

by the City of Austin to coordinate and collaborate among the many governmental offices, community-based 

organizations, and non-profits that provide services, often disconnected and parallel, to those on the homelessness 

continuum. As a result, implicit knowledge and lived experience with negotiating this system on behalf of 

clients/service users was vital for effective navigation of the infrastructure, and shared success stories often related 

where this knowledge, born primarily of experience and history, was able to facilitate service access where other 

means was unsuccessful, in line with Star and Ruhleder’s assertion that infrastructures are learned as a part of 

professional practice (Star and Ruhleder, 2001). 

Coordinated assessment in general, and the VI-SPDAT in particular, is a clear illustration of the negotiations and 

invisible maintenance work (Jackson, 2004; Star & Strauss, 1999) that go into the development of knowledge 

infrastructures intended to address areas of vital social concern. Even when in possession of knowledge as to the 

shortcomings of the instruments, participants nevertheless continued to reference the assessment process as a major 

portion of how services are initially considered. In many ways, the VI-SPDAT could be any survey at all - what was 

related as valuable was less the specific information collected, and more in its role of initiating the ‘chain of 

reference’ in the system as it generates initial traces within the infrastructure. This fits well with Anand’s (2015) 

notion of infrastructure as flaky accretion. Similarly, the need for trained assessors mediating access to the service 

infrastructure fits well with Buchanan, Jardine, & Ruthven’s (2018) findings relative to the importance of 

information intermediaries. 

Missing data traces were both a logistical hurdle for interviewed service providers and a key loss of agency over 

data among service users. Repeated and redundant collection of data as traces were siloed or lost, gaps in 

understanding how the data was being used to prioritize, and a lack of knowledge on where and how data exist about 

an individual, all happen when traces and interconnectedness of represented data are lost. While on the one extreme 

surveillance and potential targeting might be of significant concern (Clarke, Parsell, & Lata, 2020), on the other a 

lack of system visibility erodes rights of access to support. This Continuum of Care and its attendant systems 

represents a growing knowledge infrastructure, the negotiations and dynamics of its adoption and ongoing 

maintenance work (Jackson, 2014) encapsulating the ‘long now’ (Ribes & Finholt, 2009) of infrastructure 

development. Key to the operation of this system was how fragile data traces within the system become durable 

through ongoing supplemental, and often invisible, efforts on the part of those providing services and mediating 
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access to the infrastructure. As such, justice, in the infrastructural perspective, is closely related not only to the 

technical characteristics of the systems that accrete to form that infrastructure, but also to the daily, iterative and 

reflective, practices of those working through that infrastructure. As such, we identify here a need for further work 

understanding not only how infrastructures are built and used, but how they are maintained, repaired, iterated, and 

managed towards achieving social and political goals. 

CONCLUSION 
This paper evaluates this assessment and explores its role in initiating traces and structuring engagement within a 

knowledge infrastructure. The invisible work (Star & Strauss, 1999) of managing, negotiating, and maintaining 

these traces was vital to effective service provision through the system. Coordinated assessment is federally required 

for those communities seeking federal funding to address and ameliorate homelessness in a specified region. 

However, extant tools are general in scope, often undertested, and inconsistently linked with positive outcomes for 

served communities and service providers. This work raises the question: is the VI-SPDAT a just infrastructure, or 

is it just (only) infrastructure? Tools like the VI-SPDAT, as the first point of contact, more immediately raise 

questions of just and equitable access to infrastructure, but are often dismissed as unrepresentative, flawed tools, 

rather than consequential dynamics of that infrastructure in practice—as being just (only) infrastructure. 

Explorations of infrastructural justice do not effectively respond to studies of infrastructure that do not consider its 

temporality (Appel, Anand, & Gupta, 2018), and see it as a stable and consistent set of systems. 

Infrastructure, in practice, is a messy, uncoordinated accretion (Anand, 2015) requiring constant maintenance, 

repair, and adjustment. So too is the VI-SPDAT. Even with the best intentions, tools are often chosen according to 

ineffectively defined needs or in the absence of a full understanding of the problem space. Each solution is not 

perfect and usually comes with unintended consequences, and usually in either development or fielding of a tool, we 

blame the tool instead of the gap in policy or process. It is perhaps too easy to dismiss the VI-SDPAT as inequitable 

or unjust solely due to some aspect of its design, rather than considering it to be, like all infrastructure, a “flaky, 

falling apart form” (Anand, 2015, para. 1) that grows through a regime of ongoing maintenance and adjustment. 

Generally, medicine and law are seen as life-and-death professions, warranting greater care in licensing of 

professionals in these fields. Physical infrastructures such as bridges, roads, and electricity service provision are of 

similarly high stakes. The VI-SPDAT provides a compelling example of how data, information, and knowledge 

infrastructures can share these life-and-death consequences. 
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