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Chapter 7

“Being hooked up”: Exploring the
experiences of street youth and
information technologies

Jeff Karabanow
Ted D. Naylor

The vast majority of research with street youth has focused on etiology and
street culture (Karabanow 2004; Panter-Brick and Smith 2000; Raffaelli and
Larson 1999; Robertson and Greenblatt 1992). Such investigations have been
concerned with how young people enter street life and the myriad of activi-
ties associated with street survival (see for example, Green 1998; Karabanow
etal. 2005; McCarthy 1990; Michaud 1988; Raffaclli and Larson 1999). This
chapter takes a different, yet complimentary, approach and explores the expe-
riences of twenty Halifax street youth with regard to information and com-
munication technologies (ICTs). For the purposes of this study, ICTs primarily
refer to the basic networking possibilities created through the Internet and
the prerequisite computer skills required for “being online.”

The significance of such an investigation is twofold. One, such an
investigation recognizes that, at present, many aspects of civil society incorpo-
rate diverse elements of ICTs in ways that are thought to be novel, potentially
creating new possibilities of social capital in terms of bonding, solidifying, or
enhancing existing relationships among communities, groups, or individuals.
Paradoxically, at the same time, the lack of skills and competency with ICTs,
coupled with inequalities around access for marginalized populations, may
only deepen feelings of isolation and social exclusion (Looker and Thiessen,
2003; Eamon 2004). This is particularly poignant for street youth, who are by
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nature a marginalized population and are found to suffer from loneliness dif-
ferently from those in the general population (Rokach 2005, 477).

Secondly, there is now a significant contention that literacy with ICTs
is fundamental to a successful socio-economic sphere in an age of “informa-
tional capitalism” (Parayil 2005), or what is commonly referred to as a “knowl-
edge economy.” Competency with ICTs, therefore, is considered to be
increasingly essential for social capital in terms of its bridging capacity, poten-
tially creating access to education and skills training programs, and for labour-
force participation (Eng 1994; Murray 1995; Pearson 2002). As Milton (2003,
2) notes, “ICT skills are a key factor in both individuals’ success in the labour
market and in national economic growth.” When we consider that many
homeless and at-risk youth lack basic employment skills (Karabanow et al.
2005) and also comprise a marginalized and vulnerable population in rela-
tion to civil society at large, exploring street youth experiences and attitudes
in relation to ICTs becomes an important field of empirical inquiry. Never-
theless, there continues to be a dearth of knowledge concerning ICTs and
homeless populations.

This study begins to explore how young people living on the street in
one Canadian city understand, experience, and access ICTs. Equally impor-
tant, the study also attempts to shed light on whether street youth feel “hooked
up” or “left behind,” embedded within the tensions of living on the margins
of an increasingly technology-driven socio-economic landscape.

YOUTH, STREET LIFE, AND ACADEMIC STUDY

One of the significant findings from this study suggests that young people
living on the street and/or in emergency shelters and supportive housing struc-
tures are not only familiar and comfortable with ICTs but interact with this
technology frequently. The remarkable issue here is that these young people
are primarily homeless and spend much of their day-to-day living attempting
to satisfy basic needs such as food, shelter, and safety.

The majority of research about street youth has focused on the ways
in which these young people enter street life and experience homeless culture.
There has always been a debate within the literature as to the “true” causes of
homelessness, some conceptualizing the phenomenon in terms of “running
toward” the glamour, freedom, and excitement of street life (Yablonsky 1968),
others as pathologies inherent within the actor such as “runaway reaction dis-
orders” (Stierlin 1973) and “depressed-withdrawn delinquencies” (Edelbrock
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1980). In the last few decades, especially considering the discovery of high
levels of sexual and physical abuse experienced in street youth populations
(Janus et al. 1987; Kufeldt and Nimmo 1987), the conceptualization of street
entry has been understood in terms of “running away” from traumatic and
distressful experiences within the family unit, child welfare settings, and other
institutional structures, such as school. Numerous studies concerned with
street etiology have pointed toward family dysfunction and strain, problem-
atic child welfare experiences, poverty-related living, struggles with sexual ori-
entation, school dropouts, and substance abuse (Child Welfare League of
America 1991; Green 1998; Karabanow 2004; McCarthy 1990; Morrissette
and McIntyre 1989). In general, it has become more apparent that homeless
youth face grave situations prior to street life and move toward the street as a
way to manage and cope with traumatic situations (Karabanow 2008). As one
young person living on the street in Toronto remarked, “Don’t you think I'd
go back [to family] if I could, why would someone want to be out here on the
streets?” (Karabanow 2003). It is apparent that many young people perceive
the street as safer than where they have come from—a telling point consider-
ing the dangers and exploitation of street living. The “street-as-dangerous”
understanding of homeless youth effectively underscores the current study
and how we understand homeless youths’ interaction and engagement of ICTs.

Street life presents a myriad of activities, legal/quasi-legal and illegal,
to occupy the time and energy of its inhabitants. Much has been written about
the degradation and exploitation of young people on the street, primarily in
terms of the drug and sex trade, unsanitary living conditions (in squats, side-
walks, under bridges, and in parks), risks to physical and mental health, and
issues of violence and abuse. Although there has been some attention paid to
the sense of communities or surrogate families that emerge on the street, the
vast majority of street experiences appear to be degrading, unsafe, and traumatic.
The majority of young people on the street engage in informal employment,
such as panhandling and squeegeeing, to earn a meagre income. Moreover,
many street youth are involved with drug selling and prostitution. A minor-
ity of the population does seek out formal employment (such as in the restau-
rant and construction business), especially those who have a stable living
arrangement such as a long-term shelter or supportive housing structure. The
vast majority of street youth do not maintain ties to school; however, some do
attend alternative school programs that are supportive of their street lifestyle

(Fitzgerald 1998).
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CONTEXTUALIZING THE DISCUSSION—STREET YOUTH

IN HALIFAX

According to the Portraits of Streets and Shelters studies conducted by Hali-
fax Regional Municipality in 2003 and 2004, one-third of the homeless pop-
ulation in Metro Halifax, Nova Scotia, is under the age of twenty-four (Halifax
Regional Municipality 2004; 2005). Two recent investigations of street life in
Halifax (Karabanow et al. 2005; Karabanow 2004) found that young people
on the street described themselves as not having a choice to stay at home. Most
youth had experienced turbulent family backgrounds, often characterized by
severe physical, sexual, and/or emotional abuse and neglect. Life on the street
for the vast majority of youth was described as lonely, dangerous, unhealthy,
and detrimental to their sense of personal identity. Many homeless youth were
struggling with economic, social, and health-related problems associated with
street life. Youth highlighted the extreme difficulty of finding/keeping for-
mal employment and/or maintaining a school schedule and staying focused
on their studies while being homeless. Most of the youth interviewed envi-
sioned and craved a conventional lifestyle. For the majority, governmental
and non-governmental services were inadequate in providing required sup-
ports (i.e., there were too few services available to them). What these youth
desire most is long-term, safe, and affordable places to live.

As with other subcultures, the culture of street life is diverse and com-
plex. As such, those who make up street or homeless youth are equally diverse
in terms of background, present experiences, and future aspirations. Labels
such as “squeegee kids,” “punks,” “street-entrenched,” “group-home,” “in-and-
outers,” “runaways,” or “shelter youth” are used in the literature as an attempt
to make sense of the population and to organize analytical discussions (see, for
example, Kufeldt and Nimmo 1987; McCarthy 1990; Morrisette and Mc-
Intyre 1989; Shane 1989; van der Ploeg 1989). This study has made every
effort not to construct labels in order to acknowledge the diversity of street
youth populations. Not only are such monikers static and vague, but life on
the streets is extremely ephemeral, so the meaning of these categories may be
different depending on the circumstance in which the youth finds him—or
herself.

Homeless youth are by nature a transient population, frequently mov-
ing between and within localities in search of supportive services, basic needs,
adventure, a sense of community, and better (real and perceived) opportuni-
ties (Karabanow 2004). Not surprisingly, youth homelessness is also extremely
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complex, not only because of the diversity of the population but also because
of the challenges in defining, describing, and understanding street etiology,
street culture, and most important, the individuals who make up the “street
youth” label. There is a tendency for street youth to cycle between sleeping on
the streets, shelters, squats, and low-quality housing several times before even-
tually maintaining housing for more extended periods of time.

It is also significant to acknowledge that, as is true with youth in gen-
eral, street youth are at a time in their lives when they are incessantly seeking
a sense of self and their environment, shifting in terms of identity and out-
look, and acquiring understanding and knowledge. The process of exploring
their relationship to information technology must be examined from within
this context, for as youth cycle on and off the streets they are continually learn-
ing about themselves and the world around them. Learning comprises both the
acquisition of particular knowledge sets and the process/experience of acquir-
ing (Lindsey et al. 2000). In many ways, the development patterns of street
youth reflect those of youth in mainstream society, albeit without the comfort
of a safety net that is available to most young people.

Another contextual dimension that should be addressed is that street
life is in itself a cultural arena and, as such, contains a particular set of values,
norms, and mores that significantly affect youth when leaving the streets. The
perception of street culture as isolating, deviant or criminal, and distinct from
mainstream society presents significant challenges for young people as they
attempt to bridge such separate worlds and regain a sense of citizenship in
civil society.

It is important to remember that this population should be under-
stood first as young people—adolescents—who in many ways exhibit charac-
teristics similar to their mainstream cohorts: they are spirited, adventurous,
resilient, and searching for and carving out a space for themselves within their
environments. There is a significant difference about these young people, how-
ever. Street youth are a traumatized group; they are spiritually, physically, and
emotionally unhealthy and have experienced unimaginable scenarios of
exploitation, neglect, abuse, and suffering at the hands of both caregivers and
civil society in general (Green 1998; Karabanow 2004; Panter-Brick and Smith
2000; Weber 1991). As such, the research concerning street youth and their
relationships with the modern world becomes all the more important in order
to support and advocate for this very marginalized population.
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METHODOLOGY

In-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with twenty young people,
aged 16 to 21 years, living on the street and/or in youth shelter/supportive
housing in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Halifax is a mid-size coastal city on the east-
ern shores of Canada. Out of the twenty youth interviewed, fourteen were
male (70%) and six were female.! Seventy percent of the sample had lived in
Nova Scotia their entire lives. Street youth were invited to participate in the
research study through advertisements situated in two local service agencies
and through word of mouth. Each young person was offered fifteen dollars to
complete an interview. Interview questions were semi-structured and explored
young people’s experiences with various technologies in terms of interactions,
perceptions, comfortability, access, and knowledge. In order to complement
the qualitative narratives, a quantitative survey was administered to participants
that posed similar queries in the form of closed-ended questions and gath-
ered information on demographic variables.

Qualitative data analysis involved open, axial, and selective coding
techniques that encompassed fracturing of the data into conceptually specific
themes and categories, rebuilding the data in new ways by linking primary
categories and auxiliary themes into a path analysis, and constructing a theo-
retical narrative shaped by data integration and category construction (Strauss
and Corbin 1990). The quantitative data was organized using basic descrip-
tive frequencies.

One of the reasons we chose to interview those on the street and in
more stable living arrangements (such as shelters and supportive housing struc-
tures) is to begin to explore the experiences and insights of both hard-core
street youth and those situated within the street-exiting process (Karabanow,
2004). As such, although it seems reasonable to suspect that those in more
stable settings would have some familiarity and access to ICT-related activi-
ties, it was also noted that street-entrenched young people have similar inter-
ests and encounters with computer technology. In fact, these two diverse street
youth populations shared very similar experiences in general.

FEELING CONNECTED

Historically, of course, the Internet represents a major development as an elec-
tronic communication medium, analogous to earlier technologies such as the
telegraph, radio, and telephone. The Internet as a technological tool, how-
ever, can be seen to depart from these other ICTs in new and novel ways by
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not only compressing but extending time and space, allowing asynchronous
communication possibilities to take place at undetermined times and sequences
(Castells 2001). While remaining a constituent dimension of earlier ICT tra-
jectories and developments (Thrift 1996), the Internet offers different social
ways to interact (Veenhof 2006). For instance, how street youth in our sam-
ple use ICTs capitalizes on the communication possibilities created through
now seemingly ubiquitous tools such as email, leveraging new ways to stay in
touch and communicate in the otherwise potentially risky or unstable rela-
tionships associated with street youth life.

The vast majority of the sample reported incorporating ICT-related
activities in their daily lives. Although there has been very little research explor-
ing street youth experiences with ICTs, this study highlights a surprising find-
ing—the majority of the street-youth sample used computers either daily or
at least several times per week. On average, participants spent 6.5 hrs on the
computer per week, primarily on the Internet. This is an astounding figure
when we consider that a recent Statistics Canada study classified “heavy inter-
net users” as those who spend on average an hour or more per day of personal
time on the Internet (Veenhof 2006). What makes this figure even more
impressive is that the street-youth population is one that fits within any def-
inition of the “digital divide,” whether we define the digital divide in terms of
equal access (Canada 2001) or gaps in socio-economic status (OECD 2001).
In this respect, it becomes important to explore and attend to how street youth
experience the “feelings of connection” offered by ICTs, since it this capacity
of connecting through ICTs that they primarily leverage when accessing a
computer.

The street youth interviewed in this study reported generally that
through the communication capacities offered by the Internet they felt more
connected. Surprisingly, street youth and those in supportive housing spoke
of feeling at ease with ICTs—lacking discomfort or overwhelming feelings
using computer programs or learning new computer skills. Youth made state-
ments such as, “I feel more connected for sure,” “You can find out what's going
on in the world,” and “I feel more in touch with the world” to demonstrate their
attitude toward the Internet. Speaking to the communication capacities of
the Internet, one youth summed it up by saying, “It’s like you've got instant
power at your fingertips pretty much.” For the most part, these young people
used computers for email activity—connecting with friends and family. In
our sample, the Internet was primarily used for email (37%) and instant mes-
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saging (26%), while 40% of participants primarily played games on the com-
puter. As such, to our suprise, these youth have both computer skills (for such
activities as email, Internet activity, job and apartment searches, and resumé
creation) and frequent computer interaction. For many, the only interactions
these young people had with family members involved email discussions. As
many youth suggested, email use was a more cost-efficient and immediate
forum by which to connect, especially considering the marginal status of this
population. One youth pointed out, “I still think they [computers] play a
major role in the life of a homeless person. Just because they don’t have a com-
puter it doesn’t mean they don’t know how to use them or enjoy using them
whenever they can. They probably don’t play as big a role in their life as in
the life of someone that owns a computer of course but still, they can keep in
touch with their friends and stuff like that. They’re still a regular person, they
just don’t have a computer.”

Although a homeless person may still be a “regular person,” being home-
less is definitively marked by a differentiated set of psycho-social factors. It is
often associated with a sense of failure, feelings of helplessness caused by the
inability to secure basic needs, and by familial and social isolation and ostracism
(Cohen, Putnam and Sullivan 1984). As Rokach (2005, 476) notes, the lit-
erature is clear that “relocating to the street is probably a sure way of losing
important relationships, and transience of living necessarily brings with it
transient social connections.” For homeless youth, caring, trustworthy, and
supportive close relationships are very important, but maintaining close rela-
tionships with family and friends can prove exceedingly difficult, particularly
since adolescent runaways and homelessness may include a chaotic home life
marked by disruption, abuse, and conflict (Rokach 2005). In our view, our
sample’s heightened use of the computer to access the Internet for communi-
cation purposes tentatively suggests that it is being used as a coping tool for
youth in their street careers. When considering the obstacles to access for this
population, who identify themselves as a marginal and alienated subculture
(Karabanow 2004; Green 1998; Michaud 1989; Miller et al. 1980), their per-
severance in gaining access to and exploiting the communication features of
ICTs appears remarkable. Asked about his computer use now that he was out
of the home, one respondent noted that “I use them a lot more because I've
gotten reconnected with my family when I got kicked out and stuff. Now I can
go and do whatever I want, you know without my parents always being on
my back and stuff. I'm more free to just like go to the library and check my
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email”

Typical of comments from our sample, who reported feeling more con-
nected through the Internet, as well as a heavy investment of time, this com-
ment suggests that despite inequalities around access for marginalized
populations, street youth are engaging ICTsasan exploitativc coping strategy
for life on the street and out of the home. Moreover, many participants sug-
gested that computer use was a way to pass time and stay out of trouble. Instead
of engaging in illegal or delinquent street activities, computer involvement
allowed many young people an enticing and legitimate option. As one youth
stated, “Well, you can stay out of trouble ... if you had a computer and you're
playing for hours and hours, you wouldn’t be doing stupid stuft” Previous
research has identified the notion of boredom that plagues street youth pop-
ulations and at times can induce criminal and/or deviant behavior (Kara-
banow 2004; Karabanow et al. 2005; McCarthy 1990); the use of ICTs may
in fact reduce such involvement, which suggests the need for increased oppor-
tunities and access to computer use. There is some evidence that computing
activities also act as safe refuges for those living in stressful environments
(Tsikalas, Gross, and Stock 2003). Numerous participants suggest that time
spent with computers enabled them to escape or disengage from their street
identities: “It’s kind of nice because you can just kind of be yourself and not
really worry about how people look at you ... you can just sort of be yourself.”

In conceptualizing ICT use, evidenced through the communication
capacities of the Internet explored here, it is possible to suggest that street
youth see ICTs as a means to feel connected in their lives in ways that other
technologies do not permit, and in ways that are novel to our understanding
of street youth careers. That said, we would caution against understanding
ICT asasolution to the complex problems of homelessness, and here we take
care to distance ourselves from understanding ICTs as a communications
panacea, expressed commonly through positive orientations expressed in
metaphors of highway, surfing, or play. The experiences and understandings
of homeless youth with ICTs lack any meaning without reference to their
everyday lives. As Sassen (2002, 368) reminds us, “Digital space is embedded
in the larger societal, cultural, subjective, economic, imaginary structurations
of lived experience and the systems within which we exist and operate.” While
more research is needed to investigate the possibilities of connectedness for
street youth through ICTs, we can surmise that ICTs amount to a potentially
powerful tool in the lives of street youth, yet one that remains contested by
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virtue of its embeddedness in the material conditions of social marginality
and rejection associated with homeless youth.

STREET YOUTH AND ICT LITERACY

Now an ever-present term of popular media, business, and government, the

notion of a knowledge economy is an attempt to conceptually depict new

processes where knowledge about technology and levels of information flow

become fundamental to individual and socio-economic development (OECD

1996). To this end, there is now a significant contention that lizeracy with

ICTs represents a major obstacle to overcome for both capital and labour in

advanced economies if they are to compete globally as a “knowledge econ-

omy.” Within Canada a range of resources and efforts aimed at increasing

ICT literacy in mainstream domains such as education and training have been

allocated within the past decade. If we begin with the assumption that access

to ICTs is crucial to today’s knowledge economy, exploring street youth’s atti-

tudes and understandings of ICTs becomes essential, in this context, at the peril

of confining an already marginalized population to become further “left

behind.” particularly given the current emphasis on the links between ICT

literacy, employment and economic success. To continue to ignore street youth

experiences with ICTs risks not only deepening an already deep digital divide,

then, but also denying that one exists altogether. When we consider the con-

nection, however, between ICT literacy in relation to street youth, the link <auery:

becomes extremely tenuous. For instance, many homeless and at-risk youth lack 2+ ¢

basic employment skills (Karabanow et al. 2005), and a lack of interest in per- mgf'ls:s'f;k:t

sonal well-being is often associated with being homeless (Layton 2000). tence. If you
Although less integral than finding food or a place to stay, the major- ”§§£‘;¥°§ﬂu

ity of our sample surprisingly perceived ICTs as a fairly major activity within feedtohave

two things. So,

their street careers. As our discussion above suggests, these young people had  your connec-
.. . . . . tion is between
intimate knowledge of technology through previous experiences with family (cT jteracy

AND ?in rela-
tion to street
with ICT activity. The majority of young people interviewed also spoke of youth

and/or school and found time daily or weekly to maintain some involvement

having some comfort and case with ICTs (approximately 70% of participants
self-assess their computer abilities as better than average; 85% of the sample
suggest a comfortability with computers), much of it stemming from previous
elementary and high school experiences (the majority of the sample is cur-
rently out of school) and/or learning from a family member. The mean sam-
ple age of first using a computer was eleven years old (twelve years old for first
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Internet use). Although the majority employed ICTs for email use, many also
spoke of job/apartment searching, resumé development, game playing, down-
loading music, and searching for particular information, suggesting some
depth to their ICT literacy. Interestingly, participants did not use computers
to search out services/programs for homeless youth or general information
concerning homelessness, instead relying on word of mouth to access such
specific service-delivery structures.

Evidence from this study identifies the importance of ICT use and
access from the perspectives of young homeless people. A majority of partic-
ipants are keenly aware of the need to become computer literate in order to
take advantage of what can be offered via such technologies (such as word
processing, email, internet searches, and resumé writing) and, equally impor-
tant, become competitive employees within the current knowledge-economy
nexus. One participant commented, “technology is becoming the way every-
body does everything nowadays; it’s becoming part of the world. If you don’t
know it, you might get lost.” Another young person suggested, “I think you
can’t be computer illiterate nowadays because computers are everything.”

It is not surprising that young people living on the street identify them-
selves as constituents of marginal and alienated subcultures (Karabanow 2004;
Green 1998; Michaud 1989; Miller et al. 1980); however, it is significant that
a majority perceive the importance of technology know-how (i.e., ICT liter-
acy) if they are to eke out fruitful and meaningful employment in the future.
As such, ICT use and access are important issues facing homeless youth in
terms of reducing feelings of “being left behind” and being left behind in real
terms with respect to mainstream ICT adoption. Statistics Canada (2004)
reports that Internet use is highest at home (about 6.7 million houscholds
had at least one member who regularly used the Internet from home), a fact
not particularly encouraging for the homeless. In addition, Statistics Canada
(2004) reports that houscholds with high income, members active in the
labour force, and people with high levels of education remain at the vanguard
of Internet adoption in Canada. Given these patterns, it is clear that street
youth remain dangerously marginalized as users of ICTs. Although more study
is needed to explore the links between homeless youth and ICT literacy, how-
ever, it is possible to conclude that homeless youth do take ICT literacy seri-
ously, and our sample clearly recognized its importance to any potential career
or future advancement.
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ACCESS

The use of ICTs by street youth to cope and communicate as a way of feeling
“hooked up,” coupled with their recognition of the importance of ICT liter-
acy, suggests ICTs are a surprisingly robust feature in the street careers of the
youth in our sample. When we begin to examine issues of access to ICTs for
street youth in terms of simple contact with ICTs we find access problematic.
The majority of our sample lived on the street and/or in a local shelter/sup-
portive-housing complex, where access to computer technologies proved lim-
ited and constrained: “Sometimes I don’t have any access at all and it’s hard,
when I really, really need to use a computer.” Many of the young people inter-
viewed, however, spoke of a local downtown drop-in service which allowed
computer use during operating hours. The drop-in center was primarily a pop-
ular service for food, counselling, showers, and washing clothes, but nonethe-
less employed three modern computers that could be accessed by clients on a
first-come, first-served basis. Street youth highlighted the importance of such
a service that allowed them mostly unregulated computer use, with workers
available to provide any technical support: “Here they help you out. We can
come in and say we need help or anything and they’ll come over and help us
and tell us you know, this is the best way to do it and stuff and it’s really good.”

For young people living in a residential shelter, computers could be
used through the organization’s learning and employment centre; although
somewhat more regulated (as to what sites/activities could be accessed), this
provided ample opportunity to familiarize oneself with ICTs. Moreover, this
learning and employment centre provided regular computer workshops on
such topics as resumé writing, job searching, and accessing the Internet. The
majority of the sample felt much gratitude for these two homeless-youth serv-
ice providers for allowing young people the ability to become (or continue to
be) computer literate. Although some youth accessed computers through
friends or family on an irregular basis, the vast majority experienced frequent
computer use through the shelter and/or drop-in settings.

A second avenue for computer access came from a local downtown
public library (C@P Site) where young people could access one of five com-
puters set up for public use. Although limited in terms of having to present per-
sonal identification (or library card), hours of operation, long waits, not being
allowed to download or print, and having certain restrictions on site searches,
many street youth frequently used the library as a way to check/send emails
and search for jobs/accommodations. Speaking about access and restriction
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issues, one youth suggested, “There should be, I don’t really know but maybe
there should be places where there’s a larger number of computers and maybe
alittle more freedom that people have when they’re at home rather than being
told what they’re allowed to do. You know there’s always limits on what you're
allowed to look at and do on computers.”

A number of young people shared their frustrations with not having
personal freedom on a library computer (as one would have with one’s own
computer) and the often-long waits for computer access. Nevertheless the
library still provided street youth with a free opportunity to access computer
technologies. One youth noted, “With all these C@P sites that they have
around, they should have several more of those [computers]. Plus the public
libraries, you should not have to use your library card to log on because it
makes it a lot harder for youth who have nothing to do throughout the day but
want to go in and learn things.”

The majority of participants highlight the fact that when homeless
youth services and local libraries are closed, there is little avenue by which
these young people can engage in computer activity. Such a finding not only
gives credence to services that involve young people with computer activity but
also argues for increased access so that young people on the street do not
become left behind vis-a-vis the emerging knowledge economy.

Although physical access to ICTs remains a key divide to digital access,
many analysts of the digital divide now emphasize the importance of not sim-
ply seeing the digital divide as a one dimensional problem reduced and solved
by simply providing ICT and connectivity access to those without. Indeed, as
Parayil (2005, 41) observes, “The digital divide is often portrayed in crassly
reductive terms as a mere technological access that can be ostensibly addressed
by providing cheap computing and communication technologies to the poor.”
Rather, it is essential to see ICTs as part of social process that is dynamic and
complex and that social inclusion around ICT “does not exist as an external
variable to be injected from the outside to bring about certain results”
(Warschauer 2002, 6). With respect to street youth, recognizing that their
experiences with ICTs remain marginal and situated locally within an exist-
ing web of social services, organizations, and processes, we deepen our under-
standing of their relation to ICT by reminding ourselves that street youth
participants exist within domains of social exclusion and inclusion vis-a-vis their
interactions with ICTs. On one hand, this research suggests that these street
youth are in fact “citizens” of technology through their comfort and ease with
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computers; however, this sense of citizenship is ephemeral when faced with
issues of accessibility as well as the larger context of street survival. For instance,
several street youth suggested that ICTs had only a minor impact on their
lives, which for the most part involved meeting basic needs (i.c., shelter, food,
clothing, and money): “the main thing for me is getting through the day.”
Another youth noted, “Most homeless people have more important things
to think about like getting off the streets, not playing on computers.” These
kinds of comments remind us that simple access to ICTs for street youth,
while helpful, will not bridge the digital divide in ways that necessarily improve
equity or social inclusiveness. As noted by a service provider at one of the
organizations that support street youth access to computers, “They [street
youth] are isolated, so technology doesn’t suddenly mean that they are not
isolated, but it doesn’t mean that they are less. I just mean in terms of educa-
tion and school and society. It’s not the technology that’s isolating them.
They’re isolated period or we have isolated them as a community. And their
proficiency in technology does not mean that they are no longer isolated.”

Recognizing that street youths’ experiences with ICTs are embedded
within the complexity of their everyday lived experiences requires us to con-
sider the wider social context of their relationship to ICT: “The big problem
with ‘the digital divide’ framing is that it tends to connote ‘digital solutions,
i.e.,, computers and telecommunications, without engaging the important set
of complementary resources and complex interventions to support social
inclusion, of which informational technology applications may be enabling ele-
ments, but are certainly insufficient when simply added to the status quo mix
of resources and relationships” (Kling, quoted in Warschauer 2002, 6).

In this context, future research needs to explore whether ICTs can act
as an agent of change for young people to support their transitions out of
homelessness and into adequate employment and safe housing, or whether
they act simply as short-term distractions from the misery of being homeless.
What appears clear from the data is that this street-youth sample uses ICT
predominantly for bonding social capital purposes—connecting with people
who are familiar to them (i.c., family and friends). The finding that these
young people actually engage in ICT use within their day to day activities
could, however, be understood as glimpses of bridging social capital (linking
with diverse others) through the connection between social exclusion (i.c.,
street youth) and information technology (i.c., mainstream apparatus). In this
light, the interplay between street youth and information technology demon-
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strates both bridging and bonding social capital elements—young people
forming ties within subgroups and across groups. Future research will need
to explore whether ICT use supports (or even precipitates) a young person’s
transformation from an identity of exclusion (i.c., being a street youth) to an
identity of inclusion (i.e. moving into mainstream society). If so, how does
this process of bridging the divide between street life and mainstream culture
actually take place? Moreover, we contend that if ICT is to act as more than
just another coping or job-search strategy, effective as it may be, efforts must
be made to incorporate the full experience of homeless street youth into any
effort to employ ICT as a means to social inclusion. In other words, future
analyses can help define whether such technologies in fact bridge the digital
divide in the broadest sense or simply deepen it.

CONCLUSION

There has been little discussion of street youths’ interpretations and experiences
vis-a-vis ICTs; rather, the vast majority of literature has investigated how young
people enter and survive street life. This study of twenty street youth in Hal-
ifax Nova Scotia, explores how young people interact, experience, and access
ICTs in their day-to-day street existence. Surprisingly, findings demonstrate
that this population was in daily or weekly contact with ICT-related activities
including email, Internet search, job/housing search, and resumé creation.
Apart from the daily stresses of finding shelter, food, clothing, and other basic
needs, these street youth were interested and knowledgeable about computer
activities.

The majority of participants felt comfortable and at ease with com-
puter work and were keenly aware of the importance of information tech-
nologies within the current global economic structure. ICTs were primarily
used to make life easier for them on the street and involved connecting (or
reconnecting) with family and friends, searching out employment and hous-
ing, developing a resumé, and searching out particular information via the
Internet. In addition, like many of their counterparts in mainstream society,
computers were a source of enjoyment and passing time. Numerous participants
suggested that computer use was directly associated with less involvement in
criminal and/or delinquent street activities—providing rather a space for
recreation and personal development. Access to computers was primarily
achieved through local youth services and a downtown public library. Although
these avenues did provide youth with significant computer interaction, a
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majority of the sample noted a desire for increased access to information tech-
nologies that meet the needs of those who are homeless and living on the
street. Such a recommendation may prove highly significant if future research
demonstrates a correlation between ICT use/access and reduction of deviant
and dangerous street activities.

Finally, it was surprising to explore the keen insights of these young
people in terms of how important computer literacy was in the face of an
increasing technology-driven knowledge economy—again raising the issue
of computer access for marginalized groups. The majority of our sample sug-
gested that knowledge of ICTs could lead to more fruitful and exciting employ-
ment in the future, which perhaps explains why such an alienated population
continues to maintain frequent computer involvement even in the face of
such degradation as living on the street.

NoTE

1 A limitation of the study is that the sample was made up of those who volunteered to be
part of this investigation and is not representative of the broader population of street youth.
Given the focus of the research on ICTs, the youth who participated may well be those most
interested in and involved with ICT.
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