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Chapter  24

INTRODUCTION

Homelessness is prevalent in the United States, 
with approximately 643,067 individuals expe-
riencing the condition on a single night and ap-
proximately 1.56 million individuals using shelter 
services in a single year (Office of Community 

Planning and Development, 2010). Persons ex-
periencing homelessness can be classified as (1) 
unsheltered, sleeping on the streets or in places not 
meant for human habitation, (2) sheltered, sleep-
ing in emergency shelters and transitional housing 
programs, or (3) doubled-up, sleeping temporarily 
with family members or friends because they have 
nowhere else to sleep (U.S. Interagency Council 
on Homelessness, 2010).
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ABSTRACT

A common stereotype is that persons experiencing homelessness have no access to digital and Information 
Technology. Even if they could obtain access, they would not have the skills necessary to use it. In this 
entry, the authors examine the scientific literature focused on the Internet use of persons experiencing 
homelessness. Both homeless adolescents and adults use the Internet at public libraries, social service 
agencies, and via mobile phone. They use the Internet to obtain employment and housing, seek services, 
remain socially connected, and have fun. The Internet has enormous potential as a tool to improve the 
lives of persons experiencing homelessness in terms of social support, advocacy, connection to and rat-
ing of services, online education, online intervention scheduling, and online intervention delivery. This 
field is new, and its development should prove both exciting and vital for the assessment, research, and 
intervention of persons experiencing homelessness.
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Some low-income populations have limited or 
no access to digital and information technology. 
Those who do have access sometimes do not have 
the skills necessary to use the technology. This 
phenomenon of inequitable access to digital and 
information technology is termed the “Digital 
Divide” (Norris, 2001). In this entry of the En-
cyclopedia of Cyber Behavior, we examine the 
Internet use of persons experiencing homelessness, 
many of whom may be on the disadvantaged side 
of the Digital Divide. The study of cyber behavior 
among persons experiencing homelessness can be 
defined as the Internet and other computer-medi-
ated activity of persons who lack a fixed, regular 
address and whose primary nighttime residence 
is on the streets, in shelters, or temporarily with 
others (family, friends, and acquaintances) because 
they have nowhere else to stay.

OVERVIEW

The field of cyber behavior among homeless per-
sons is relatively new as the first peer-reviewed 
journal article on the subject was published in 
2005 (Miller et al., 2005). Researchers are show-
ing increasing interest in the cyber behavior of 
this population, so we expect the field to grow 
in the coming years. The research shows that 
many persons experiencing homelessness use the 
Internet (19% - 47% of adults and 84% - 93% of 
adolescents). The most common access points are 
public libraries (87% of adults and 50% of ado-
lescents), social service agencies (28% of adults 
and 31% - 39% of adolescents), friends’ homes 
(22% of adults and 22% - 34% of adolescents), 
and mobile phones (19% of adults and 18% - 51% 
of adolescents). They use the Internet for busi-
ness, social, and leisure purposes. Although this 
population has complex problems, its members are 
resourceful, using modern technology to access 
needed services, maintain social support, and relax.

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS

Concerns about the physical and mental health of 
persons experiencing homelessness have driven 
researchers to examine the cyber behavior of 
homeless adults. The first scientific journal article 
to focus on the cyber behavior of persons expe-
riencing homelessness was published in 2005. 
In this article, Miller evaluated computer use as 
an occupational therapy intervention with seven 
homeless men (Miller et al., 2005). One year 
later, Redpath published his findings on the first 
survey of computer and Internet use of homeless 
and indigent drug users in Long Beach, Califor-
nia (Redpath et al., 2006). His work emerged 
out of a concern that the population may not 
have adequate access to much-needed Internet-
based health information such as HIV prevention 
strategies. Next, Eyrich-Garg, concerned about 
the unsheltered homeless population’s ability to 
access their social support network members in 
Philadelphia, published her work about their use of 
mobile phones and computer technologies in 2010 
(Eyrich-Garg, 2010, 2011). Finally, LeDantec, an 
expert in human-computer interaction, presented 
innovative work at an academic conference about 
cyber interactions among shelter staff and residents 
(LeDantec et al., 2011).

Work on the cyber behavior among homeless 
adolescents is in a nascent stage as well, but has 
roots to traditional issues in research on homeless 
youth. Research on homeless youth has long been 
concerned with the social networks of homeless 
youth, which were traditionally depicted as small, 
transient, and composed primarily of other home-
less and street-involved youth (Kipke et al., 1997). 
By the middle of the last decade, a few researchers 
began to explore how homeless youth continue 
to maintain connections to family and friends 
that predate their experiences of homelessness 
(Johnson et al., 2005). These observations led 
to some initial questions as to how these youth 
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