The Australian Bureau of Statistics
report that homeless young people
(aged 12 to 24 years), make up

32 per cent of all people who are
homeless living in severely crowded
dwellings, 23 per cent of those

in supported accommodation,

and 16 per cent of those staying
temporarily in other households’*
While homeless young people
form a significant percentage of
those experiencing homelessness,
research is lacking about how they
use the internet as a resource.

Specifically, studies have not as yet
critically examined the search terms
used (for example, what is being

searched for), as well the accessibility

of information, (for example, is the
information comprehendible for the
targeted audience who may have

limited literacy). The research that

is available is primarily American

and may not be applicable in the
Australian context. The few Australian
research papers that are available
about this topic are either out-dated,
or provide only basic information.
Further, they do not consider how
homeless young people use the
internet to search for health services
and information. Many of the
resources are from the early 2000s
when the internet was still being
integrated into Australian society.
Additionally, new health services and

issues have emerged since these
research papers were published.

For example, the suicide rates among
adolescents has fluctuated since

the early 2000s, being the second
leading cause of death among
Australian young people today.®
Questions thus remain on how the
internet could aid or overcome
barriers to service usage in Australia.

This gap in what we know is
important because in Australia,
young people experiencing
homelessness are frequent users




of the internet.® Furthermore,

the internet is a crucial tool for
homeless young people because
it allows them access to a range of
resources such as email, Google,
Facebook, Skype and Messenger.”
These resources evoke a sense

of inclusion, familiarity and safety,
that ensure that social connections
are maintained with families,
caseworkers and potential employers
and provide financial support.?

A recent American study found
that young people experiencing
homelessness there were actively
using the internet to search for
health information. In particular,
they sought out information about
acute illnesses, alternative medicine,
remedies, exercise, nutrition, and
hospital contact information.’
These young people admitted to
not comprehending the results of
their health searches because of
terminology and the quantity of
information. In contrast, research
about adolescents searching for
health information on the internet
is currently missing in Australian
homelessness research. Without this
essential research, it is difficult to
determine whether young people
in Australia who are experiencing
homelessness are searching for,
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and comprehending, the health
information that is available.

Addressing this critical research

gap could help organisations better
understand how to assist young
people experiencing homelessness in
Australia, improve policy development
and remove preconceived
assumptions about both young
people experiencing homelessness
and their use of the internet.

Future research may target
questions such as:

* What resources and
information are homeless
young people in Australia
looking for on the internet?

* Is this group successful when
browsing for information?

* Do resources (for example, apps)
for homeless young people in
Australia contain the information
that is needed to be useful?®
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