
HMIS Interview Decision Tree; When should you have a clarifying conversation?  
 

 

CLIENT ANSWERS YOUR HMIS QUESTION 

▼ 

Is the answer CLEAR and you have no reason to think it's 
wrong? 

  ↳ YES:  Enter it and move on. 
NO  ▼ 

Does the answer contradict something the client said earlier OR 
information you know about them? 
e.g. Says "no MH issues" but mentioned seeing a therapist 
       Says "no insurance" but has Medi-Cal, etc. 

YES  ▼ 

Have a CLARIFYING CONVERSATION 
• "Let me make sure I'm asking this clearly…" 
• "Earlier you mentioned [X], so I want to clarify…" 
• "Help me understand…" 
• "HUD defines this as [X] — does that change your answer?" 

▼ 

Does the client seem CONFUSED about what you're asking? 
e.g. Thinks "disabled" means only SSI recipients 
       Thinks "veteran" means combat only 

YES  ▼ 

EXPLAIN THE HUD DEFINITION — then re-ask 
• "HUD defines [term] as…" 
• "This doesn't mean [common misunderstanding] — it means…" 
• "What I'm asking is…" 
• THEN: Re-ask the question 

▼ 

After clarification, does the client CHANGE their answer? 

 
YES ▼ 

  
NO▼ 

✓ Enter the corrected 
answer 
Thank them for clarifying. 

 Accept their answer 
It's self-report. Enter what they said. 
Document discrepancy in case notes. 
Do NOT change their answer in HMIS. 

 

 Quick decision guide 

SITUATION WHAT TO DO 

Answer is clear and consistent ✓  Enter it and move on 

Answer contradicts what you know Have a clarifying conversation 

Client seems confused by the question Explain HUD definition, then re-ask 

Answer changes after clarification ✓  Enter the corrected answer 

Client insists on answer you believe is 
wrong 

Enter their answer + document discrepancy in case 
notes 

Client is uncomfortable or hesitant Reassure, explain purpose — accept if they still decline 

Language or cultural barrier Use interpreter, check understanding, allow extra time 
 

Special case — Client pauses, looks uncomfortable, or says "I'd rather not say" 

Pause and reassure; "That's okay. Let me explain why I'm asking 
this…" 

▼ 

Explain purpose; "This helps connect you to the right services. It's 
confidential and doesn't affect your housing eligibility." 

 

YES ▼  NO ▼ 

✓ Enter answer 
Thank them for sharing 

 Enter "Declined to answer"; 
Move on respectfully. Don't push. 

 

Why clients hesitate 
• Fear answers affect services 
or housing 
• Past trauma related to the 
question topic 
• Distrust of data collection or 
government 
• Cultural differences around 
privacy/disclosure 

 

 

Pro tips When NOT to probe 

✓ "Help me understand…" is your best 
opening ✗ Answer is clear and you have no reason to think 

it's wrong 

✓ Explain before asking sensitive questions ✗ Client has already declined after you explained 
the purpose 

✓ Clarify HUD definitions — they often differ 
from everyday language ✗ Client is becoming visibly upset or triggered 

✓ Document discrepancies in case notes, 
not by changing the HMIS answer ✗ You're curious, but it doesn't affect HMIS accuracy 

✓ 
Build trust by explaining how accurate 
data helps them 

Remember: The goal is accurate data, not 
interrogation. Have respectful conversations — then 
accept their answer. 

 

 


